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TIP SHEET

Take These Five Annual Steps to 
Prepare for Financial Aid Season 

Financial aid is an important part of any private school’s admissions and enrollment program. 
While it may be challenging to navigate for both staff and parents, preparing in advance can 
help ensure an effective and efficient financial aid process. Here are five steps to take prior to 
every enrollment season. 

 1 
Align with all stakeholders.
The Board of Trustees, Head of School, and Admissions staff all need to agree upon the purpose, 
expectations, and resources for the financial aid program. Align annually on who the program is 
serving. If the Board wants to direct awards to more low-income families but the bulk of financial 
aid has already been allocated to returning students, they may need to increase their fundraising 
efforts. Select the school’s terminology (e.g., financial aid or tuition assistance, grant or award, 
etc.) so all stakeholders will discuss it with parents in the same manner. Set goals for that year and 
determine what reports to use to track progress towards those goals. 

 2 
Evaluate internal expertise.
Family tax structures have become more complicated with 
the gig economy and higher rates of self-employment, 
multiple jobs, diverse investments, and separate households. 
What used to be a simple review of W-2s is no longer the 
case. The higher the level of earnings, the more complicated 
those taxes become. The average application folder now 
takes 90 minutes to review, and the average school reviews 
200 applications per year. That’s 300 hours – or two full 
months of working hours – reviewing folders. A lack of 
expertise in your financial aid program can lead to costly 
mistakes. Some schools may need to outsource.

90 minutes
Time it takes to review a 
standard folder

200 folders
Number of applicants for a 
school (average)

300 hrs
Total time spent 
(minutes x folders)
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Assess the financial impact of external trends.
How much does a family need to earn to afford the school’s tuition this year? Inflation, 
unemployment, and illness-related income disruption may all affect a family’s ability to pay. Ensure 
your financial aid program takes all of that into consideration. Tax returns and pay stubs may not tell 
the whole story, and financial aid calculators only capture a moment in time. Put protocols in place 
to be consistent in how each application is reviewed.

Ensure your financial aid platform is aligned with your school’s goals.
Run an essentials report from your financial aid platform for data on the families you currently serve. 
The cost-of-living expenses “protected” may need to change every year. Ensure the thresholds 
are appropriate for the current economic environment. Review system settings, deadlines, and 
requirements. Update email templates, messaging, and cadence for that year. Update award/
denial letters and contracts. Ensure all platform links are correct. Instructions should be clear 
and communicated early and often to both new and returning families. Be sure all records and 
documents are current for that school year. Set up impactful reporting. 

Update your website.
To attract more middle or lower-income students, a school’s website must be welcoming to those 
families. Tell your story with text and video, including instructions on how to apply for financial aid. 
Ensure the most-searched keywords (financial aid & private schools) are present on the page and in 
your metadata, and that other pages on your website link to financial aid information. The school 

calendar should include application deadlines. FAQs should be updated annually to include the 
questions staff encountered the most over the past year. Be sure to address the questions that 
younger parents might ask. Consider creating an affordability chart that includes both higher and 
lower income brackets. Here are two examples from current K-12 websites: 

Income commitments
Financial aid recipients fall into four income categories. These categories are 
based on gross total income for all members of the family. (The guidelines below 
may not apply in situations where accrued assets far exceed annual total income.)

– Less	than	$75,000

Paying tuition from incomes of this size is a challenge. Families in this range will 
pay	annual	tuitions	no	higher	than	$250	each	year.

• Most families in this range receive support for lunch and bus 
transportation.

+ Between	$75,000	and	$110,000

+ Between	$110,000	and	$200,000

+ Over	$200,000

.................................................................................................

.................................................................................................

.................................................................................................

.................................................................................................

Household income 
range

% of students 
receiving financial aid

$25,000 - $99,000 25%

$100,000 - $199,000 45%

$200,000 - $300,000 30%

http://www.blackbaud.com


      3800.443.9441   |   www.blackbaud.com

About Blackbaud
Blackbaud (NASDAQ: BLKB) is the world’s leading cloud software company powering social good. Serving the entire social good community—nonprofits, 
higher education institutions, K–12 schools, healthcare organizations, faith communities, arts and cultural organizations, foundations, companies, and 
individual change agents—Blackbaud connects and empowers organizations to increase their impact through cloud software, services, data intelligence, 
and expertise. Learn more at www.blackbaud.com.

Learn more

Taking time to align all stakeholders and review your financial aid messaging, resources, and 
processes can make the busy financial aid season less daunting. For more information on 
preparing for financial aid season, watch Blackbaud’s recent webinar with Alisa Evans, Founder 
and Managing Partner of Mission Enrollment, which specializes in the equitable and efficient 
distribution of financial aid. 

Blackbaud’s Financial Aid Management Software can help you confidently make financial aid 
award decisions, provide impactful reporting, and simplify the application process.

https://www.blackbaud.com/solutions/financial-management/financial-aid-management
https://hello.blackbaud.com/ESAT-2022-05-10-WB-Mission-Enrollment-13249-Registration.html
https://www.blackbaud.com/solutions/financial-management/financial-aid-management



