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WHAT IS A GAP YEAR? 

A “gap year” is typically an academic year, taken by a student as a break between secondary school and higher 
education. It is a time for students to gain their independence, develop better self-awareness, learn important life 
lessons, volunteer and explore what their real interests are. This may include taking time to explore the world, reflect on 
your personal values and goals and gain experiences that are not found in a traditional classroom setting. 

Years ago, a gap year had a negative reputation. In the past if your recent high school graduate son or daughter told 
you they did not want to go to college but instead take a year off from school, your initial thought would have been, no 
way is my son or daughter going to “waste” a year and be irresponsible.  

Today, it is okay or almost encouraged to take a gap year, especially those students who need a little more time to 
decide what career path they want to take. Research has shown that students benefit profoundly; finding clarity and 
purpose and gaining a better grasp on what they want to study, with improved academic outcomes such as GPA, time-
to-graduation, and leadership. Gap year programs often have an emphasis on experiential education that challenge you 
to step out of your comfort zone.  

There are several programs available that give students this opportunity.  Some gap year providers have partnered with 
a university, so you may also be able to earn college credits. An example of this is the partnership between Outward 
Bound, an outdoor education provider, and Western State Colorado University. Be sure to check with your school to 
assure that your gap year credits will be accepted if the program is offered by another college. 

A great resource is the Gap Year Association’s website (https://gapyearassociation.org/providers.php) where you can 
find a list of accredited gap year providers and learn about college deferral policies.  

USING 529 PLAN SAVINGS TO PAY FOR A GAP YEAR 

If the gap year program is offered through an eligible postsecondary education institution you can use your 529 to pay 
for qualified expenses which include tuition and mandatory fees, room and board, books, supplies, and equipment 
required for enrollment, computers, computer equipment, internet services and software required for enrollment, 24/7 
meal plans. An eligible institution is one that offers federal financial aid. You can check for the school’s federal code on 
this website: https://fafsa.ed.gov/FAFSA/app/schoolSearch?locale=en_EN  

Investors should consider the investment objectives, risks, charges and expenses associated with a 529 Plan 
before investing. This and other information is available in a Plan’s official statement. The official statement 
should be read carefully before investing.  

Depending on your state of residence, there may be an in-state plan that provides tax and other benefits such as 
financial aid, scholarships and creditor protection that are not available through an out-of-state plan. Before investing in 
any state’s 529 plan, you should consult your tax advisor. 
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