
3changes:
What YOU neeD tO KnOW 

aBOUt cOllege tODaY
By Peter & Jill ratzan

hOW are the sats anD acts Different? (and 
does your child even need to take them for college?)
The overhauled SAT finally made its debut on March 5 this year. Its controversial rollout 

has had a cascading effect on the entire admissions process. There’s more test confusion 

than ever.  So, which test is right for your child?  Should she study for the new SAT and 

also still take the ACT?  What are the colleges saying/doing?  The answers may surprise 

you.

hOW tO save $5K-$54K Per Year On 
cOllege (even if you make over $100K/year)
Did you know that you can save thousands on college each year...even if your income is 
$100K+? Too many people miss out on scholarships and grants from colleges because 
most families do not understand how the funding process works (53% leave money on 
the table). You NEVER need to pay the sticker price for college...unless you don’t know 

what you’re doing. We’ll help make sure you save more than you thought you could. Be 

sure to read this entire section so your child doesn’t lose out.

hOW the neW aPPlicatiOn PrOcess affects 
YOUr chilD (even if they’re in 9th grade)
There is a completely new college application format coming your child’s way this July, 

and it’s not anything like the old one. Is your child ready? How will it affect your child?  

The 80+ colleges that will require it are going to ask for new essays and work samples 

from students as early as 9TH GRADE (and even younger). Don’t get left behind, read on 

to learn more. 
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Why did we write this guide?
In this 2016 school year, there have been 3 remarkable changes that affect high school students and 

their families in the college application and financial aid process.  We’ve gotten many questions from 

perplexed parents asking what they mean in layman’s terms. With the rising cost of attending college 

and the increasingly competitive nature of applying to college, we wanted to provide a simple, clear 

guide to explain these changes and how they are relevant to you and your child. We want to “level the 

playing field” so you know what you’re dealing with and can act accordingly.

Who is this guide for?
This guide is for both parents and students in high school---especially 10th and 11th graders. 8th and 
9th and aren’t directly affected by these changes...yet. But these issues will be on the horizon MUCH 

sooner than you think, so better to understand them now.  Unfortunately, many high school guidance 

counselors are stretched too thin. They don’t have time to meet with each student to help them 

understand the landscape of applying to and paying for college today.

How much of this guide should you read?
If you want you and your child to get through the college application process WITHOUT pulling your 

hair out---and you want  your child to have a fighting chance of getting into a college they’re excited 

about, AND you want to be able to afford it when they do...then you’ll want to read the whole thing! 

Understanding these 3 changes will help you be able to relax and enjoy your child’s senior year without 

worrying that they’re not going to get into a “good” college, let alone one that you can afford. 

But if nothing else, read the dark blue sections and gold sections. These give you the abridged version 

with the key 20% you need to knowto have success with applying to and paying for college.



hOW tO save $5K-$54K Per Year On 
cOllege (even if you make over $100K/year)

BUsting the mYth
Applying for financial aid to help pay for college is something too many families skip because they think 

they won’t qualify due to their income level. That’s very often NOT true: you could save thousands on 

college each year, even if you make $100K/year.  The key is to understand how financial aid works.

How much does college cost - and how much of 
that cost will you actually have to bear?

How can anyone afford $65,000+ per year to attend a private 

college today? Even the full cost of attendance at a state 

university goes for about $22,000 - $36,000. 

Very few people (like less than 3%) have enough saved to 

cover the published price of 4 years of a private college (or 

even a state school). Unfortunately, very few people also 

realize that college may not cost as much as they think.

Less than 3% of families have enough saved to cover the 

published price of 4 years of a private college.
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Now the good news: the published prices 

are not the prices you should be paying. In fact, 

66% of full-time, first year college students 

pay LESS than the sticker price...a lot less. The 

average discount rate you could receive is at a 

whopping 48%.  

40% of families with adjusted gross 

incomes ABOVE $100,000 receive a 

need-based grant from the Institution that 

they’re attending. 

