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MEFA’s Early College Planning Guide 

About MEFA
MEFA was created at the request of Massachusetts colleges and universities to help families plan, save, and 
pay for college. And after thirty years, MEFA is still doing exactly that—working to make higher education 
more accessible and affordable for Massachusetts students and families. MEFA offers community education 
programs—such as free seminars, hotlines and publications—as well as affordable college loan financing 
options and two college savings plans. MEFA’s programs and services benefit Massachusetts residents, as well 
as students and families from outside Massachusetts interested in pursuing the advantages of higher education 
in Massachusetts. 

MEFA also created YourPlanForTheFuture: a complete college and career planning resource for students, 
parents and school counselors offered online in partnership with the Massachusetts Department of Higher 
Education and the Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education. Learn more at 
 www.yourplanforthefuture.org. Visit www.mefa.org to learn more about MEFA’s resources for 
students of all ages. We encourage you to take advantage of the many programs and services available.

About this book
MEFA has created the Saving for College ebook to give you get a head-start on preparing for college costs.  We 
talk to thousands of families every year as they are finishing high school and getting ready to enroll in college.  
Many of them tell us that they wish they had found MEFA sooner to learn how to get ready.  And they urge us 
to talk to families earlier in high school –or even middle school – to pass along important knowledge about 
college readiness.  This book is designed to help you understand the steps ahead for you and your child, and 
ways to prepare for the transition to college.  Visit MEFA’s website, www.mefa.org, for helpful planning tools 
for you to use in the years ahead.
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Section 1: College Aspirations
When you consider the hopes and dreams you have for your child, your first wishes are probably for health and 
happiness.  You probably also realize that providing them with a strong education is one of the best ways you 
can help them have health and happiness in the future.  

In many ways, college is an investment.  Not only are there costs, sometimes significant, for the student and 
family to cover, but also the time that a student spends in college is time that is not spent in the workforce 
earning income and establishing a career.  Some people ask, is college really worth it?  The answer depends on 
the individual.  Students need to take a look at their career goals, estimated starting salaries, and school costs 
and make a decision that is right for them.

Read on to learn more about the different types of colleges and schools available, so you can have a better 
sense of the range of education choices that are available.  And remember, you don’t have to decide right now 
what your child’s path will be.   Your goal right now is to keep as many options open as possible for your child’s 
future.

Why Go to College?
Education offers a lot of advantages, including job skills and stability.  In today’s economy, more jobs than 
ever require education beyond high school, and the trend is only growing in that direction.  Employment 
surveys within Massachusetts, New England, and across the country show that 60% or more current jobs 
require additional schooling.  For this reason, you should plan for the likelihood that your child will be going 
on to some form of higher education after high school.  The good news is that college graduates generally 
have more career options, more job security and higher potential earnings than high school graduates.
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Education is not just about jobs and money.  The College Board has compiled research on the 
many other positive benefits students can receive by continuing their education.  These include 
more security, better health, closer family and stronger community.  

Visit the College Board Website at www.collegeboard.org for more information from 
the “Five Ways Ed Pays” report.
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Types of Colleges

Students today have so many options when it comes to higher education. There are over 4,000 colleges and 
universities in the United States, and over 100 right here in Massachusetts. 

Here are some of the education options you can consider:

Liberal Arts Colleges

These schools offer four-year degree programs focused on a general liberal arts education in the humanities 
and sciences (including art, literature, languages, philosophy, history, mathematics and science). The ending 
degree is a Bachelor of Arts (B.A.), which may focus on a particular subject area or specific discipline as a major 
or minor. Liberal arts undergraduates often go on to graduate schools or professional schools to earn degrees in 
fields like medicine, law, business or theology.

Public 4-Year Colleges

Public four-year colleges offer undergraduate programs that lead to a bachelor’s degree in the arts or sciences 
(B.A. or B.S.). They do not offer graduate programs. They are public because they receive taxpayer funding 
from the state and the federal government. If you are in-state, or a resident of the state where the school is, 
your tuition may be significantly discounted because you and your family have paid taxes that help support 
the colleges. If you are out-of-state, meaning you do not live in the state where the school is located, the 
tuition may be substantially higher, and you may want to pursue outside scholarships to supplement whatever 
financial aid the college may offer you.

Public Universities

Different from public colleges, public universities generally consist of three types of schools: colleges where 
you earn a bachelor’s degree, professional schools and graduate schools. Universities offer advanced post-
graduate educational opportunities, such as master’s degrees and doctoral degrees. They may include schools 
of medicine and law. Many students go from colleges into universities to earn advanced degrees.

Private Colleges and Universities 

Private institutions are funded primarily by institutional endowments, alumni contributions, sponsored 
research and other funding outside of government agencies and taxpayer funds. Because there is no subsidy 
from state taxpayers, the cost of attending private colleges and universities is usually much higher than public 
colleges and universities. Although tuition may cost more, do not rule out applying to these private colleges and 
universities – they may offer more financial aid and scholarships than public institutions. 
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Types of Colleges (cont.)

