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This presentation is presented with the understanding that the information contained does not 
constitute legal, accounting or other professional advice. It is not intended to be responsive to 
any individual situation or concerns, as the contents of this presentation are intended for general 
information purposes only. Viewers are urged not to act upon the information contained in this 
presentation without first consulting competent legal, accounting or other professional advice 
regarding implications of a particular factual situation. Questions and additional information 
can be submitted to your Eide Bailly representative, or to the presenter of this session. 
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KEY CONCEPTS OF COST OF ATTENDANCE (COA)

Need Analysis Components and Principles

Student Budget Construction 

Financial Need and Other Formulas

Developing COA Component Estimates

Restrictions and Best Practices

Clear and Transparent Communication

Packaging Strategies



NEED ANALYSIS

Need analysis is process of determining the amount of financial assistance 
a student will require to pursue post-secondary education. It is a way to 
allocate limited financial resources as equitably as possible to students.

Two basic components:
1. A measure of the amount it will cost a student to attend a given school for a period 

of enrollment (usually an academic year), that includes estimates for tuition, fees, 
books, supplies, living expenses, transportation, personal and other expenses. This 
is the Cost of Attendance (COA).

2. A measure of a family’s financial strength, a portion of which is assessed as 
available to contribute toward the costs of the student’s education as defined in 
#1. This is the Student Aid Index (SAI), a number derived from FAFSA calculations, 
via a formula known as Federal Methodology.



UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES OF NEED ANALYSIS

1. Families have the primary responsibility for meeting 
postsecondary education costs.

2. Financial aid is meant to supplement, not replace the 
family’s responsibility, and allocation of those resources 
is based on an ability to pay, not a willingness to pay 
college costs, independent of the amount of aid that 
may be available or the cost differences between schools.

3. Families with similar resources should make similar 
“contributions,” while families with different resources should be expected to contribute amounts 
appropriate to their level of resources. These are principles of horizontal and vertical equity. 

4. The FAFSA takes a “snapshot” of a family’s finances at the time of application; but the 
results are only a benchmark and can be adjusted (with appropriate documentation) 
by a financial aid administrator to better reflect a family’s current circumstances.



 FINANCIAL AID FORMULAS 

NEED-BASED AID PACKAGING REMAINING UNMET NEED OVERALL UNMET COST

Cost of Attendance (COA)

Student Aid Index (SAI) 

     

Financial Need

Cost of Attendance (COA)

Student Aid Index (SAI)
Other Financial Assistance 

(OFA)     

Remaining Need

Cost of Attendance (COA)

Other Financial Assistance 
(OFA)     

Remaining Eligibility 
or  Unmet Cost

Schools use to package aid
Gap between total costs 
and awarded aid; room 
for more need-based aid 

Used for packaging non-need-
based aid; = “net price”



STUDENT BUDGET CONSTRUCTION

PURPOSES

• Realistic reflection of 
actual costs; localized

• Accurate projection of 
costs based on research

• Equitable for categories 
of students 

PRINCIPLES

• Comprehensive: both 
direct and indirect costs

• Reasonable = moderate
standard of living

• Regular, systematic, and 
documented development

An institution’s COA estimates must be data-informed. Because you must 
assign COAs annually, you must document your methodology – including 
sources – on an annual basis. This is subject to audit and program review.



COST OF ATTENDANCE COMPONENTS

 Tuition and fees
 Living expenses (food/housing)
 Books, supplies, materials, and equipment, including computer
 Transportation
 Miscellaneous/personal expenses (soap, shampoo, laundry, clothing…)
 Federal loan fees (private loan fees CANNOT be included)
 License, certification, or first professional credential*

Components assigned up front and separated out:

makeameme.org/meme/me-finding-out-b8fd11ea67Components added if  requested or known:
 Dependent care
 Disability-related expenses
 Study abroad
 Cooperative education



Sources of data

Actual/average costs 
(where allowed)

