
A Parent's Guide

to College Conversations



Your child applied to college and completed either the

Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) or the

California Dream Act Application (CADAA) by the

priority deadline. Now, your child’s college

acceptances and financial aid award letters are here

and it’s time to make some key decisions. 

INTRODUCTION

In this guide we’ll help you better understand your

child’s financial aid award letters and share tips about

how to reduce college costs. We know how important

this milestone is for your family and how difficult these

decisions can be for students, so we’ve also included

advice on how to have a healthy, productive

conversation with your child about their future. 



FINANCIAL AID AWARD LETTERS

…and why they can be so confusing.  

Financial aid award letters break down a college’s cost of attendance for one academic year

and provide more information about any grants, scholarships, work-study opportunities and loans a

student is eligible to receive. Students may receive financial aid award letters by mail, email, or

through a college’s student portal. As a reminder, your child will only receive financial aid award

letters for colleges where they have been offered admission.

The estimated Cost of Attendance for this particular university is $38,400 for one academic year. You can

assume that the $1,500 listed for a computer is a one-time purchase. Remember, these are estimates and

subject to change. 

Part of the student’s award package includes government loans, totaling $7,500. This is money that will

have to be repaid. The unsubsidized loan will begin to accrue interest as soon as it is received.  

This student has been offered $17,900 in scholarships and grants, otherwise known as gift aid. This is money

that does not have to be repaid. It’s important to clarify with the university’s financial aid office, however,

if these scholarships and grants are one-time awards or if they renew each year your child is enrolled. 

This student is eligible for federal work-study. The university lists $3,000 in potential earnings a year. While

this money does not have to be repaid, it is earned through employment. Work-study opportunities,

however, are not guaranteed and your child has to work a certain number of hours to reach the

estimated amount. 

The $28,400 total listed at the bottom of the award summary is calculated by adding $7,500 (loans) +

$17,900 (gift aid) + $3,000 (federal work-study). 

If we subtract the award summary ($28,400) from the estimated Cost of Attendance ($38,400), we’re left

with $10,000 that will need to be paid out of pocket for one academic year. The student may need to

take out private student loans to cover this amount or look to family members for additional financial

support. As a reminder, if the student opts out of the government loans offered or does not secure a work-

study opportunity, their out-of-pocket costs will increase. 

Sample Financial Aid Award Letter 

Let’s break down this sample financial aid award letter:  
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http://www.nitrocollege.com/


5 TIPS TO KEEP IN MIND AS YOU READ

YOUR CHILD’S FINANCIAL AID

AWARD LETTER

You may have heard that financial aid award letters can be complicated to interpret and don’t

clearly convey how much a student can actually expect to spend on a college education. To

alleviate some of the confusion, we asked several academic counselors and college success

advisors to share helpful reminders for families as they navigate their child’s financial aid award

letters. We’ve detailed their responses below. 

You won’t find a detailed Cost of Attendance on all financial aid award letters.

Research has shown that some colleges only include the cost of tuition (and

associated fees) and room and board on their financial aid award letters, omitting

indirect costs like books, supplies, and other personal expenses. In some cases, the Cost

of Attendance is left off completely. For a more complete picture of what students can

expect to pay, visit the college’s website. And remember, Costs of Attendance are

estimates.

It’s important to distinguish between free money and money that will need to

be repaid.

The school counselors and advisors we spoke to all agreed that families and students

often believe they are receiving more free money than they actually are. One advisor

recommended printing out your child’s award letters and highlighting the lines that are

specifically scholarships, grants, or fee waivers (money that does not need to be

repaid) and using another highlighter color for loan offers (money that must be repaid). 

Speaking of loans, the labels are wildly inconsistent.

L. Ln. Loa. This report found 136 unique ways that more than 400 colleges listed

unsubsidized student loans on financial aid award letters. If you are unsure about

something listed on your child’s financial aid award letter, contact the college’s

financial aid office for clarification. 

Financial aid award letters are not standardized.

Award letters vary in look from college to college. For example, one college’s award

letter might display loans, gift aid, and work-study in separate sections while another

may list them all together.   

Ask questions before your child accepts an award offer.

College financial aid offices are available to answer questions about financial aid

award letters, even if a student is not yet enrolled. Do not hesitate to reach out to these

offices by phone or by email.   
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REDUCE COLLEGE COSTS

 
Now that you have an idea of what your child’s college education may cost and what their award

package includes, it’s time to talk about where your family can look to save money on college

costs. We interviewed dozens of families with college-aged children and relatives and compiled

some of their cost-saving strategies for you here. 

DORMS

 

MEAL PLANS

 

STUDENT HEALTH INSURANCE

TEXTBOOKS

COMMUTING & TRANSPORTATION

Dorm rooms vary in price depending on occupancy – a triple, for example,

will likely cost far less than a single or double room. Additionally, dorm rooms

in older buildings are often cheaper than those in newer buildings. 

Ask your child if their textbooks can be rented or accessed

digitally instead of purchased for full price. 

If your child is commuting, scheduling classes over a few days a week versus

the whole week will help reduce transportation costs (gas, parking, vehicle

wear-and-tear, etc.).

Encourage your child to take public transportation, especially if it is free or

discounted for local college students. 

Often, college students are unknowingly billed for health

insurance*. If your child is still covered under your health insurance

plan, be sure to opt out of the college’s plan. 

*Most colleges require students to have health insurance. 

College success advisors recommend that your child purchase the cheapest

meal plan available. More meal points or credits can be purchased but

unused points or credits cannot be returned. Advisors report that students

frequently end their quarters or semesters with meal dollars unspent.



YOUR CHILD'S COLLEGE DECISION

What can you realistically contribute to your child’s college education

each year? And for how many years? Research shows that college

students take on average 4-6 years to graduate. Take the time to

consider other significant expenditures that may come your way (i.e. a

new car, household repairs, another child in college, etc.). 

What do you know about what your child wants to study in school and

pursue after graduation?

Do you have a preference for where your child attends college? Is it in

conflict with what you believe will make your child truly happy? 

Be open-minded. It’s important that you listen first to what your child has

to say before sharing your opinions. For example, if your child wants to

go to college far away from home, listen to their reasons and consider

that in some cases, an out-of-state option may offer considerably more

financial aid (or offer tuition reciprocity) than a local college. 

Be curious. Ask questions! Children are often stepping into a world their

families have not experienced first hand. It can be tempting for families

to create a comfortable space where they are confident of what they

know, which limits curiosity and openness. If you find yourself in this

space when talking to your child, pause, take a breath, and ask a

question.

Honor your child’s uniqueness. Resist the urge to compare your child to

someone else. Recognize that your child is carving out a path that is

best suited to their individual interests and passions. 

Let go. Ultimately, this is your child’s journey. This is a time in their lives

filled with learning, successes, and missteps – trust that you have done

your part to help your child make the decision that is best for them. 

"This feels hard for me, but I am hearing you really want________"

"One thing I am excited about __"

"A concern I have is ____"

“Tell me more about ____”

“Help me understand ____”

Before talking to your child, consider the questions below. If it’s helpful, write

your answers down and have them available during your conversation. 




When you and your child are ready to talk, keep these tips in mind: 

If you find yourself struggling to share your thoughts with your child without

shutting down the conversation, try using these sentence stems: 

 




You’ve celebrated your child’s college acceptances. You’ve looked at their financial aid award

letters, compared the costs of their options, and discussed ways to make college more affordable.

Now, you’re ready to talk about their final decision. This is an important conversation for you both

and we want to set you up for success. 