Community Colleges

Also known as junior colleges, these institutions offer two-year programs that will earn you an associate’s or 
liberal arts degree, and the curriculum often includes specialized career training certification. Community 
colleges can be a wonderful option for students who may be uncertain about whatever they want to pursue a 
Bachelor’s degree or who want to further their educations close to home while expanding future college and 
career opportunities. Because community colleges receive public tax dollars at the local, state and federal 
levels, tuition is very low when compared to four-year public and private institutions. Community colleges 
design many of their two-year programs to transfer credits to a four-year college or university, so after a few 
semesters at a community college, you can transfer and go on to earn a bachelor of arts or science at a four-year 
school with many of your general education requirements behind you at minimal cost. In Massachusetts, a 
program called MassTransfer helps students navigate their transfer options.

Career Colleges and Vocational/Technical Schools

These institutions offer specialized programs that prepare students for a specific trade or industry. Career 
colleges are worth considering if you are focused on a specific field or have already identified your ideal career, 
such as being a chef or auto mechanic. Be sure that the college is accredited and which classes will transfer to 
public colleges and universities in case you decide to go on to earn an undergraduate or graduate degree later.
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Section 2: School Preparation
As you read on, you will see that high school can get very busy for students.  It can be a challenging time, with 
lots of milestones and increasing expectations.  Hopefully it will also be fun and rewarding, a time for your 
child to become more responsible and independent, and eager to take advantage of all that high school has to 
offer.  

Meanwhile, middle school is an important time for students to explore and try new things, to learn about 
themselves and their learning styles, so they can understand what they need to do to master their schoolwork.  
The good habits students establish now will carry them right through the high school years and on into college 
and career.  For middle school, share these tips to help the student in your life focus on building skills and self-
knowledge.

Five Essential Middle School Goals

1. Figure out how you study best.  

Knowing this before you get to high school will allow you to dive right in!

a. Do you like to study in a group with friends or do you need to study alone to learn the material?

b. Do you need quiet or do you like to listen to music?

c. Do flashcards work for you?

d. Do you have a good place to study at home or do you like to study at school or at the library?

e. Are you most productive right after school or do you need some downtime before you start your 
     homework?

2. Get organized. What tools do you like to keep yourself organized?

a. Do you keep a binder with all your assignments from each class?

b. Do you have a paper calendar or a calendar on your smart phone to help you stay on top of your 
     schedule?

c. Do you have a place at home to keep all your things so you are not scrambling for them in the       
     morning?

3. Know how to get extra help when you need it.  Everyone needs help in some class at some point. 

Get comfortable talking with your teachers to ask for assistance.  Most teachers are glad when you

reach out to them and many have specified times on a certain day after school for extra help.  

4. Learn how to work with various teachers, their personalities and teaching styles.  

All teachers do things a little differently.  Some may give homework every night and others may give a

bigger assignment once a week. Some teachers may expect you to be ready for a pop quiz any day of the 

week and some will promise no surprises.  Being able to manage these differences will be very 

important for high school and beyond!

5. Try new activities. There may be some new clubs, sports, or other activities you can try out in middle 

school. You’ll want to find out what you enjoy and learn how to incorporate those activities into your

life while still doing well in your classes.
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Making the Most of High School
Throughout the four years of high school, your school will be focused on providing the academic, social, and 
personal skills and knowledge to succeed in college, the workplace and society.  Schedules become more 
complex, students are presented with more choices for learning, and teachers have higher expectations for the 
effort and focus that students bring to their work.  

Toward the end of high school, the college admissions process will give students the opportunity to 
demonstrate what they’ve learned and experienced throughout high school.  Different colleges have different 
requirements for the admissions process.  For example, some colleges have open admissions, meaning any 
student can enroll who has graduated from high school.  On the other end of the spectrum, highly selective 
colleges have rigorous admissions standards and even if an applicant meets them, there’s no guarantee they’ll 
be admitted.  

Of course, there are many schools that fall somewhere in between these two extremes.  When your child is a 
junior, you can download MEFA’s College Admissions eBook and toolkit at www.mefa.org/admissions to 
learn more about the specifics of the college application and admissions process.  

In the meantime, think of high school as an opportunity to learn, explore and reflect.  Work hard, try new 
things and devote time to your interests in order to keep a broad range of options open.   In the following pages, 
we’ll give you a roadmap to success with: 

Five Essential High School Goals

1. Prepare academically

2. Take college entrance tests

3.  Get involved in activities

4.  Explore colleges and careers

5.  Meet with your school counselor
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1. Prepare Academically 
Every student’s first job in school is to focus on classes.  There will be some choices about which classes to take, 
but in general the curriculum in high school has been designed to make sure students are prepared to graduate 
with a specific range of basic skills and knowledge.  Colleges also rely on the high school curriculum to prepare 
students for doing college-level academic work.