Subcategories

Annual Review

CREATING COMPONENT ESTIMATES

Considerations:
Primary data: student surveys; expenditure diaries; interviews

Secondary data: published data; peer comparisons; internal
     resources; local, state, regional or national sources/indices

Graduate vs undergraduate; living circumstances; enrollment 
levels; program of study; residency

Weighted average or median amounts may be required

Don’t have to change process or survey students yearly, but 
should regularly evaluate and update Policies & Procedures



BUDGET COMPONENTS
Language in Part F, Section 472, of the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965, as amended, identifies costs 
that may be included in the tuition and fees component as, “an amount normally assessed a student carrying 
the same academic workload, as determined by the institution.”

i.imgur.com/ASd0gTb_d.webp?maxwidth=
520&shape=thumb&fidelity=high

Tuition: 
• Categories for in-state, border/regional, out-of-state, international, 

other tuition rates.

• Can only include amounts for coursework applicable toward the 
student’s degree/program of study.

• Can only be included if initially charged to a student, even if waived 
or paid by scholarship later.

• Can be actual or average, but averages must be separated into 
less-than-full-time enrollment statuses. 

• If overall averages are used (rather than by distinct categories), 
must use weighted averages.

• If tuition and fee amounts change due to part-time enrollment, 
COA should be prorated accordingly.

• Adjustments to aid for “no shows” impact COA as well!

Note that for Pell awards, schools always use the full-year, full-time (100% enrollment intensity) COA*



BUDGET COMPONENTS
Fees: 

• To be included, fees should be required of all students, for students in 
individual programs, or to differentiate specific categories.

• Can be mandatory per-credit fees or additional course/materials 
fees as long the fee is charged to all students in the same program or 
classification and is required for enrollment and/or program completion.

• Fees paid to third parties cannot be included.

Books, course materials, supplies, equipment:
• Must include all such costs required of all students in the same course of 

study, but amounts may vary among different categories of students.

• May include a reasonable allowance for the rental or upfront purchase 
of a personal computer, as determined by the institution. 
 School must document the purchase/rental but does not have to use actual cost.

• For students enrolled less than full-time, the allowance is generally proportional 
to the enrollment status (three-quarter time, half, or less than half time).

• Cash management rules apply for proration of institutional charges across program.

Use student surveys, Bookstore info, IR data 
and analysis, Business Office reports, faculty.

Consider impact of online, rental, or used 
options, and courses that have Open 
Educational Resources (OERs).

Work with Business Office and Academics 
to determine required fees and categories.

Consider fees for registration, technology, 
labs, musical instrument rental, engagement, 
online courses, fitness center access, etc. 



BUDGET COMPONENTS

Transportation:
• Reasonable allowance for transportation between campus, student’s 

residence, and place of work.

• Consider full range of possible expenses: gas, transit fares, 
maintenance, insurance, and airfare.

• Rural vs urban setting can impact category significantly:
 If public transportation is not available, may include vehicle 

operating and maintenance costs, but not purchase or lease. 
 Rural schools may need to consider a population of students 

commuting from many miles away each day.

Student surveys, IR data and analysis, public 
transportation fare structures or passes, IRS 
mileage rates, parking fees, toll roads.

Consider impact of online and hybrid 
schedule, study groups, labs; don’t forget 
travel to/from work, and travel home for 
on-campus/out-of-state students.

Miscellaneous personal expenses:
• A reasonable allowance for clothing, laundry, personal items (e.g., 

toiletries, personal hygiene, grooming), recreation, cell phone, 
uninsured health care costs. 

• May not be included in COA for less-than-half-time students.

Student surveys or expenditure reports, 
Consumer Expenditure Survey, U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, IRS National Standards.

Recent COA updates from the FAFSA Simplification Act to Part F, Section 472 of the Higher Education Act (HEA) primarily focus 
on clarifying the calculation of various components like housing costs, requiring institutions to use the higher of the average or 
median cost for on-campus housing, and excluding non-federal loan fees from the COA calculation; these changes aim to provide 
a more accurate representation of a student's actual educational expenses.

