
HELPING INTERNATIONAL 
FAMILIES NAVIGATE U.S. 

FINANCIAL AID



The purpose of today’s presentation…



Who are the families you are working with?
1. Student and parent are not U.S. citizens

2. Student is a U.S. citizen, parent is not

3. Student and parent are U.S. citizens living abroad



First, some financial aid basics…



Institutions discount pricing in two ways:

1. Need-based aid

2. Merit aid



Sources of need-based aid:

• Government (federal and state) – citizens and eligible 
non-citizens only

• Institutional grants and scholarships – all undergraduates

• Campus employment -  both citizens and non-citizens

Need-Based Aid



• FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid)

• CSS Profile

• ISAFA (Int’l Student Application for Financial Assistance)

• ISFAA (Int’l Student Financial Aid Application)

• Other institutional forms

How is need determined?

Need-Based Aid



What do the forms look at?

1. Income (largest driver of need eligibility)

2. Assets (assessed at between 5 and 5.64 cents on the dollar)

3. Family size

4. Whether the student is dependent or independent

Need-Based Aid



COA – SAI = Need

Cost of attendance minus Student Aid Index equals need

Need-Based Aid



Who qualifies for need-based aid, and 
who does not?

Need-Based Aid



Let’s talk about the income threshold.

Need-Based Aid



Let’s talk about how assets are assessed.

Need-Based Aid



Reportable assets

1. Cash, checking and non-retirement savings (including 
529s), investment accounts, CDs, stocks and bonds, etc.

2. Equity in primary residence (CSS Profile only)

3. Equity in second homes and real estate investments

4. Equity in family-owned business or farm

5. Trust funds (asset of the beneficiary, often the student)

Need-Based Aid



Non-reportable assets

1. Retirement accounts

2. Life insurance policies

3. Personal possessions (e.g., art, jewelry, cars, etc.)

Need-Based Aid



The biggest myth about merit aid…

Merit Aid



Awarded by the admission office to any 
student the institution wants to attract

Merit Aid



How do we help families make college more 
affordable?



“It’s all about the list.”  -Joan Liu



Let’s look at two different students who are 
not U.S. citizens:

1. Sofia has no demonstrated financial need.

2. Juan has substantial demonstrated financial need.



How do we build Sofia’s list with schools that 
are generous with merit aid?















How do we build Juan’s list?

1. Make sure he is a high-flyer in every way 



How high a flyer must Juan be?

“The student pretty much needs to ‘walk on water’ to get an 
international full ride.”



How do we build Juan’s list?

1. Make sure he is a high-flyer in every way 

2. Find schools generous with need, merit, or both







Institutions that are need-blind for int’l undergraduates:

Amherst College
Bowdoin College
Brown University 
Dartmouth College
Harvard College
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
University of Notre Dame
Princeton University
Yale University



Institutions that meet full need for int’l undergraduates:
Amherst*
Bates 
Bennington
Berea
Bowdoin*
Brandeis
Brown*
Bryn Mawr 
Caltech
Carleton
Claremont McKenna
Colby
Colgate
Colorado College
Columbia
Connecticut College
Cornell

Dartmouth*
Davidson 
Denison 
Duke 
Franklin & Marshall 
Grinnell 
Hamilton
Harvard*
Harvey Mudd
Haverford
Holy Cross
Johns Hopkins
Kenyon 
Lafayette 
Lehigh 
Macalester 
MIT*

Middlebury
Mount Holyoke
Notre Dame*
Oberlin
Occidental 
Penn
Pitzer 
Pomona
Princeton*
Reed
Rhodes
Rice 
Sarah Lawrence
Sewanee
Skidmore 
Smith 
Stanford

Swarthmore
Trinity College
Tufts 
U Chicago
U Miami
U Richmond
U Rochester
Vanderbilt
Vassar 
Wake Forest
Washington and Lee 
WashU
Wellesley 
Wesleyan
Whitman 
Williams
Yale*

* Need-blind for international undergraduates



How do we build Juan’s list?

1. Make sure he is a high-flyer in every way 

2. Find schools generous with need, merit, or both

3. Identify ED and ED II options



“Our admit rate for regular decision for international students seeking 
financial aid was less than 1%....Early decision gets you into the 
5-10% admit range, so I always recommend Early....Regular is nearly 
impossible with nearly perfect stats, resumes, essays, etc.” 

”Our admit rate for int’l students with financial need was ~0.5%”

“Yeah, I think our rate might be closer to 1% this year…it’s definitely 
changed so much over the past 5 years!”









How do we build Juan’s list?

1. Make sure he is a high-flyer in every way 

2. Find schools generous with need, merit, or both

3. Identify ED and ED II options

4. Identify specific merit scholarships



Identify specific merit scholarships:
Belk (Davidson)
Jefferson (UVA) 
Johnson (Washington & Lee) 
King-Morgridge (UW Madison)
Morehead Cain (UNC Chapel Hill)
Presidential Scholars (Villanova)
Richmond Scholars (U Richmond)
Robertson Scholars (UNC Chapel Hill and Duke)
Trustee Scholarship (BU)
Walentas (UVA)
Wells Scholars (IU Bloomington)



What if Juan is a U.S. passport holder 
with moderate to substantial 
demonstrated financial need?



  



  



What if Sofia, who has no financial 
need, is a U.S. passport holder?



  



  



  



Remember…it’s always about getting 
the list right.



Jennie Kent
Big J Educational Consulting
jennie@bigjconsult.com
bigjeducationalconsulting.com

Thank you!   

Questions?