Colleges have two main instruments when it 

comes to their discounting strategies: 1) need-

based aid and 2) merit-based aid. 

the BOttOm line:
The opportunities to get thousands of dollars--or tens of thousands--in scholarships and grants exist 

(both for families who will qualify for need-based financial aid AND for those who won’t) .

You just need to know where to look to find which of the 4000 schools can and will meet your child’s 

academic needs and your financial ones.

Your Demonstrated Financial Need—Determined by the US Government using a 

formula influenced by many factors: your income, age, number of students enrolled 

in college, assets and investments, your student’s savings and earnings, etc.  (If your 

adjusted income is $250,000 or less, and your assets are properly positioned,  you 

very well may qualify for financial aid at some schools.) 

This is determined by filling out the Free Application For Federal Student Aid  

(FAFSA) form,  which the government uses to generate your Student Aid Report and 

submits to colleges. This is what most people think of as “financial aid.”

Your Child’s Admissions Prospects—You need to make sure that at least some of the 

colleges your child is applying to have the means to discount tuition for need and merit 

(many private schools do).  The government gives away money based exclusively on 

the information you provide on the FAFSA form and financial aid formulas based on 78 

different factors. But a college can give away aid according to its own rules. 

In many cases, colleges make this determination by having you fill out a CSS Profile, a 

more in-depth questionnaire colleges use to determine the amount of aid they think 

you deserve. It’s an onerous form with more than 200 intrusive questions, but this is 

often where we find massive savings opportunities for middle-class students.

Today, there are three factors that determine how much you will pay for your 

child’s higher education. They are:

1

2



Your Ability To Convince a Generous College of Its Need To Have Your 

Student Attend—You’ll have to demonstrate to those schools that your 

child is worthy of having his or her financial needs met. It’s difficult to do 

because most schools (especially the most generous ones) aren’t going to tell 

you exactly how they go about interpreting your particular financial aid data.  

But it’s worth it!  It’s with these institutional based grants that our students 

(and the entire forgotten middle class) reap the greatest rewards.  

3

So, how is f inancial aid calculated?
Every school takes into account the following formula when 

determining your (or your student’s) eligibility for need-based 

financial aid:

COA - EFC = Need

COA stands for Cost of Attendance. That’s the sticker price covering 

all costs to send your student to school for one year. These include 

tuition, fees, room, board, books/supplies, and personal expenses, 

and often will also include travel, insurance, and other items. 

EFC is the Expected Family Contribution. This is the 

amount of money that the government notifies the 

colleges on your list that you can afford to spend for one 

year of college for one child. It’s based on your responses 

to questions about your income, assets, age, marital status, 

socioeconomic status, number of students in school, 

number of members in the household, and quite a few 

other factors. 

In addition to the federal formula, many private schools 

utilize an institutional methodology to evaluate eligibility 

for institutional aid.  Each school is different, and they 

evaluate each student differently. (This is where the CSS 

profile comes in.)

What’s important to understand is that you can ‘manage’ (read: reduce) your EFC with proper planning 

and an understanding of how the financial aid rules work. You need to find schools that work to your 

child’s advantage. It’s like airline tickets: not everyone is paying the same price for the same flight.

The Financial Aid Formula

COA - EFC = Need



the KeY tO saving $5K-$54K/Year
Just like you would research making a big purchase like a home or a car, the same goes for college. And 
just as you would compare options with those high-ticket items, you need to compare options with 
colleges.

Two kids applying to the same college won’t pay the same; they will pay based on a matrix of factors as 
determined by the college.  While the federal financial aid formula is black and white, the financial aid 
formulas at many colleges (private and public alike) have shades of gray. This is why it’s important to 
understand how financial aid works before your child selects colleges to apply to. 

Did you know you can reduce  the amount you are expected to pay for college by positioning your 

finances properly? For example:

•	 Money saved in your child’s name (UTMAs or UGMAs) is more penalized than money in your name

•	 If your pre-paid tution plan is typically your asset, not your child’s

•	 All of your retirement accounts should be exempt

In order to find out your official EFC, and maximize your award, you normally would have to complete 

and submit a FAFSA form on time. But, on one hand, this disadvantages you, because you’ve already 

“tipped your hand.” 