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/dear-colleague-letters/2022-11-04/fafsar-simplification-act-changes-implementation-2023-24


BUDGET COMPONENTS
Living Expenses (housing and food):
Institutions must break out housing and food costs associated with five 
different basic living situations (if applicable), and require standard 
allowances within certain categories:

 

• Students with or without dependents living in campus housing
Assess average or median costs per category, whichever is greater

• Students living off campus and not in campus housing
May want to consider traditional vs non-traditional student situations

• Dependent students living at home with parents
  Housing allowance cannot be zero, but does not have to include three meals a day 

• Military students living on base or receiving a Basic Housing Allowance (BAH)
 Since housing/BAH is already provided, only a food allowance is permitted

• All other students

In general for food costs, the school must 
determine a standard allowance that 
provides the equivalent of three meals a 
day. This can be via an on-campus meal 
plan and/or off-campus food purchases. 

On-campus housing estimates can no longer 
be actual amounts. For students living in any 
institutionally owned/operated housing, the 
standard allowances must be based on the 
GREATER OF the average or median amounts 
assessed to residents. 

For most institutions, housing is the largest portion of COA. 
Non-tuition expenses account for 80% of  the annual cost of  attending a community college, 

61% of  a public four-year college, and 31% of  a private, nonprofit school. 

College Board, Trends in College Pricing and Student Aid 2024

https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/college-pricing/highlights


BUDGET COMPONENTS
Federal Loan fees:

• May include the actual or average cost of any federal student loan fee, 
origination fee, or insurance premium charged to the student or parent.

• CANNOT include non-federal student loan fees.

Dependent care:
• Average or actual can be used, but averages must be based on typical 

costs in student’s community, not state or other standards.

• If student’s actual costs are lower than average, actual must be used.

• Can be automatically added if income is less than IPA.

Disability-related expenses:
• Can include special services, transportation, supplies, equipment, etc.

• Costs/services cannot be provided by other agencies

License, certification, first professional credential:
• Inclusion is no longer a school option and must be included up-front for 

programs that require such a qualification.

• No longer restricted to a one time; policy may include reasonable limit 
on allowable exam attempts.

SIS reports: calculate single average for all 
students, separate averages for undergrad/ 
grad, or average for each loan limit level.  

Work with Registrar/Academic departments 
to determine which programs have any of 
these requirements and costs for each.

Research local costs to determine typical 
amounts, request receipts from students, 
include times care is needed to attend school. 
.

Work with ADA/Disability Services Office 
and Vocational Rehabilitation Agencies; see 
Dear Colleague Letter GEN-06-19.

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/dear-colleague-letters/2006-11-22/gen-06-19-agreements-between-public-institutions-higher-education-and-vocational-rehabilitation-agencies


POSSIBLE DATA SOURCES
• The College Board

Trends in College Pricing: Highlights
Trends in College Pricing and Student Aid 2024 Full Report 
Guidance for Living Expenses

• Consumer Expenditure Survey (CES) produced by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)

• (GEN-22-15) FAFSA® Simplification Act Changes for Implementation in 2023-24

• HUD Housing Fair Market Rent Documentation System (Lookup by area)

• IRS National Standards: Food, clothing, and other items

• IRS Standard Mileage Rates ($.70 for 2025)

• MIT Living Wage Calculator: shows typical annual expenses by category per county based on family size

• Peer Institutions (primarily IPEDs, but also accreditors, benchmarking studies, Chronicle of Higher Education comparison tool, 
         National Student Clearinghouse’s Postsecondary Data Partnership)

• U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics: Databases, Tables, & Calculators and Consumer Price Index

• U.S. Inflation Calculator: annual inflation rates table

• USDA Food Plans: Monthly Cost of Food Reports

• Utility calculators: There are many out there, but may be better to use average info from actual utility companies in your area
Utility Cost Calculator by Address [2025] - Calculator Adam
Utility Estimator By Zip Code – Calculate Your Costs – Calculators for Home

