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Basic Instincts

Creative? College Costs Will Test You 

By M. P. DUNLEAVEY

YOU might be relieved to know that College Savings Month, formerly known as September, will soon be drawing to a close.

I hate those artificial designations. They’re meant to inspire people to action, but a month of nudging can become overbearing. I received a news release recently stating that families needed to be more aggressive in tapping one obvious source of college funding: grandparents!

Enough already. I am as concerned as any parent. I have a 1-year-old who will be taking college entrance exams any day now, and the cost of a college education looks scary enough from here. According to Mark Kantrowitz, the publisher of FinAid.org, a leading source of financial aid information, the bill for my son’s four-year education could be four times what it would be today.

Given the average cost now — from soup to books to coming home for the holidays, it is nearly $50,000 at a public college and more than $120,000 at a private one, according to the College Board — the future is daunting. 

So in honor of October, which I’m renaming Let’s Rethink This Month, let’s start to consider some creative, open-minded college savings strategies.

Balancing the desire for a good education with what’s affordable is a tough calculus, says Galia Gichon, president of Down-to-Earth Finance, a financial education organization in New York. “Many people seem to feel they have to provide for their children, often at the sacrifice of their own savings,” Ms. Gichon said.

Parents aren’t the only ones making a sacrifice when families choose a college that’s desirable but perhaps not affordable. According to FinAid.org, students at public colleges graduate with an average of $17,277 in loan debt; for private school graduates, the average debt load is $28,138.

Ambitious parents, or their children, may argue that a more expensive private education is worth the money in the long run. The Ivy League halo is well established, but its financial benefits are not well documented. While completing at least a bachelor’s degree typically makes a huge difference for your child’s future earning power — “About $1.2 million during their earning years,” said Mr. Kantrowitz, who based his analysis on Census Bureau data — it’s unclear whether a private degree confers a similar income boost compared with a public degree, over the long haul.

Small wonder some parents are pursuing cheaper options. 

“Many families still believe that a high price tag gets you more for your money,” said Lillian Imbelli, director of admissions at the Loyola School, a private high school in Manhattan. She says the best college is one that matches a child’s needs and may not require spending more. 

Her daughter found a good fit at Boston College, a private institution, and her oldest son is a self-taught chef who works at Chanterelle, a top restaurant in Manhattan. “My youngest son,” she said, “wasn’t sure what he wanted. So we decided that a state school, with a very solid education, was best. I said, Why pay $50,000 a year when we can pay $20,000?”

“I’m the product of a state university, SUNY Stony Brook,” she added, “and I’m very happy with the education my son is getting.”

OTHER parents are investigating hybrid options. Because Jane Benedict, a secretary in East Falmouth, Mass., couldn’t afford to pay for her oldest son’s college tuition, she said, “He is doing all his prerequisites at a local community college.” He works at a bank, pays his own tuition and plans to transfer to a state college next year, she added.

One or two years at a community college, which costs on average about $2,100 a year — and often allows the student to live at home — can save families a bundle. Some states even offer “articulation agreements,” policies that give community college students who meet certain criteria guaranteed admission to a four-year state school.

You can even get somewhat creative about saving. Upromise.com is a program that helps parents save a small percentage of the expenses they charge on various debit, credit or retail cards; you can now deposit that money into a proper 529 state-sponsored investment account.

Of course, creativity only gets you so far. Don’t forget to save early and often. Or call the grandparents.

