
1. Fill out the FAFSA®.
One of the best ways to find money for school is to file 
the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). 
Do it regardless of your family’s economic status; 
nearly everyone who applies receives aid of some sort. 
The FAFSA is available October 1 for the upcoming 
award year. Visit FAFSA.gov.

Remember to renew your FAFSA every year. 
Even if you did not qualify for much student aid 
last year, changes in family income and other 
factors can affect your eligibility.

2. Seek FREE money first.
Grants and scholarships should always be your 
first option, since you don’t need to pay them back 
(provided you meet all the obligations). While grants 
are typically awarded based on financial need, 
scholarships are awarded based on merit (think 
good grades and volunteer work). Both grants and 
scholarships are available through federal and state 
governments, as well as your college or university.

3. Explore Federal Stafford Student Loans.
After you’ve maxed out your free money, the next step is 
federal student loans. Remember, you MUST pay back 
your student loans. So borrow only what you NEED to 
cover your costs.

Be a SMART borrower! MySmartBorrowing.org is 
a FREE interactive tool where you can create up to 
4 different scenarios to see how your career and 
college choices may affect how much you pay for 
college and if you are at risk for overborrowing.

VISIT YOUR FINANCIAL AID OFFICE!
The Financial Aid Office on your campus will be your 
resource for good information and guidance throughout 
the financial aid process. Be sure to keep them informed 
of your situation and ask for assistance when you need 
it. They are there to help you.

4. Consider state-based student loans.
State loans are private (non-federal) student loans 
offered by state agencies or state-chartered, non-profit 
organizations. State loans are usually restricted to 
students who are state residents or who are enrolled 
at colleges in the state. Often, a state loan program 
will offer lower interest rates than commercial private 
student loans.

Stick with a trusted source! PHEAA’s 
PA Forward Student Loans are designed 
specifically for PA students and families. Visit 
PHEAA.org/PAForward to learn more.

5. Compare PLUS Loans to Private Loans.
The PLUS Loan is a federal student loan that can be 
taken out by parents to help pay for their child’s college 
education, or by graduate and professional degree 
students. PLUS Loans are more like private loans than 
they are like other types of federal loans. They require 
a credit check, have higher interest rates and fees, and, 
for parents, come with fewer repayment options.

Research all of your options! Some parents may 
receive a lower interest rate through a state-
based or commercial private lender; shop around 
and compare before committing to a PLUS Loan.

6. Beware of student aid offers that 
seem “too good to be true.”
Student aid scams offer the “promise” of funding—for 
a small fee—and then steal your money. You should 
never have to pay a fee to apply for student aid.
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QUESTIONS?
Visit PHEAA.org for everything else 

related to paying for college.