• Veterans United BAH Calculator

imgflip.com/i/9fug8j

https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/college-pricing/highlights
https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/Trends-in-College-Pricing-and-Student-Aid-2024-ADA.pdf
https://highered.collegeboard.org/financial-aid/policies-research/budgets/overview
https://www.bls.gov/cex/
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/dear-colleague-letters/2022-11-04/fafsar-simplification-act-changes-implementation-2023-24
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/fmr/fmrs/FY2024_code/select_Geography.odn
https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-sbse/national-standards.pdf
https://www.irs.gov/tax-professionals/standard-mileage-rates
https://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/31157
https://www.bls.gov/data/
https://www.bls.gov/cpi/
https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/inflation/current-inflation-rates/#:%7E:text=In%202023%2C%20the%20average%20inflation,for%20a%20given%20calendar%20year.&text=*Data%20Source:%20U.S.%20Bureau%20of,urban%20consumers%2C%20not%20seasonally%20adjusted.&text=Annual%20rates%20of%20inflation%20are,of%202.5%25%20for%20January%202017.
https://www.fns.usda.gov/research/cnpp/usda-food-plans/cost-food-monthly-reports
https://calculatoradam.com/utility-cost-calculator-by-address/
https://calculatorsforhome.com/utility-estimator-by-zip-code/
https://www.veteransunited.com/education/tools/bah/


COA RESTRICTIONS

COA restrictions, modifications, exceptions:
 

• Professional Judgment
Define exceptions to standard COA rules in P&P.

• Less-Than-Half-Time Students
Cannot include a miscellaneous personal cost component.
Can only include allowance for living expenses for up to three semesters, 
      only two of which can be consecutive.

• Incarcerated Students
Can only include tuition, fees, books/supplies/equipment, and cost of obtaining 
a license, certification, or first professional credential.

• Distance Education Programs
Online students are allowed same COA as classroom students.

• Correspondence Courses
COA can only reflect contracted tuition, fees, and books/supplies/equipment costs.
Housing, food, and transportation costs can be included for residential training periods.

www.azquotes.com/picture-quotes/quote-there-is-no-exception-to-the-
rule-that-every-rule-has-an-exception-james-thurber-29-44-95.jpg

m.media-amazon.com/images/I/41 
zxXTo96S._AC_SY200_QL15_.jpg



BEST PRACTICES

Don’t
• Use COA as an enrollment management tool.
• Increase components a set percentage each year without research.
• Include items that are not related to student’s educational costs.
• Exclude or make assumptions about student cohorts.

Do
• Review COA annually and update based on data and document.
• Increase transparency in ALL communications to students, including online.
• Track student PJ requests and use primary data to test reasonableness. 
• Consider categorization of students to create most accurate COAs.

Some states provide data and estimates for their schools to use. 
Check out the Colorado Commission on Higher Education (CCHE) 2024-2025 guidelines.

sprinto.com/blog/compliance-memes/

makeameme.org/meme/sprinkle-best-practices

https://cdhe.colorado.gov/sites/highered/files/FY%202024-25%20Student%20Budget%20Parameters_Final.pdf


COMMUNICATING COA
• Financial Aid Offers: Action Needed to Improve Information on College Costs and Student Aid

     (GAO report published: Nov 01, 2022. Publicly Released: Dec 05, 2022)

• (GEN-24-07) FSA Enforcement Bulletin – Announcing Use of Secret Shoppers to evaluate Recruitment and 
Enrollment Practices and Monitor Title IV Compliance  (Electronic Announcement posted March 14, 2023)

• Education Department Announces Use of Secret Shopping to Protect Students, Crack Down on Institutions 
that Lure Students with Lies   (U.S. Department of Education Press Release from April 7, 2023)

• (GEN-24-07) Implementation of Regulations Related to Financial Responsibility, Administrative Capability, 
Certification Procedures, and Ability to Benefit (ATB)    (Released May 16, 2024, updated May 23 and August 23, 2024)

Section 668.16(h) — Standards of Administrative Capability
The final rule amends § 668.16(h) which requires institutions to provide adequate financial aid counseling and communication 
to enrolled students that includes more information about the cost of attendance; sources and amounts of each type of aid, 
separated by the type of aid; the net price; instructions and applicable deadlines for accepting, declining, or adjusting award 
amounts; and advising students and families to accept the most beneficial types of financial assistance available to them.