College admissions officers like to see students who have grown throughout their high school experience by 
challenging themselves academically with rigorous courses, exceeding minimum requirements, taking risks 
and improving over time.  They also want to see students who have taken courses they’ve enjoyed and that 
make sense for future career plans.  For example, a student who wants to be a nurse should take as many 
rigorous math and lab science classes as possible.  Meanwhile, budding journalists are hopefully getting as 
much writing experience under the belt as they can.

The official transcript that most colleges review during the admissions process typically shows each course and 
grade earned for grades 9, 10 and 11.  When picking classes each year, pay special attention to courses in the 
main academic areas: English, Math, Science, History/Social Science, and Foreign Language.  Some colleges 
will actually ignore the grades in any non-academic electives, but others will count everything, so it’s important 
for students to give their full effort to every class.  Check with teachers and your school counselor to learn what 
they suggest for course placement, including opportunities for honors or Advanced Placement classes.  And 
keep an eye out for any prerequisites or tracks to plan for in future years.

Keep in mind that your high school’s graduation requirements might not exactly match what colleges will be 
looking for.  The Massachusetts Department of Higher Education has outlined recommendations about the 
basic elements of a college-ready education, including a strong suggestion to take math all the way through 
senior year.  Going beyond the minimum requirements is a great way to gain academic confidence, develop 
expertise in favorite subjects, show colleges that you care about learning, and smooth the transition to college.

This chart is a suggested course plan currently recommended by the MA Department of Higher 
Education (www.mass.edu).  Most colleges like to see that students have taken the following:

English

Math

Science

Social Science

Foreign Language

Electives

Suggested High School Courses

4 years

4 years (Algebra 1 & 2 and Geometry or 
Trigonometry)

3 years (including 2-3 with lab component)

3 years (including U.S. and World History)

2 years in the same language

1 year in the arts and 5 additional “core” 
courses such as business education, health 
and technology
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2. Take College Entrance Tests
Standardized tests are a fact of life for most students.  Public school students in Massachusetts take MCAS 
tests in different grades to demonstrate their proficiency in various subjects, but those tests have nothing to 
do with college admissions.  Instead, many colleges require students to submit results from a different set 
of standardized tests, either the SAT or the ACT.  The public colleges and universities in Massachusetts, for 
example, require any student whose grade point average (GPA) is below 3.0 to submit SAT or ACT test scores 
as part of the their admissions application.  As you get closer to the admissions process, you should verify the 
test requirements at each college you’re considering.  It is a good idea to take at least one test by the end of 
junior year; you’ll see that they’re offered several times each year.

• PSAT and PLAN: 10th grade or early 11th grade, for practice

• SAT and ACT: 11th grade or early 12th grade

• SAT Subject Tests: check colleges for requirements

• Advanced Placement Tests: optional, can help demonstrate achievement and earn college credit

Visit www.mefa.org/admissions to see upcoming test dates.

The SAT and ACT

There are several key differences between the two tests, and some students find they do better on one test than 
the other, so it might be a good idea to look into both.  The good news is colleges usually consider only the 
highest of the scores you submit.

SAT

The SAT measures critical thinking skills to help colleges predict college readiness.  There are three sections – 
critical reasoning, math and writing – and each is measured on a scale from 200 to 800.

The PSAT, or practice SAT, is taken either in the sophomore or junior year, and in some high schools, the 
whole junior class will take it in school on the same day.  The report with the student’s scores also includes an 
individualized study guide to help prepare for the SAT.

ACT

The ACT measures subject knowledge in English, math, reading, and science, plus an optional writing section.  
Scores in each section range from 1 to 36.

The PLAN, or practice ACT, is ideally taken during a student’s sophomore year.  The test can assess how well 
they may do on the ACT, as well as identify their stronger and weaker subjects.  PLAN also includes an Interest 
Inventory to help assess relevant career options.

Other Tests

Some colleges may require SAT Subject Tests. Like Advanced Placement (AP) tests, the SAT Subject Tests may 
allow you to earn college credit. The TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) is sometimes required for 
students who attend a non-English-speaking high school, or who do not speak English as a primary language. 
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2. Take College Entrance Tests (cont.)

Test-taking Strategies

Familiarize yourself with the exam format in advance. How long will each section of the test take? Is it multiple 
choice, short answer, long answer or a mix? How is the exam scored?

• Ask your school counselor about taking a free sample test.

• Pack supplies the night before: pencil and erasers, calculator and scratch paper (if permitted), a snack

    and your photo ID.

• Get a full night of sleep before and eat a healthy breakfast the day of the exam. 

