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An independent, nonprofit organization, TICAS 
works to make higher education more available and 
affordable for people of all backgrounds. By 
conducting and supporting nonpartisan research, 
analysis, and advocacy, TICAS aims to improve the 
processes and public policies that can pave the way 
to successful educational outcomes for students and 
for society. 
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• Colleges communicate with students and 
families about costs and how to cover them 
through tools such as:

– Net Price Calculators

– Award Letters

– Financial Aid Pledges
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Overview



FINANCIAL AID 
PLEDGES
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What is a pledge?
– Available to students based on income or 
educational background

– Clear qualification guidelines and sense of 
expected cost, both out‐of‐pocket and with 
self‐help funds, for the student and family

– Covers most or all of the estimated student 
budget with no loans or a limited amount of 
loans

Financial Aid Pledges
http://projectonstudentdebt.org/pledges
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Amherst College
Appalachian State University
Arizona State University
Bowdoin College
Brown University
California Institute of Technology
Claremont McKenna College
Colby College
College of William and Mary
Columbia University
Connecticut College
Cornell University
Dartmouth College
Davidson College
Duke University
Emory University
Georgia Institute of Technology
Grinnell College
Harvard University
Haverford College
Indiana University, Bloomington
Lafayette College
Lehigh University
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Michigan State University
Middlebury College
North Carolina State University

Northwestern University
Oberlin College
Pomona College
Princeton University
Rice University
Stanford University
Swarthmore College
Tufts University
University of Arizona
University of California (systemwide)
University of Chicago
University of Florida
University of Illinois at Urbana‐Champaign
University of Louisville
University of Maryland, College Park
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill
University of Pennsylvania
University of Richmond
University of Tennessee
University of Virginia
Vanderbilt University
Vassar College
Washington University, St. Louis
Wellesley College
Wesleyan University
Williams College
Yale University

Financial Aid Pledges
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Financial Aid Pledges
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Financial Aid Pledges
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Financial Aid Pledges
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Updated web site and issue brief coming soon. . .
– New format includes dynamic charts and tables 
for each college on our list

– Examine the choices colleges have and the 
choices some colleges have made in recent 
years about packaging need‐based grants, 
loans, and work‐study

– Look at trends in low‐income enrollment and 
freshman borrowing at colleges with pledges



Financial Aid Pledges
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Role of institutional researchers. . .
– Examine financial aid, demographic, and other 
data

– Help colleges consider choices made as 
financial aid programs change



NET PRICE 
CALCULATORS
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What are Net Price Calculators (NPCs)?

• New online tools that provide students with early, 
individualized estimates of college costs & financial aid 

• Required on almost all college websites as of Oct. 29, 2011

• Net price 
= full cost of attendance minus grant aid 
= amount students have to earn, save, or borrow 

• The timing is key – students and their families can use 
NPCs before deciding where to apply
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What’s Required in an NPC?

• Questions to estimate 
the student’s expected 
family contribution (EFC)

• Required output 

• Other required output:
• % receiving grant aid
• Caveats & disclaimers: 

e.g., not a final aid offer; 
link to FAFSA

Minnesota State Community and Technical College, http://www.minnesota.edu/?id=10439
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Variation in NPCs

• Colleges can use the free federal template, contract 
with a third-party vendor, or design their own 
customized calculator

• Colleges determine which questions to ask

• Colleges determine how to display information in 
results screen and can provide more than just the 
minimum required elements. 
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To best serve the needs of students 
and families, NPCs must be:

1. Easy to find

2. Easy to use

3. Easy to understand and compare
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TICAS Research on NPCs

• “Adding It All Up: An Early Look at Net Price Calculators” –
March 2011
– Early look at 16 colleges that had already posted calculators by January 

2011 (before deadline).

• “Adding It All Up 2012: Are College Net Price Calculators 
Easy to Find, Use, and Compare?” - October 2012
– In-depth look at NPCs from 50 randomly selected colleges. 
– Nearly a year after the deadline, NPCs are still not reliably easy for 

students and families to find, use, and compare.
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Are NPCs Easy to Find?

• Colleges should post their NPCs prominently in areas of 
their websites where prospective students and their 
families are likely to look.

– Nearly ¼ of colleges did not post their NPCs on their 
website’s financial aid or costs page.

– Even when the link was on a relevant page, it was rarely 
posted prominently.

– Five calculators weren’t even called “net price calculators.”

• Students shouldn’t have to resort to using a search 
engine to find a college’s net price calculator.
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NPC Link Prominently Posted 
on Financial Aid Page

http://www.grinnell.edu/offices/financialaid ‐ 18 ‐



NPC Hard to Find 
on Fin Aid Page

http://www.admission.gatech.ed
u/apply/costs‐aid‐scholarships‐2
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NPC is a link 
on this 

consumer 
information 

PDF

http://www.lincolncollegene.edu/downloa
d/consumer/LCNE_Gnrl‐Institutional‐Info‐
Disclosure.pdf ‐ 20 ‐

NPC Hard to 
Find



NPC Links on College Navigator 
(ED)

http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?q=college+of+southern+neva
da&s=all&id=182005#general
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http://collegecost.ed.gov/netpricecenter.aspx

NPC Links on 
Net Price Calculator Center (ED)
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Are NPCs Easy to Find?

Colleges should report direct links to their NPCs to 
the Department of Education.

Almost one-third of colleges reported links that would 
not actually help students and families find their NPCs. 

Where does the reported link point 
to? # % of total
Goes directly to NPC 25 50%
Goes to page with NPC link 9 18%
Goes to page without NPC link 13 26%
Broken link 3 6%
TOTAL 50 100% ‐ 23 ‐



• Number of questions ranged from 8 to about 70.