• (GENERAL-24-145) FSA Enforcement Bulletin – Institutions must make cost of attendance readily 
available to enrolled and prospective students (Electronic Announcement Posted December 17, 2024)

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-104708
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/dear-colleague-letters/2024-05-16/implementation-regulations-related-financial-responsibility-administrative-capability-certification-procedures-and-ability-benefit-atb-updated-august-23-2024
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2023-03-14/fsa-enforcement-bulletin-march-2023-announcing-use-secret-shoppers-evaluate-recruitment-and-enrollment-practices-and-monitor-title-iv-compliance
https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/education-department-announces-use-of-secret-shopping-protect-students
https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/education-department-announces-use-of-secret-shopping-protect-students
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/dear-colleague-letters/2024-05-16/implementation-regulations-related-financial-responsibility-administrative-capability-certification-procedures-and-ability-benefit-atb-updated-august-23-2024
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2024-12-17/fsa-enforcement-bulletin-december-2024-institutions-must-make-cost-attendance-readily-available-enrolled-and-prospective-students


CONSUMER INFORMATION

From the GAO Study on 
Financial Aid Offers

Table 2: Best Practices 
for Providing Clear and 
Standard Information in 
Financial Aid Offers 
outlines the approaches 
recommended in the 
report that eventually 
became law, with the 
reasoning behind each. 



COLLEGE COST TRANSPARENCY INITIATIVE (CCTI)
CCTI site: www.collegeprice.org/home
Sample aid offer from CCTI site clearly shows 

costs and aid broken down into categories 
with additional information available.

Net Price

Costs split between direct/indirect

Types of aid are delineated

Additional warnings about loans

https://www.collegeprice.org/home


NASFAA’s Dependent 
Aid Offer Model
www.nasfaa.org/offer_examples

http://www.nasfaa.org/offer_examples


PACKAGING & COA

COA construction is not an enrollment 
management tool, but packaging policies are.

Instead, look at institutional goals and students’ needs 
to determine packaging policies that support both. 

Know your student population(s) 
• Must have accurate and comprehensive data about applicants and current students.
• Prospective student and yield info can show influence of early awarding and 

effectiveness of packaging/awarding timing.
• Look at awarding levels and remaining unmet need in research and data gathering.

Know where you want to grow 
• Is your school’s focus on total enrollment? Specific programs? Specific cohorts? 
• Don’t over “front-load” institutional aid and neglect retention efforts.
• Predictive modeling can help enable comparisons of the costs and benefits of 

investing more funds in scholarship/grant programs to support determined goals. 



PACKAGING CONTINUED

Net Tuition Revenue: 
   Balancing ability to pay with willingness to pay 

• Understand need- vs merit-based aid packaging philosophies and 
resulting impact on discount rate and NTR.

• Multiple offices must be involved in developing strategies that assess 
affordability and revenue.

• Packaging policies must be data-driven, but student-centered; and 
should be part of Strategic Enrollment Management (SEM) plan.

Follow your mission – access and success 
• SEM is a concept and process that enables the fulfillment of the school’s mission and students’ goals.
• Distribute resources across different populations based on academic needs and program priorities.
• Address need-based gaps and providing additional support to students facing financial challenges.

WHAT IS GOOD FOR STUDENTS IS GOOD FOR THE INSTITUTION.
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QUESTIONS?



THANK YOU!

Susan Stephenson, FAAC®

Higher Education Senior Consultant
sstephenson@eidebailly.com

402.205.7341
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