 3. Get Involved
During high school it is a good idea to explore interests and develop skills outside of the classroom, as long as 
it’s not at the expense of grades!  Not only can activities make high school more fun, it’s also a way for colleges 
to see that a student is engaged, motivated, and has a variety of interests – someone who will add something 
special to the campus community.

Colleges and even future employers may ask students how they used their spare time during high school. A 
student’s resume should list more than just their school classes.  The high school years offer a great opportunity 
to get involved in clubs, activities, sports, hobbies, community service and jobs.

At the same time, students should be selective about extracurricular activities and get involved only in things 
that they truly care about, or that expose them to new areas of interest.  Students should take active roles, too – 
not just sign up, but spend time participating.

Examples of extracurricular activities include:

• Sports

• Student government or debate

• Theater, band and orchestra, the arts

• School newspaper or literary magazine

• Robotics or engineering club

• Religious activities

• Tutoring or mentoring

• Community service like Amnesty International or Habitat for Humanity

• After-school job or internship

Students don’t need a long list of extracurricular activities on their resume.  It’s better to find a few things they 
truly enjoy.  If they stick with something for a few years, it can even be a good way to develop leadership skills, 
like becoming a team captain, coordinating a fund raiser, or editing a section of the school paper.  It feels good 
to know you’ve made a difference.
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4. Explore Colleges

Think About Yourself and Your Goals

Once your student has a good idea of their strengths and goals and what they want from a college education, 
they can start to explore colleges that match these goals and interests.  The answers to the following questions 
will help them find colleges that are a good fit.

1. What am I most looking forward to about college?

2. What are my academic credentials (grades, GPA, class rank, test scores)?

3. What non-academic strengths do I have to offer?

4. What are my goals after high school?

5. How do I want college to help me meet my goals?

Visit Colleges

Even if you don’t know what you’re looking for, it’s never too early to visit college campuses.  In fact, few 
campus visits early in high school, or even middle school, can help inspire young students to dream big for the 
future and motivate them to succeed in school.

Families can explore campuses on their own or on a free campus tour.  A college visit will give you an initial 
impression of the college, including its physical setting and what campus life is like.  There are over 4,000 
colleges and universities across the country, and they vary greatly in size, setting, available majors and cost.  
To find colleges that will be a good fit, keep an open mind and start looking early. If you don’t know where to 
begin, try starting with the two or three schools closest to where you live, then branch out from there.

Free options for learning about colleges:

• Your school counselor

• College fairs

• Internet searches 

- www.yourplanforthefuture.org

- www.collegeboard.com

- www.thecollegenavigator.com

- www.mefa.org/admissions

• College websites

- College websites offer detailed information about admissions, financial aid, faculty information, 

advisory resources and more. On some college websites you can even take a virtual tour of the 

campus.
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5. Meet Your School Counselor

Resources in Your Community

Get to know your school counselor so he or she can give you helpful advice and suggestions throughout high 
school.  Sometimes counselors offer workshops and other special events to help families prepare for the college 
admissions process. MEFA also offers hundreds of free workshops in high schools across Massachusetts, which 
you can find at www.mefa.org/findaseminar.  In your counselor’s office, you might find college guides, 
free practice tests for the SAT and ACT, schedules for college fairs and open houses, scholarship information, 
and other great resources.  Find out if your school or community hosts a GEAR-UP, Talent Search, Upward 
Bound, or other college access program.

Massachusetts families can also use a free college and career planning tool called YourPlanForTheFuture.  This 
website is available through an initiative of Governor Patrick’s Readiness Project, and was developed by MEFA 
in collaboration with the Massachusetts Department of Higher Education and the Department of Elementary 
and Secondary Education.

College planning tools at YourPlanForTheFuture include:

• Skills and interest assessments

• Career inventories and exploration

• Academic planning

• College search and college match

• SAT, ACT and MCAS test prep

• Financial aid and scholarship information including affordability calculators

YourPlanForTheFuture is available in English and Spanish, and was created to help all students achieve their 
post-high school goals.

Start your online profile at www.yourplanforthefuture.org today.
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Section 3: Financial Preparation
Four Steps I can take to prepare financially for college.

For most people one of the most intimidating parts of planning for college can be thinking about how to afford 
it. We know tuition and other costs can be high. However there are a number of things you should keep in mind 
and a number of steps you can take to help you prepare financially for college.

1. Understand there are many types of colleges with varying costs. 

This chart shows the varying costs at different types of institutions across the country. Just as you and your 
student will develop a list of colleges to apply to based on academic criteria, you should also be sure to have a 
list of colleges of varying costs on your list. The process of applying to college is all about keeping your options 
open!