• Many NPCs asked for detailed information that students 
and families may not have on hand.

– More than one-third asked for information that students wouldn’t be 
able to provide without digging up detailed financial records.

– Four NPCs asked users to directly input their EFCs and one required 
that students go to an separate EFC calculator on another website.

– 12 NPCs asked about academic qualifications and some even 
required SAT or ACT scores.

Are NPCs Easy to Use?
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• Calculators asking dozens of detailed questions can be 
daunting – particularly for students who could benefit most 
from early estimates of financial aid.

 Colleges should make their NPCs accessible to all types of 
students.
– Colleges can balance precision with ease of use by limiting the 

number of required questions and making it clear which questions 
are required. 

– Only four NPCs that asked for detailed financial information 
marked any of those questions optional.

– Three NPCs allowed students to bypass detailed financial 
questions by entering estimates instead.

Are NPCs Easy to Use?
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• If asking for contact information, colleges should 
make it clear that submitting that information is 
not required. 

– 14 NPCs in our sample asked for contact information. 

– Four did not make it clear that submitting contact info is 
optional. 

Are NPCs Easy to Use?
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Everest College‐Henderson, http://new.everest.edu/npc ‐ 27 ‐



Academic Year of NPC Estimates

Are NPCs Easy to Understand 
and Compare?

# % of total
2008-09 1 2%
2009-10 18 38%
2010-11 10 21%
2011-12 10 21%
2012-13 3 6%
Not indicated 5 11%
TOTAL 47 99% ‐ 28 ‐

NPCs should not be more than two years behind the 
current academic year.



Example of a Clear NPC Result 
2010‐11 Federal Template

• All the required 
components are 
clearly broken out 
(COA, grant aid, 
net price)

• Year is clearly 
indicated

• Net price is the 
most prominent 
figure on the page
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• Colleges estimating self-help in the form of student 
work or loans should (but not all do): 
– Clearly differentiate self-help from grants and scholarships
– Limit borrowing estimates to federal student loans

• Net price should be the most prominent figure on 
the page.
– Nearly all of the NPCs in our sample subtracting self-help from 

estimated costs made that lower figure (sometimes called 
“estimated out-of-pocket cost”) equal to or more prominent than 
the net price.
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Are NPCs Easy to Understand 
and Compare?



Net Price is the Most Prominent 
Figure on the Page

University of Tulsa, https://utulsa.studentaidcalculator.com/survey.aspx
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Net Price 
Buried at 
Bottom of 

Page

CollegeAmerica‐Phoenix, 
http://www.collegeamerica.edu/net‐
price‐calculator ‐ 32 ‐



http://nces.ed.gov/collegenav
igator/?q=university+of+chica
go&s=all&id=144050
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Early Awareness of Affordability: 
College Navigator Website

Average Net 
Price Data



AWARD LETTERS
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What is an award letter?
– Usually the first time a student and his/her 
family see what each college will actually cost 
for him/her

– Describes the grants, scholarships, loans, and 
work‐study aid from federal, state, college, and 
external sources that the college is offering the 
student 

Award Letters
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What is an award letter?
– Electronic or paper document sent by the 
college to admitted students with details of the 
financial aid package offered

– Usually sent after the student is admitted, a 
few weeks before the student has to decide 
which college to attend

– Not required, but nearly universal practice
– Not standardized

Award Letters
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Award Letters
Must be clear, comparable, and consumer‐friendly:

– Prominently display:
• Cost of Attendance (COA)

» Tuition & fees
» Room & board/housing & living expenses
» Books & supplies
» Transportation & miscellaneous personal expenses
» (for some students) Health insurance, computer costs, childcare, 
etc.

• Total Gift Aid
• Net Price (COA – Gift Aid) most prominent item

– Group aid by type
• Gift Aid: grants/scholarships
• Options for covering Net Price:

» self‐help: work‐study and loans

– Consumer‐friendly, jargon‐free
– Explain next steps and provide contact information ‐ 37 ‐
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Award 
Letter 
Exercise

Based on what 
you see in these 
two letters, 
which college is 
more affordable 
and why?



Many letters:
• do not state the full cost of attendance
• use unfamiliar jargon and abbreviations
• Gift aid, including grants and scholarships, is often 
mixed in with work‐study (which must be earned by 
the student) and loans (which must be repaid with 
interest)

Award Letters
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Award Letters
Financial Aid Shopping Sheet

– Model format for award letters
– Tool for comparing financial aid offers

• Format and content is standardized across colleges
– Includes many of our recommendations
– Provides consumer information for the college, 
compared to colleges offering the same type of 
degrees:

• Graduation rate
• Median debt at graduation
• Cohort default rate

– Colleges urged to voluntarily adopt for 2013‐14 
financial aid awards for all students
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Award Letters
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Model Aid Award Letter / 
Shopping Sheet

U.S. Department of 
Education / Consumer 
Financial Protection 
Bureau

July 2012



Official TICAS Comments on Financial Aid Award Letters
August 2011
http://ticas.org/pub_view.php?idx=777

TICAS comments on the “Know Before You Owe” Financial Aid Shopping Sheet
December 2011
http://views.ticas.org/?p=781

TICAS statement on the final “Shopping Sheet”
July 2012
http://ticas.org/pub_view.php?idx=848

Model Financial Aid Award Letter / Shopping Sheet
U.S. Department of Education / Consumer Financial Protection Bureau
July 2012
http://collegecost.ed.gov/shopping_sheet.pdf

U.S. Department of Education Model Financial Aid Offer Form web page
• Updates about award letters and the shopping sheet
• Samples of actual award letters 
http://www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/guid/aid‐offer

Award Letters
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Matt Reed
TICAS

mreed@ticas.org

Questions & Discussion
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