We have a custom-built calculator that can predict by federal AND institutional methodology within a 

dollar. This way, you know your numbers BEFORE you have to submit anything. This gives you the ability 

to be able to position your financial data so that it gives benefits your child the most.  If you want to 

know the price of your child’s dream school, join risk-free as a Charter Member. to use our tool.)

When do you start thinking about financial aid for your child?

•	 If your kid is in 11th grade...your time for applying is just months away.  (October)

•	 If your kid is in 10th grade...your income right now is going to be what’s reported when you fill out 

financial aid forms in 2 years.

•	 If your kid is in 9th grade...you’re just months away from your “prior prior year” starting (the year 

you will report as your income on your financial aid applications 3 years in the future). 

http://yourcollegeconcierge.net/virtual-guidance-program/


hOW are the sats anD acts 
Different? 

“Out of clutter, find simplicity.”
- Albert Einstein

and does your child even 
need to take tests for 
college?

It used to be fairly simple: if you wanted to get into 

college, you chose to take the ACT or SAT test. 

But did you know that more than 1 in 5 of the colleges 
in America are now test-optional? 

Getting the right test strategy to get through this test 

upheaval could literally mean the difference between 

a thick envelope with a “YES” and a scholarship or one 

with a NO!
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Plus, the tests this year are new. The SAT has overhauled 

its test and released a new version in March 2016. 

The PSAT debuted its new version in October 2015.  

It’s important to know if your child’s dream school 

requires a test, and if so...which one. 



THIRD: In the last year, we’ve seen rapid growth in the number of schools de-emphasizing or eliminating 

standardized admissions tests from their selection criteria. There are now more than 850 colleges that 

have de-emphasized standardized test scores in their admissions decisions. 

Why are colleges going test-optional?

Many schools are transitioning to test-optional or 

test-flexible admissions practices. 

Why would they do this? 

To grow their applicant pool. If they attract more 

students to submit applications, the total number 

of applications will increase...but the number of 

students accepted remains the same. 

This results in a lower rate of admission, which 

makes the school appear more selective. 

The lower the acceptance rate, the more perceived 

competitiveness in the ubiquitous school rankings 

and the marketplace in general. It’s a business 

strategy.  

College is a business, and their product is your child’s 

education. Just as you’d research and shop for a car 

or a home...you need to research and shop for college.

So, why would schools become test-optional?

FIRST: If you desire, you can take BOTH tests as much as you want and report only your best scores. 

SECOND: With regards to the new SAT, most colleges are still in “wait and see” mode. Most admissions 

officers are accepting the old SAT for now but will not be super-scoring it with the new one .

3 KeY POints aBOUt changes in testing



sO...What DOes this mean fOr You?

Where can I find a complete list of all of the colleges with that are test-optional?

There are more than 850 colleges that have either de-emphasized or eliminated Admissions Tests from 

their selection criteria. 

We’re seeing perhaps the largest migration of highly selective schools adopt test-flexible practices—

more than 125 private colleges listed in the US News & World Report rankings have test optional 

admissions. Go to fairtest.org to see a full list. 

If your child is a great student but doesn’t typically see that translate to his or her test scores, then 

this can take the pressure off – your child won’t be automatically disqualified from many excellent 

universities as a result of their scores. 

If your kid is a great test taker (with any level of classroom performance), you’re likely to find that 

your best institutional-based scholarship and grant opportunities could be from the schools with test 

optional policies!

That’s the good news.  The less good news (and the burden on parents and students) is that now, 

standardized testing policies are like many other components of college admissions process: there are 

multiple confusing and disparate rules and requirements for parents and students to comprehend.

BOttOm line: If you know the rules in advance, you’ll be able to bend 

them to your advantage. 

But, even better---you can also use our 

College List Builder in our Member 

Clubhouse.  You can search colleges 

that are test-optional as well as other 

search criteria to narrow down your 

ideal colleges.