 
 
 
 
 

 

 FIGURE 1 Average Estimated Undergraduate Budgets, 2011-12 (Enrollment-Weighted)
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Other ExpensesTransportationBooks and SuppliesRoom and BoardTuition and Fees

Private Nonprofit Four-Year
On-Campus

Public Four-Year
Out-of-State On-Campus

 Public Four-Year
In-State On-Campus

Public Two-Year
Commuter

Undergraduate Budget

$28,500

$20,770

$8,244

$2,963

$10,089

$8,887

$8,887

$7,408

$1,213

$1,168

$1,168

$1,182

$926

$1,082

$1,082

$1,606

$1,496

$2,066

$2,066

$2,127

$21,447

$15,286

$33,973

$42,224

NOTE: Expense categories are based on institutional budgets for students as reported by colleges and universities in the Annual 
Survey of Colleges. They do not necessarily reflect actual student expenditures.

SOURCE: The College Board: Trends in College Pricing 2011 Figure 1
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2. Know There is Financial Aid Available
Take some time to learn about all the financial aid programs that are available. Most families receive some 
financial aid to help cover costs. You can also download MEFA’s College Financing eBook to understand 
what financial aid is available, how to apply for financial aid, and how colleges decide who to give financial aid 
to. 

Sources of Financial Aid

The following chart shows the types of financial aid your child may be eligible to receive.

Grants & Scholarships

Loans

Federal Work-Study

Description Source

Free money for college expenses 
may be awarded based on financial 
need or academic, athletic, or other 
merit based talent. The student is 
not required to repay. 

• Federal
• State 
• College or University
• Outside organizations

Must be repaid to the lender 
including interest. Education loans 
are available for both parents and 
students. 

• Federal
• State 
• College or University
• Private lenders

Provides students with the 
opportunity to work part-time and 
earn money for college-related 
expenses such as books and 
supplies. Not deducted from the 
school bill.

• Federal
• College or University

Type of 
Financial Aid

The following chart shows that $177.6 billion of financial aid was awarded to students last year and also the 
variety of funding sources.

SOURCE: The College Board, Trends in College Pricing 2011, figure 2A 
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3. Calculate Your Financial Aid Eligibility

Colleges calculate financial aid eligibility with a simple formula.

When financial aid is awarded, the family’s contribution is taken into consideration first, as it is the primary 
responsibility of the family to pay for a college education. A student’s eligibility for financial aid is what’s left 
after applying the Expected Family Contribution to the Cost of Attendance.

Cost of Attendance (COA) is estimated by the school and will vary from college to college (see chart below). 
The COA represents the total cost of being a student for a year and includes fixed, direct costs like tuition 
and fees, room and board, as well as estimated allowances for books, supplies, transportation and personal 
expenses. 

The Expected Family Contribution (EFC) is the amount your family may be expected to pay towards 
college annually. It is based on the information you provide on your financial aid applications, and is calculated 
using standard formulas to measure your financial strength.  

Each financial aid office allocates its resources differently. While your calculated EFC may be basically the same 
or similar from school to school, the amount and type of financial aid that each school offers may vary quite a 
bit. The reality is that the EFC may not be all that the family is required to pay. The vast majority of schools will 
not be able to provide enough aid to meet every student’s full financial need.

The following chart shows this financial aid formula in practice and illustrates why a student should not rule 
out applying to an expensive college up front, as your family may be eligible for more financial aid at a more 
expensive college. Just as a student should create a balanced list of colleges to apply to from an academic 
perspective, you should also apply to colleges with a range of costs. Once you receive financial aid packages 
from the colleges you are admitted to, you can make a final decision taking into consideration academics, 
financial aid, and other important factors.

Cost of Attendance 
(COA)

Expected Family Contribution 
(EFC)- =

Financial Aid 

Eligibility/

Financial Need

Financial Aid Formula in Practice
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3. Calculate Your Financial Aid Eligibility (cont.)
 
Families have tools available to help in the planning process. The following links will take you to calculators 
that will give you an estimate of what your expected family contribution (EFC) may be. This will help you make 
a realistic plan to cover your family’s share of college costs. 

• EFC Calculators

- www.collegeboard.org/

- www.finaid.org/calculators/ 

• Net Price Calculators (on each college or university website)

All colleges that offer federal financial aid programs are required by the federal government to 

provide a Net Price Calculator on or through their school websites; they can often be found in the 

financial aid section of the college’s website. These calculators are intended to provide you with 

a customized estimate of how much financial aid you may expect to receive from the college. The 

calculator will ask your family to provide financial information such as income and assets, and at 

schools where merit aid might be available, the student’s academic credentials. The more accurate 

your figures are, the more predictive your results should be. You can fill out Net Price Calculators 

anonymously. Keep in mind that it has no bearing on the admissions process.
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4. Save Early. Save Often.
If there is any secret to paying for college, it’s this.  Save early.  Save often.  Save whatever you can.  Promoting 
college savings has long been a cornerstone of MEFA’s approach to college access and affordability and we try 
to spread that word to families across the Commonwealth. 

Quite often we hear families express misperceptions about saving for college. 

Here are three common myth we have heard from families about saving for college:

Myth 1: “Saving for college means no financial aid.”

