
1. �Start with a 529 Plan: A 529 savings plan offers tax-
advantaged growth and can be used for qualified 
education expenses such as tuition, books, and even room 
and board. Contributions are not deductible on your federal 
return, but earnings grow tax-free, and withdrawals used 
for qualified education expenses are also tax-free. Many 
states also offer additional tax deductions or credits for 
contributions to their in-state plan. Start early to maximize 
the power of compound growth, and consider making 
automatic contributions to stay on track.

2. �Prioritize FAFSA Early: The Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA) is your gateway to federal grants, 
student loans, and work-study programs. File as soon as 
the application opens on October 1st each year to improve 
your chances of receiving aid, especially from schools 
with limited funds. Even if you think you earn too much 
to qualify, submit the FAFSA anyway—many institutions 
require it for merit-based aid as well.

3. �Understand the True Cost of College: Don’t just look 
at the sticker price. The “net price” — the actual amount 
a student will pay after grants and scholarships — often 
varies widely from the published cost. Use a college’s Net 
Price Calculator to estimate your true financial responsibility. 
Also consider cost-saving strategies like starting at a 
community college, attending in-state schools, or enrolling in 
accelerated degree programs.

4. �Seek Out Scholarships and Grants: Scholarships 
and grants are moneys that don’t have to be repaid. 
Encourage students to begin their search early, and 
revisit opportunities each year. Scholarships can be 
merit-based, need-based, or awarded for specific 
interests or demographics. Check with your high school, 
local community organizations, and scholarship search 
engines like Fastweb or Scholarships.com.

5. �Use Loans Wisely: Federal student loans generally 
have lower interest rates and more flexible repayment 
terms than private loans. Direct Subsidized Loans, for 
example, do not accrue interest while the student is in 
school. Parents should carefully weigh the pros and cons 
of Parent PLUS Loans, which carry higher rates and can 

impact their own financial future. A good rule of thumb is 
to never borrow more in total than your expected first-
year salary after graduation.

6. �Balance Saving for College and Retirement: As much as 
you want to help your child, don’t sacrifice your own financial 
security. Retirement savings should generally take priority. 
Students have more options for funding college (grants, 
scholarships, loans), but there are no loans for retirement. 
Consider involving grandparents or extended family in 
college savings if they are willing and able to help.

7. �Reevaluate Annually: Each year brings changes in tuition, 
financial aid formulas, and family income. Reassess your 
college funding strategy regularly. Keep a close eye on 
changes to the FAFSA, potential shifts in your financial 
picture, and the evolving costs associated with your 
student’s chosen school. This ongoing review can help you 
avoid surprises and make adjustments proactively.

8. �Explore Work and Study Options: Part-time work or 
federal work-study can help students contribute to their own 
education while gaining valuable experience. Encourage 
your child to balance work with academics, but even modest 
earnings can help reduce the need for loans and build 
financial responsibility.

9. �Have the Money Conversation Early: Sit down with your 
student and talk candidly about costs, expectations, and 
financial limits. Understanding the value of money, student 
debt, and post-graduation repayment responsibilities can 
help them make more informed decisions about school 
choice and spending habits.

10. �Get Professional Advice: Saving for college should 
be part of your comprehensive financial plan. This type 
of planning can help you evaluate the impact of college 
expenses on your broader financial goals and develop a 
tailored plan that balances savings, aid, and borrowing.

With the right planning, paying for college doesn’t have to 
derail your financial future. Start early, stay informed, and 
make thoughtful, data-driven decisions to support your 
student while protecting your financial well-being.

Source: https://studentaid.gov/, https://www.fastweb.com/, https://www.scholarships.com/

College is one of the largest financial investments many families will ever make. 
With tuition, room and board, and other related expenses steadily rising, it’s 
more important than ever to plan ahead and explore every available option. The 
good news? There are several smart strategies that can help you manage the 
cost of higher education without compromising your financial stability.
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