Costs begin before college

By Alvin P. Sanoff, Special for USA TODAY When Karin Iuzzolino applied to college, she skimped to hold down costs.

She applied to four schools rather than the eight that interested her.

She did not visit several colleges because transportation costs were prohibitive. She chose not to take an Advanced Placement exam because it cost $82. 

      

             In March, the cost of the SAT Reasoning Test will rise from $29.50 to $41.50 because a writing component is being added.

      

By Ric Francis, AP      

The Boothbay, Maine, resident couldn't afford an SAT preparation course and settled for an inexpensive CD-ROM. The only thing she did not skimp on was standardized tests; she took the SAT four times and the ACT once.

Looking back, Iuzzolino, a 21-year-old sophomore at the University of New England in Biddeford, Maine, says applying to college was more expensive than she had ever imagined.

"I didn't expect a lot of the costs that came at me, especially the $50 and $60 application fees," she says.

While students from families of modest means know that it costs a lot to attend college, the expense involved in applying often comes as a surprise. And the cost will increase in March when the price of the SAT Reasoning Test (formerly the SAT I) rises from $29.50 to $41.50 because a writing component is being added.

"We try to tell families that the senior year of high school is not only stressful, but expensive," says Jim Montague, program director for guidance and support services at the Boston (Mass.) Latin School, a public high school. "Unless families have done a great job of saving and planning, it puts them in a real pinch."

The cost of applying to and choosing a college can range from several hundred to several thousand dollars, depending on the decisions students and families make. There are fees for everything: applications, SAT or ACT exams; mailing extra copies of all those scores to schools; and even taking Advanced Placement tests.

Students applying to highly selective colleges often take three to five AP tests in the hope they will score high enough to enhance their academic profile and earn college credits. Montague calls the cost of the AP exams "outrageous. For students taking three or four tests, it comes to a lot of money." 

Some students seeking scholarships also have to lay out money to send schools financial information. While most colleges accept the Free Application for Federal Student Aid, better known as the FAFSA, several hundred colleges ask students to fill out the College Scholarship Service Financial Aid Profile, which they feel provides a more accurate picture of a family's finances. The College Board, which runs the College Scholarship Service as well as administering the SAT and AP exams, charges a $5 registration fee and $18 for each school to which a copy of the financial profile is sent.

Students for whom English is not their first language can face another cost - $130 for the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language).

Youngsters from immigrant families are often advised to take the exam. A good score on the TOEFL can offset a mediocre or poor score on the verbal section of the SAT Reasoning Test. The Educational Testing Service (ETS), which runs the TOEFL program, says the cost is high because the test is taken on a computer in a special testing facility.

In addition to these basic costs, applying to college can involve other expenses for those who have adequate resources. SAT preparation courses such as those offered by Kaplan and the Princeton Review typically run $800-$900. Some high schools contract with a test preparation firm so their students can take a course for a fraction of the normal cost.

Boston Latin School students pay $315 for a Kaplan course, and those who qualify for the federal free or reduced-price lunch program pay half of that. Still, says Montague, "a number of kids say they can't afford it."

Then there are campus visits, which can run into the thousands of dollars if air travel is involved. Even a car trip of a few days can cost several hundred dollars for hotels, meals and gas. 

Some of the financial burden is eased for students at the lower end of the economic spectrum who, if eligible for the federal lunch program, can obtain waivers that enable them to take the SAT Reasoning Test twice and apply to up to four colleges without charge. The ACT offers them a one-time fee waiver along with the option of applying to four schools without cost. Fee waivers also are available to low-income students for AP exams and the College Scholarship Service Profile. The TOEFL is the only exam for which there is no waiver. ETS offers only a 50% reduction to $65.

Restrictions that often accompany fee waivers can put lower-income students at a disadvantage, however. 

"Students who qualify for waivers cannot do a lot of things other students can do" such as apply to as many schools as they like or take the SAT three or four times, says Kathy Goltz, co-chair of a program at Bethesda-Chevy Chase High School in Montgomery County, Md., that helps lower-income students with the application process. 

Unfortunately, say experts, students who qualify for waivers often do not find out they are eligible because their counselors are unaware of their financial situation.

"There is a certain randomness to the way fee waivers get applied," says Bruce Poch, vice president and dean of admissions at California's Pomona College. "I have had kids send in application fees ($60) in coins who clearly would have been eligible for a waiver."

Those who work with high school students worry about families in the $35,000-$60,000 income range who earn too much for their children to qualify for waivers, yet not enough to easily afford a full range of tests, prep courses, applications and campus visits.

"Often middle-class kids have to pay the full amount, and that impacts their entire college application process," says Argelia Rodriguez, executive director of the DC College Access Program, a non-profit organization that assists students in District of Columbia high schools.

Laura Duffy, dean of college counseling at Brewster Academy in Wolfeboro, N.H., has seen the economic strains of the process hit close to home: "Coming up with $600 for application fees is a burden for middle-class families. I have had faculty members for whom it has been a problem, and they are solidly middle class." 

Application process can add up

Not counting the cost of campus visits, the tab for a hypothetical

student: 

Applications to 6 colleges    Typical fees: $50 (as high as $75)

6 x $50 = $300    

Take SAT Reasoning Test twice Test fee: $41.50 (after the price

risesin March)    2 x $41.50 = $83 

Take ACT once, with writing option  Test fee: $42 (Many students

take both the SAT and ACT)    1 x $42 = $42    

Send scores to 6 colleges     No extra charge for up to four

colleges, $7 for each additional school. 2 x $7 = $14      

Take Subject Tests      Test fee: $17 to register, $8 a test. (Many

highly selective colleges require three SAT Subject Tests - formerly the

SAT II)     3 x $8 + $17 = $41     

Take four Advanced Placement exams  Test fee: $82    4 x $82 = $328    

Source: USA TODAY research    Total = $808      
 