Reality: While savings, or assets, do have an impact on aid eligibility, for most families the impact is minimal 
compared to the significant advantages of having some savings to assist with paying for college. Saving typically 
reduces the amount a family will have to borrow and repay with interest. If you are able to save for college, it is 
strongly recommended that you do so. Even modest savings can be beneficial. 

Here is an example of how parent assets (including savings) might affect the EFC (Expected 
Family Contribution)

*This example is an estimate only. Using 2012-13 Federal Methodology. 

This table shows the minimal impact that assets have on financial aid for most families. Family A and Family 
B have a difference of $75,000 in assets, but Family B is only expected to contribute $1,080 more toward 
education costs. Family B’s financial aid may not be affected very much by their assets, yet they have many 
more options for paying the college bill. Although Family C’s EFC is even higher, they also have much greater 
financial stability and flexibility than Families A and B, even after factoring in the higher EFC.

Currently, equity in your primary residence and the value of retirement accounts are excluded 

from the Federal EFC formula.

 
 
 

Family A Family B Family C

$60,000 $60,000 $60,000

$0 $75,000 $150,000

$4,542 $5,605 $9,255

$0 $1,063 $4,713

Income

Assets*

EFC

Difference

*Assets in this hypothetical consist of the parent contribution of the current value of savings, checking, and investments
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Save Early. Save Often. (cont.)
Myth 2: “It’s not worth saving for college if I can’t save the entire cost.”

Reality: Most families do not save the entire cost of college, but instead pay for education through a 
combination of financial aid, savings, current income, and educational loans. Every dollar saved will help you 
ease the impact on your cash flow during the college years and allow you to borrow less. 

Ways a Family Pays 
 
Past Income

• Savings

• Other Assets

Present Income

• Salary

• Payment Plan

Future Income 

• Parent Loans

• Student Loans

* Based on 10 years at an interest rate of 7%. This example is an estimate only and market conditions may 
vary. 

Myth 3: “Times are tough. I can’t save at all.”

Reality: It’s true that it can be hard to save with all of the other expenses families have. However, even very 
small amounts of money saved can have a positive effect. Some programs, like the Commonwealth’s 529 
plan, the MEFA U.Fund, allow you to save as little as $15 per month. And if you can’t save monthly, then save 
periodically when you have a little extra money. Choose to make saving a priority. Knowing you are saving for 
this important goal can give you a feeling of empowerment. 

It’s not just the parent’s who are empowered by saving. Evidence suggests that students who know there is 
a savings account designated for their college education will do better in school and be more likely to attent 
college. The College Savings Initiative published a research paper in 2011, called “ The Age Old Question, 
Which Comes First.” This study points to something called a “virtuous cycle,” where having college savings is 
linked with achievement in school and having strong college aspirations.

And you don’t have to save alone. Motivate your child to study hard and aim for college by asking him or her to 
help you save for college. A small portion of an allowance or money received as gifts can add up over time and 
help children feel more invested in their own future. Grandparents and other relatives can play a big role too. 
It’s not always easy to talk about money, but you may be surprised how loved ones are willing to help you save 
for college. College savings make a great gift at birthdays and holidays. Children may lose interest in toys fast, 
but the gift of college savings will be appreciated for a lifetime.

Check out MEFA’s video at www.mefa.org/plan to see how real families, with modest incomes, have been 
able to start saving for college. The sooner you start, the more your savings can grow.

$10,000
College

Cost

Cost by Saving
$6,960

Cost by Borrowing
$13,920

$3,040
Interest Earned

$3,920
Interest Earned

$6,960 Saved

$10,000
Borrowed

* Based on 10 years at an interest rate of 7%.
This example is an estimate only and market conditions may change. 
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MEFA College Savings Programs
MEFA can help you get started.

It’s never too early to start saving for college, and MEFA offers guidance, a wealth of resources and two college 
savings plans to help make paying for college a possibility for your family. Visit  
www.mefa.org/saveforcollege to view a chart that compares MEFA’s College Savings Plans to other college 
savings options.

The U.Plan Prepaid Tuition Program allows participants to lock in tuition and mandatory fees at today’s 
rates and prepay up to 100% of a child’s future college tuition at 80 participating Massachusetts public and 
private colleges.

The U.Fund College Investment Plan is a market-based 529 investment plan that lets families save for 
qualified higher education expenses by investing in portfolios of mutual funds professionally managed by 
Fidelity Investments and is used to pay for qualified higher education expenses.  

Remember: You don’t have to choose just one way to save for college. Sometimes 
it makes sense to save in multiple ways. Read on to decide what’s right for you and 
your family. Or call 800.449.MEFA (6332) to work with an Early College Planning 

Representative.
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About the U.Plan Prepaid Tuition Program 
How the U.Plan works

The U.Plan helps you stay ahead of rising college costs by letting you lock in today’s rates to pay your child’s 
future tuition at any of the 80 participating public and private colleges in Massachusetts.