When you join as a charter member, 

you can access both this and our 

College Cost Calculator tool to find 

schools best suited for your child and 

your budget.

http://www.fairtest.org
http://yourcollegeconcierge.net/virtual-guidance-program/


aDmissiOns test cOmParisOn

Old SAT New SAT ACT

• Scoring
• 2400 pts
• Guessing penalty
• Test time: 3:45
• NO LONGER OFFERED

• Scoring
• 1600 pts
• No guessing penalty
• Test time: 3:50
• Similar to SAT, more deep reading

• Scoring
• 36 pts
• No guessing penalty
• Test time: 3:40

Writing (800)
•	 49 items

Verbal
•	 Reading (400) -52
•	 Writing (400) - 44

English
•	 75 questions in 45 

minutes

Reading (800) 
•	 67 items

Quantitative
•	 58 items 
•	 Math Calculator (400)
•	 Math No Calcuator (400) 

Math 
•	 60 questions in 60 

minutes

Math (800)
•	 54 items

Reading
•	 40 questions in 35 

minutes

Compared w/ previous version: 
•	  Advanced level reading, writing and 

analysis required
•	 Flatter distribution of questions 
•	 Less emphasis on vocab 
•	 Processing speed less important (than 

ACT)
•	 Inclusion of charts, graphs, data
•	 Long-block reading passages
•	 Close reading required w/ higher level 

reading comprehension (more than ACT)
•	 writing prompt similar to AP

Science 
•	 40 questions in 35 

minutes

Don’t forget to go to  fairtest.org  to see if your college is on 

the list...and the decide your best test-taking strategy.

http://www.fairtest.org


hOW the neW aPPlicatiOn PrOcess affects 
YOUr chilD (even if they’re in 9th grade)
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What’s the “Coalition Application”?

On October 1, 2015, a coalition of 80 of America’s more selective colleges, including many major public 

universities, all the Ivies, all of the NESCAC schools and many others, announced that they would be 

introducing a brand-new, digital ‘portfolio-based’ college application for this year. This application will 

go live this July.  

At the time of this writing, the details are still being clarified, but here’s what we know: 

1. The Coalition is introducing this as an alternative to the common application with an intention to 

engage students in the college admissions process beginning in 9th grade (yes, 9th).

2. It’s uncertain at the time of this writing as to whether all the participating ‘Coalition’ colleges will 

require the Class of 2017 to use this new application.

3. Parts of the Coalition Application are available for you to review.  Here’s a link to the rollout schedule 

and a way to take a tour of what’s already been released: http://www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.org/

mentors.html

“Know the rules well so you can break them effectively.” 

- Dalai Lama

hOW tO navigate the

http://www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.org/mentors.html
http://www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.org/mentors.html


The Coalition Application will allow or require students (beginning in 9th grade) to create and digitally 

submit and/or share a portfolio of their coursework, artwork, creative writing, performances, etc. as 

either a supplemental college application or as a replacement to one of the existing formats.

In other words, have your child keep samples of work and creative projects starting in 9th grade. This 

could be required as part of their college application if they apply to one of the coalition schools.

Find out if your child’s school is using the new application here: http://www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.

org/members.html

sO...What DOes this mean fOr You?

Now you’re ready!

No matter your children’s interests, aspirations, or 

academic prospects, there are great colleges out 

there for them that will meet their needs and your 

budget. If you want to get step-by-step guidance to 

help your child get into the college of their dreams 

AND learn how to comfortably pay for it...check out 

our Charter Club. 

As a member, you can be empowered by our college 

planning process. We’ll guide you to help your child 

receive multiple college acceptances and enjoy 

$5,000 to $54,000 per year in scholarships and 

grants. 

You’ll get to use our custom tools and get your 

questions answered each month. Learn about it  here.
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It’s completely normal if you or your child feel overwhelmed preparing for college. There are many 

moving parts, and many of those parts change regularly.  

The good news: you can start planning for your child’s college education now. The sooner you do, the 

more options and scholarships your child will receive. But if you wait until the last minute – until your 

child’s senior year of high school to figure this out, you’ll have few realistic strategies and even fewer 

good options at your disposal.

http://www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.org/members.html
http://www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.org/members.html
http://yourcollegeconcierge.net/virtual-guidance-program/
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