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Top Ten College Financial Terms


Base Year: Each time that you apply for aid, income from the preceding calendar year will be used in calculations of your aid eligibility. These are your "Base Years" for financial aid. The first base year is most important because it sets the stage for following years.

Cost of Attendance (COA):  Each college uses a standard COA figure to calculate aid packages. It includes tuition, fees, room and board (housing and food), books and supplies, transportation, and personal expenses.
Expected Family Contribution (EFC):  Aid formulas analyze income and assets to determine how many dollars each family must contribute towards college costs. If the student is dependent, the EFC includes the Parents' Contribution and the Student Contribution.

Eligibility for Aid (“Need”):  The Cost of Attendance minus the Expected Family Contribution is the amount of Eligibility for Aid ("Need"). If an aid package doesn't meet the entire amount of Eligibility for Aid, there is an aid gap. At some colleges, financial aid is based only on "Need." Other colleges offer both merit-based aid and need-based aid. 
Federal Methodology (FM):  Congressional aid formulas, known as FM, change each year. They determine EFC for the purpose of allocating federal aid funds at public and private colleges. At most public colleges, federal and state funds are the major source of aid. Applicants must fill out the FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid) form.

Gap:  When an aid award does not meet the full amount of calculated eligibility for aid, there is an aid gap. Educational expenses will be at least as high as Expected Family Contribution (EFC) plus any gap. Student and parent loans are available to cover EFC and any gap. 

Institutional Methodology (IM):  IM formulas determine EFC for awarding private institutional aid funds at private (and some public) colleges. Different schools may use different IM formulas. Applicants complete a college form and/or the PROFILE form, as well as the FAFSA.

Merit Aid:  Merit aid is based on the student's attributes, not on financial need. Another name for merit aid is "non-need" aid. 

Professional Judgment (PJ):  Aid administrators have the ability to make decisions based on special circumstances. 

Self Help:  Aid packages enable students to "help themselves" through student loans and work-study jobs.
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