You don’t have to choose a college ahead of time. Since it might be quite a ways off, your investment 
will lock in tuition at all 80 schools. However, the percentage of costs your investment covers will vary by 
college, since each college charges different tuitions and fees.

This chart shows how much a $1,000 U.Plan Tuition Certificate would be worth at three 
different sample colleges:

 
Suppose that your child decides to attend a public college, and by that time, tuition and mandatory fees have 
gone up to $15,000 per year. Your U.Plan Tuition Certificate will still be worth 10% of tuition and fees: 10% of 
$15,000 is $1,500.

Why is the U.Plan a smart choice?

The U.Plan is a simple and effective way to save for college that offers families peace of mind.

It’s predictable. U.Plan Tuition Certificates are backed by bonds, issued by the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts. This offers U.Plan participants the certainty of knowing what their investment, the Tuition 
Certificates, will be worth at maturity.

It’s flexible. Tuition Certificates are accepted at 80 participating Massachusetts colleges and universities. If 
your child chooses not to attend one of these schools, your initial investment will be returned to you at maturity 
with interest compounded annually at the rate of Consumer Price Index (CPI).

It’s tax-free. All the interest you earn on your Tuition Certificates—as well as all the benefits received from 
them—is exempt from federal and Massachusetts state income tax with some limitations. (See the U.Plan 
Offering Statement at www.mefa.org/uplan for details.)

$5,000
per year

$10,000
per year

$20,000
per year

$1,000

$1,000

$1,000

20%

10%

5%

How much 
it costs now:

How much
money you
put in:

How it
translates into
a percentage:

Example 
College

Community
College

Public College

Private College
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About the U.Fund College Investment Plan
The Massachusetts 529 Plan

The U.Fund is a market-based 529 investing plan designed to help families save for college.

As a tax-deferred product, a U.Fund Account allows for greater growth potential over taxable accounts such 
as stocks, mutual funds or savings accounts because you don’t pay taxes on any earnings as your account 
grows. Plus, when you withdraw money to pay for qualified higher education expenses, you don’t pay federal or 
Massachusetts state income tax.

This chart shows the advantage of saving in a tax deferred account vs. a taxable account. There is potential for 
your money to grow more in a tax deferred account.

The hypothetical compares tax-deferred 529 plan account and taxable  
account investing and after-tax amounts potentially available with  
each. Assumptions are: (1) an initial after-tax investment of $26,000  
invested for 18 years, (2) 7% annual rate of return, (3) an imputed  
constant annual federal income tax rate of 21.9% on taxable account  
earnings, and (4) use of 529 plan account distributions to cover  
qualified higher education expenses (with no federal income taxation). 
State and local taxes and account fees and expenses are not taken into  
account. If they were, results would be lower from the 529 plan  
account. The hypothetical is not intended to predict or project the  
investment performance of any security. Distributed earnings not 
used to cover qualified higher education expenses are taxable to the  
distributee and are subject to a 10% federal penalty tax. Contributions  
to a 529 plan account are considered gifts to the accounts beneficiary. Currently, an individual may gift $13,000 (or $26,000 per 
married couple who gift split) per beneficiary each year without federal gift or generation-skipping transfer tax impact. 
Source: Fidelity Investments

Why the U.Fund is a smart choice

Beyond its tax-free growth potential, a U.Fund Account offers the options you need to save with confidence.

It’s simple. Leave the investments up to Fidelity Investments by selecting a savings portfolio based on your 
child’s age. You can also tailor your strategy based on your risk tolerance or customize your U.Fund Account by 
choosing your own portfolios.

It’s flexible. Use the money in you U.Fund Account at any accredited U.S. college or university and some 
foreign institutions for any qualified higher education expenses—like tuition, fees, room and board or books. 
If one child doesn’t use the money, you can change the beneficiary to another eligible family member of the 
original beneficiary with no penalty. The money can be used for both undergraduate and graduate school.

It’s affordable. There’s no income restriction and no annual fee. Any U.S. resident who is 18 years or older 
can start an account with as little as $15 a month, as long as they have a  
Social Security or Tax I.D. number. Contributions can be made  
automatically from a bank account or direct deposit from a paycheck.

To get started, visit www.fidelity.com/ufund.

$100,000

$80,000

$60,000

$40,000

$20,000

0
Taxable Account 529 Plan Account

$26,000
Initital 
Investment 

$87,878

$67,775

Taxable Account vs. 529 Plan
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The Massachusetts College Savings Plans Side by Side

How it works:

• Prepay up to 100% of college tuition and
mandatory fees at 80 Massachusetts public
and private colleges and universities

• Minimum to get started is $300 to purchase
a Tuition Certificate.

• Money saved in the U.Plan grows tax free.

