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Do You Earn Too Much To Qualify For 
College Financial Aid?  
Troy Onink Contributor 
I write about financial planning to pay for college.  
Opinions expressed by Forbes Contributors are their own 
 
College aid formulas expect parents to contribute up to 47% of their after-tax income to college costs each year. Will your income 
throw your child out of the running for college aid? Use my EFC Quick Reference Table to estimate your aid eligibility based on 
income. Don’t take someone’s word on your child’s aid eligibility just because their situation may appear similar to yours. Find 
out for yourself. This post is updated in my 2016 Guide To College Financial Aid, The FAFSA and CSS Profile. 
For example, if two families each have household incomes of $140,000 and one family’s child attends a state university at a cost 
of $20,000 per year, while the other student attends a private college costing $54,000 per year, the student attending the 
“expensive” private college will qualify for need-based financial aid and the child attending the state university will not. This 
leads me to the first example of bad college advice. 
 
Your Income is Too High to Qualify for Student Aid 
At a presentation I gave recently a family shared with me that they had been advised by a co-worker not to bother applying for aid 
because their income was too high to qualify. The truth is that if they had only applied their daughter would have qualified for 
over $17,000 per year in aid at the private college she attended. That’s a difference of $68,000 over four years of college. And 
with a modest rate of return, that $68,000 could have been worth an extra $250,000 at the parent’s projected retirement age 20 
years down the road. 
 
Need Analysis 
Expected family contribution or EFC is the minimum amount a family is expected to pay toward the cost of college, and is 
primarily based on the assets and income of the parents and student. A student’s eligibility for need-based financial aid is 
determined by a simple need analysis formula that subtracts the student’s expected family contribution (EFC) from a college’s 
total cost of attendance to determine financial need (cost of attendance – EFC = financial need). If a student’s EFC is less than a 
college’s cost of attendance then the student qualifies for need-based financial aid.  
 
Calculating the Family’s Expected Contribution (EFC) 
EFC is calculated using two different methodologies, the federal and the institutional. The “federal methodology,” determines 
eligibility for federal Pell Grants and Stafford student loans. It is also used by public colleges and most private ones to determine 
how much need-based “institutional aid” a family will get–basically, how much of a price break a school will give you. The Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is the form used to determine a student’s need under the federal methodology. 
Another formula, called the “institutional methodology,” is used by about 300 pricier private colleges to determine need for their 
institutional grants and scholarships. These schools require families to fill out both the federal form and a so-called CSS Profile, 
which asks additional questions and calculates contributions somewhat differently. 

Note that under both formulas, if parents have two children in college, the parent’s portion of the expected family contribution is 
not twice what it would be for one child. In fact, in the federal formula, the parent’s portion of the family contribution gets split 
equally among the number of students in college. So if the parent’s have one child in college and have an earned income of 
$140,000, their EFC will be about $30,000 per year for that child. With two children in college, the parent’s EFC will get split 
50/50 and applied to each child’s overall EFC, or $15,000 each. 

The CSS Profile applies a little more than half the parents’ contribution to each of two students. Bottom line: If you have more 
than one child attending a pricey private college, you may qualify for need-based aid even at a fairly high income level.  

2015 EFC Quick Reference Table for College Aid  
Step 1 – Locate your income in the AGI column. 

Step 2 – Find the column at the top of the table that corresponds to the number of dependent children that you have and follow 
that column down to the row that corresponds with your income (AGI). The intersecting number is your estimated Federal EFC 
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based on parental income only. The estimated EFCs in the table below do not take into account your assets, or if you make 
contributions to qualified retirement plans or receive any form of untaxed income. All of which will increase EFC. 

 
2015-2016 Federal EFC Quick 
Reference Table 

 Color Codes All of the EFCs are 
color coded to give you an idea of 
whether the student will qualify for 
need-based financial aid at four 
categories of colleges. The color 
coded EFCs in the table are based 
on national average costs and your 
income only. If your (income-only) 
EFC is BLUE – then your child 
should qualify for need-based aid at 
two-year public colleges; GREEN – 
would qualify at four-year public 
colleges (in-state tuition); YELLOW 
– would qualify at average four-
year private colleges; ORANGE – 
would qualify at four-year elite 
private colleges, such as the Ivy 
League colleges and other highly 
selective and well-known 
universities; RED – would not 
qualify for need-based aid at any 
colleges or universities. 

 

How Assets Are Counted On College Aid Forms The EFCs in the table do not take into consideration any parent or student 
assets that may be reportable on the financial aid forms, and counted in the aid formulas. The intent of this table is to give you a 
simplified quick reference to EFC. In general, the assets that get counted are non-retirement assets, and the aid formulas weigh 
assets in students names more heavily (20-25%) than they do parents’ assets (5-5.64%), except under the Consensus 
Methodology which treats both student and parent assets at 5%. Small business assets do not count under the Federal 
Methodology, but they do under the Institutional and Consensus Methodologies. Likewise, home equity counts under the 
Institutional Methodology, but only up to 1.2 times the parent’s adjusted gross income (AGI) under the Consensus, and not at all 
under the Federal Methodology. Therefore, when your assets are added into the overall aid calculation your actual EFC may be 
higher. Furthermore, the average cost of college in your home state may vary from the national average costs that this table uses 
to estimate aid eligibility, and the EFCs shown are based solely on the Federal Methodology of calculating EFC.  

For an in-depth discussion on assets and eligibility, please read my post How Assets Hurt College Aid Eligibility On The FAFSA 
And CSS Profile. 

To determine if repositioning your assets will help you qualify for more college aid, read my post Paying or College: When To 
Reposition Assets To Qualify For More College Aid. 

Tip: The CSS Profile takes longer to complete and helps with professional judgment in special circumstances. 

The CSS Profile is a much more involved aid form that will require more time and information gathering than the FAFSA. A lot 
of the questions and data on the Profile will not actually be used in the calculation of your child’s EFC, such as asking for 
retirement assets values, for example. Why then do they ask all those other financial questions if they don’t affect your EFC 
number? The additional information is used for professional judgment (PJ) purposes, meaning that if the student’s family has 
special circumstances that legitimately affect the family’s ability to pay, aid officers have a lot of good additional information 
already on hand via the Profile with which to make a “judgment call” to help the student POSSIBLY receive the additional aid 
she deserves. This information is not intended to hurt a child’s aid eligibility. 

 Troy Onink is the CEO of Stratagee, a college planning consulting firm that helps parents determine their best strategy to pay for college. Need 
advice? Get an Hour With The Expert. 
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