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Student Aid 
Index 

The SAI is a yearly measure of a family’s ability to pay for college based upon 
reported FAFSA data. 

The SAI calculation is heavily weighted toward income vs. assets.  

The overall premise of financial aid is that the family bears the primary 
responsibility of paying for college.  Discretionary spending (wants vs. 
needs) is not accounted for in the calculations.  The assumption is that 
paying for college is a high priority in your budget.



Federal SAI Formula (FM) assessments

• Income 22%-47%

• Assets: approximately 5.6%Parent

• Income 50% (first $9410 protected)

• Assets 20%Student



FAFSA Submission Summary (FSS)



3 components to calculate financial aid awards

Cost of attendance (COA): 

Direct (billed): tuition, fees, room 
& board

Indirect (not billed): personal, 
books and supplies, 
transportation to and from 
campus 

Student Aid Index (SAI) from the 
FAFSA Submission Summary 

Need- the amount the school can 
offer, though very few schools 
meet full need. Is there a gap?   



Gapping

• Gapping is when the financial aid award does not meet full 
need:

• COA    $50,000

• (SAI)  -$10,000

• Need   =$40,000

• (Aid offered)   -$32,000

• Gap   =$  8,000 

• Institutional budget constraints often limit need-based 
awards (exception: Ivy League and top tier colleges that 
meet 100% need).  Gaps leave room to appeal for 
additional aid.



Calculate these numbers when award letters arrive

Unmet need (gap): Need – aid offered 

Calculate your gap to appeal for additional aid.  If full need is met, 
there is no room for additional aid unless you submit an appeal 
that decreases your SAI (decreased income, etc).

Out-of-pocket cost: your billed charges (what you owe to 
the college) plus indirect costs: travel to/from campus, books. This 
is the number needed to compare costs at each college.



Calculate your out-of-pocket cost for every school

direct + indirect 
costs - aid offered

= out of pocket 
costs

• do not subtract college work study awards from your bill-this is a job and 
student is paid directly for hours worked 

• although rare, watch out for schools packaging a Federal PLUS Loan (see U. 
Tampa award letter)

• include travel expenses only if campus location requires air/train travel-this 
can be costly!



Types of need-based awards

• Pell Grant-government determines eligibility- highest need applicants

• SEOG grant- federal money awarded by colleges- highest need applicants

• MassGrant: MA residents who attend school in-state or in Pennsylvania, Vermont and 
DC.  

• College Work Study: on-campus job

• usually 10-15 hours/week

• student paid directly for hours worked

• spending money while on campus

• Federal Direct Student Loan 

• Subsidized: no interest accrues until 6 months after graduation or withdrawal

• Unsubsidized: interest accrues immediately

• 1st year: $5500, 2nd year: $6500, 3rd and 4th years:  $6500. 

• Total undergraduate debt: $27,000.

• Institutional money



Gap
COA                               $48700 (out of state)
SAI                               - $  5972
Need                             $42728
Aid offered                  -$20500 
Unmet need (gap)      $22228

Out of pocket cost:    
Billed charges                $44374
Aid ($13,500+ $5500)- $19000 (cwsp not included)
Out of pocket cost        $25374

SAI and out-of-pocket cost do not align.  Can you appeal? 
Perhaps, but state colleges and universities are limited in their 
ability to increase award offers.









MEFA cost comparison worksheet

https://www.mefa.org/college-cost-calculator


Appealing awards

Need-based (Financial Aid Office):  need-based awards are not negotiable-the FAO is not permitted to “match” 
awards from other colleges.  You must present a financial reason to revisit eligibility:  income decrease from 
2022 to 2023, non-recurring income in 2023, exceptional medical expenses, change in marital status after 
forms were filed, elder/dependent care costs, etc.   Parent initiated.

Merit (Admissions Office):  you can negotiate merit awards if a comparable college (cost, selectivity, 
demographics) offers more.  Student initiated (student should write the appeal- not the parent)



Appealing need-based aid

Check each college website for 
appeal instructions

Successful appeals are often due 
to circumstances beyond the 

family’s control (illness, job loss, 
medical expenses).  Lifestyle 
choices are rarely considered 
justifications for an appeal.

Communicate in writing and be 
specific- provide numbers and 

supporting documentation

Refrain from “selling” your 
student- need based appeals are 

not popularity contests.

Request a deposit extension if 
your appeal is not decided by 5/1

Asset reduction is not appealable 



Circumstances 
that warrant  
need-based 
appeals

• Medical, dental or nursing home 
expenses not covered by insurance 
(FAFSA only schools do not receive 
medical expense information).

• Unusually high childcare or dependent 
care costs

• Recent unemployment

• Disability related expenses 

• Change in income from 2022 to 2023 
(job loss, salary reduction, illness,  
disability) 

• Decrease/elimination of child support or 
alimony

• Educational loan payments 

• Change in marital status after filing 
the financial aid forms 

• Damage or loss from a natural 
disaster

• One time income distribution in 2022 
that artificially inflated AGI (bonus, 
hardship distributions from 
retirement plans)

• Legal fees 

• Living in an area with a high cost of 
living (itemize expenses like real 
estate taxes, ferry expenses, cost of 
living)



Appealing Merit awards

• Merit awards are offered by the Admissions Office to attract top applicants.  This money is not subject to federal 
regulations- schools have greater flexibility. Merit is not offered at “reach” schools because the student is not a top 
applicant.

• “Demonstrated interest:” it’s very important to engage with schools- attend Open Houses, join social media platforms.

•  Negotiating merit between schools:

• colleges must share similar cost, selectivity, and profile 

• be prepared to show proof of higher awards

• If the student received academic recognition after the Admissions application was submitted, share that information!  
Convince them that your child will be an asset to their campus.  This is the opportunity to “sell” yourself.



Ways to pay for college and minimize debt

• Choose a college that fits your budget!  Make sure the school is a good fit and offers the financial resources to assure degree attainment.    

• Conduct a thorough assessment of your expenditures. Create additional cash flow by limiting discretionary spending (wants vs. needs).

• Cancel unused subscriptions and memberships.   

• Cars, vacations, cosmetic home improvements, etc. are significant expenses to consider placing on hold while paying for college.

• Shop your auto insurance policy- you may find better rates by changing carriers- I did! Check your cable bill-are you paying for channels 
that you don’t use?  Can you find a better deal with a different cell phone carrier?  

• Will your student contribute from summer earnings?  

• Scholarships!  Connect with your school guidance department for information about local scholarships. 

• Complete The Cape Cod Foundation universal application EVERY year that you attend college.  

• Search national scholarship platforms like College Board Big Future: 

https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/pay-for-college/scholarship-search

• Interest rates are high right now and it’s never too late to save.  A little goes a long way!

https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/pay-for-college/scholarship-search


Thank You For Attending!
capecodfoundation.org

To connect with Jodi Conway, please visit: 
https://conwaycollegeaid.com/contact/ 

https://conwaycollegeaid.com/contact/
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