• If a family does not use the money saved
towards school, they can get it back with
interest accrued at CPI over the years.

• U.Plan Tuition Certificates represent interest
in Commonwealth General Obligation Bonds
and are backed by the full faith and credit of
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts; not
subject to market fluctuation.

• Account owner has full control of the
account and over the beneficiary
assignment.

How it works:

• Save for qualified higher education
expenses such as tuition, fees, room, board,
books, supplies and equipment.

• Savings can be used at any accredited
college or university nation wide 

• Minimum Initial Investment - $50 lump sum
or $15/monthly automatic investments

• Combined Account Maximum - $300,000

• Annual Account Maintenance Fee - No Fee

• Multiple investment options (active
management; indexed portfolio; individual
allocation portfolios)

• FDIC insured option 

• No income restriction

• High contribution limits

• Potential gift and estate tax benefits

• You control the account, not the beneficiary 

For more information on the U.Fund or to enroll online, visit www.fidelity.com/ufund, 
you may also call 1.800.544.2776 to get started.

Annual enrollment for the U.Plan begins May 1st and goes until June 30th each year. 
Your enrollment kit may be accessed online at www.mefa.org/uplan during the 
enrollment period or by calling 1.800.449.MEFA (6332).
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Strategies for Saving 

• Start saving as early as 
possible. Use time to your 
advantage. 

• Use automatic transfers 

• Get the word out and let 
your family and friends 
know that they may 
contribute or open a plan 
up on behalf of your child.  
Have your child save too! 

Time Value of Money

$0.00

$50,000.00

$100,000.00

$150,000.00

$200,000.00

$250,000.00

$300.00 $0.00 $21,477.87 $51,925.44 $95,088.69 $156,278.00

$100.00 $0.00 $7,159.29 $17,308.48 $31,696.23 $52,092.67

$50.00 $0.00 $3,579.65 $8,654.24 $15,848.11 $26,046.33

0 60 120 180 240

Strategies for Saving
 
Successful savers know that it takes creativity and discipline to make a habit of saving. Here are some tips for 
saving that have worked for others.

• Develop a budget that includes paying down debt and building an emergency fund.

• Use a notebook, spreadsheet, or smart phone app to track personal and household spending for a week 
to identify areas for savings. Next try tracking your expenses for a month.

• Save money on lunch. Make a double-batch of dinner & wrap up leftovers to take to work that week.

• Save for a short-term goal, like a family movie night. Show that savings works, then aim higher.

• Put some of your tax refund towards college savings.

• Have separate savings accounts for different goals, like vacation, car maintenance, new appliance,
   college, and retirement.
• Start saving as early as possible. Use time to your advantage.

• Use automatic transfers so you don’t have to think about it.

• Get the word out and let your family know that they may contribute or open a plan on behalf of your
   child. Have your child save too! 

• Don’t just set and forget. A few times a year, review your budget and your goals to see what’s working
   and what isn’t. Try to increase the amount you’re saving for college each year.

This chart demonstrates the potential growth of savings over time, assuming regular monthly contributions 
and investment growth of 7% per year. The more money you are able to set aside each month and the earlier 
you are able to start, the greater your savings can grow. On the flip side, the later you start, the harder it can be 
to catch up.

             Source: MEFA
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Keep an open conversation between parent and student

Paying for college is a family affair. Talk with your student about the fact that finances may be one factor in 
the college decision. This can be helpful in making sure you apply to a variety of colleges when the time comes. 
You don’t want to rule out applying to a college up front but be realistic in knowing you will have to see what 
financial aid you receive to make a decision to attend. 

Having these types of honest conversations early with your student can be helpful when things get even busier 
and more stressful senior year of high school. Be honest but don’t feel you have to share every little detail or 
worry. Focus on the support you will give them in many other ways and let them know that together you’ll help 
them make a decision they will be happy with and that you as a family can afford. 

At a certain age students can begin to take steps toward helping finance college themselves. They can take on 
small jobs and get into the habit of having some income and of saving part of that toward college. These are 
some great tools online to help kids begin to think about their own money management.

Have your students check out these websites:
• From the White House: 20 things kids need to know to lead financially smart lives: 

www.moneyasyougrow.org

• From the National Endowment for Financial Education: www.smartaboutmoney.org

• Mint blog: www.themint.com/blog

• Two websites about saving and frugal living: www.americasaves.com and 

www.wisebread.com

• Northwestern Mutual Foundation plus National Council on Economic Education (NCEE) 

built www.themint.com for families.

Remember that MEFA is your resource
• Offering concise and timely emails that are tailored to the age of the child and where they may be in 

the process of going to college.

• Over 400 free seminars around the state annually on the topics of Early College Planning, Admissions, 

College Financing and After the Acceptance

• Robust website on planning, saving, and paying for college at www.mefa.org

For assistance on any of these topics, call MEFA at 800.449.MEFA (6332).


