
 

 

The Impact of COVID-19 on College Planning 
 
Classes of 2020 and 2021, you are in high demand. With so much uncertainty in the world, 
colleges are looking for certainty. And that means they’re doing everything they can to hit their 
enrollment and tuition revenue goals. You have leverage. Below are examples of how you might 
use it. 
 

To the Class of 2020: 
 
Ask for extension beyond May 1 before giving deposit.  
Most colleges have extended the deadline, but be sure to ask if you need more time, in part to see 
if school will occur on campus in the fall. 
 
Reapply for financial aid as soon as possible.  
For many of you, if you have new or unanticipated financial need, you are not alone. Here’s the 
good news: The Federal Cares act gives roughly $14 billion to higher education. About half of 
that goes to students with new financial need, namely existing college students and 
freshmen-to-be.  
 
One week after the federal government announced it was “immediately” distributing more than 
$6 billion for colleges to disburse to their students, administrators are wrestling with how to 
quickly identify the students who need help the most without leaving anyone behind. Help them 
identify you. How? Start by contacting the financial aid office. Be prepared and have your details 
ready. 
 

1. Be prepared to show the difference between this year and last year. Have the documents 
ready. If lost your job, show your termination or furlough notice. Provide your W2 from 
2019.  
 

2. If you own a business, explain how your business is affected and what your projections 
are for 2020 compared to what your profit was in 2019—especially if you’re in the 
restaurant, entertainment, or retail business. 
 

3. Mention if you have multiple kids in college, showing that the impact on you will be 
twice as painful. Remember your EFC gets divided in half if you have 2 college students 
at once. 
 

4. If you haven’t yet applied for aid, fill out fafsa.gov as soon as possible. Also fill out a 
CSS profile if your college requires it. 

 
  

 

https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/secretary-devos-rapidly-delivers-more-6-billion-emergency-cash-grants-college-students-impacted-coronavirus-outbreak


 

Take advantage of low interest rates.  
At OnToCollege, we normally encourage students to borrow no more than $5000 in loans per 
year. (It should be the student who borrows, not the family, if possible). Then the student, if 
necessary, can contribute another $3500 a year in earnings and potentially $2500 a year in 
federal tax credit, adding up to a total of $11,000  
 
While we normally encourage students to borrow no more than $5000 each year, because the 
upcoming interest rates are so low, feel free to max out and borrow more for the upcoming years. 
The best borrowing option is Federal Direct Student Loans. Why? They have low interest, and 
you don’t start paying until 6 months after you stop being a full time college student.  
 
These loans also offer flexibility as you can set monthly payment amounts based on your future 
income. The max you can borrow each year is $5500 freshman year, $6500 sophomore year, and 
$7500 each year for juniors and seniors with a max of $27,000 for dependent undergraduates. 
 
This upcoming year you can expect lower interest rates on Federal Direct Student Loans. These 
rates are set at the end of May. Last year the rates were 4.53%. This coming year the rate could 
be below 2%. So feel free to max out, borrowing more than $5000 each year.  
 
Normally this isn’t something we would encourage, but this is a particularly difficult time, and 
this is nearly free money. Borrow $5500 year one at that super low rate. 

 
Side note: If you’re a college graduate or have a student who just graduated and is paying on 
their federal direct student loan, all payments are suspended through September 30, 2020. 
 
Take a chance and try to reverse a rejection.  
If you are rejected at selective school or for a selective program, remember that everything is in 
flux. Try to reverse the rejection. Send a letter explaining that under normal circumstances you 
would accept your rejection. But just in case new openings might occur, that you’d be the 
happiest and hardest working freshman in the program in the fall, and if it’s a residential 
program, say you would just attend the classes and live elsewhere, if necessary, for year one.  
 
Negotiate a better deal.  
Figure out your net cost at your #1 school choice and email the school, laying out how you will 
borrow $5500 and earn $3500, but make it clear that your current net cost is still too high and 
explain why.  
 
Tell them the lower net cost—the amount that you’ll immediately accept and attend. Colleges 
want to learn your bottom line, the amount of aid necessary to get you to commit. If you want to 
learn more, check out our recent blog. 
 
  

 

https://www.ontocollege.com/negotiate-college-scholarships/


 

Take a 2020-2021 gap year. 
Many people are asking, “Should freshmen-to-be or existing college students take a gap year?” 
But the real question is, “Where would you go or what would you do?”  If this is something you 
want to consider, start exploring safe, at-home, highly productive gap year options. You could 
write a book? Do research? This is something to consider, especially because by the 2021-22 
school year, we should have a vaccine. My daughter dearly wants to get back to college, and I’m 
assuming the college will accommodate us, but we’ll start looking into gap semester ideas soon, 
if another online semester seems imminent. 
 
Learn the financial strength of your future college choices.  
Many colleges are feeling financial stress. Moody’s says 1 in 5 private colleges is in financial 
stress, and that was before the 20% decline in the market. For public colleges, there is still 
uncertainty about future state subsidies, the number of kids who might wait a year, or students 
who will live at home.  
 
For private colleges with lower endowments, they’re worried about the 25% of the class of 2020 
reconsidering their college plans at this point. There could be a lot of empty dorm rooms in the 
fall. Plus the number of high school graduates will shrink each year for about the next decade. 
 

1. Try to get a sense of your school’s long term viability. It’s not easy to do. A record 18 
small liberal arts colleges went bankrupt and closed last year. It may be higher in the 
coming years. You don’t want that for your #1 college choice. Their endowments may 
have lost about 20% these past two months.  
 

2. The problem is that colleges aren’t particularly forthcoming about financial duress until 
they’re about to close. Some suggest this formula: endowment / number of undergrads, 
which lets you compare different sized colleges, apples to apples. The higher the 
endowment money per student the better.  
 

3. Short of subscribing to Moody’s or Standard & Poor, it’s tough to get a true read on the 
financial status of a college. So if you are truly concerned, google your college and their 
endowment. If it’s below $100M, you might want to dig into it a bit more. 
 

4. Read about cuts your school is considering and make sure that your major won’t be 
affected. For example, Hiram College outside of Cleveland cut 20% of its faculty, 
primarily through attrition, but that impacts the quality of the experience. 
 

NCAA eligibility and testing for athletes. 
The NCAA Eligibility Center is waiving the standardized test score requirement for incoming 
freshman student-athletes in both Division I and Division II for the 2020-21 academic year. 
Students who expect to graduate from high school in time to enroll in a Division I school this 
coming academic year will be academically eligible by earning a combined 2.3 grade-point 
average in the 10 NCAA-approved core courses, with a combined seven in English, math and 
science prior to the start of their senior year.  

 



 

 
There is a 2.2 GPA requirement in 10 NCAA-approved core courses for Division II 
schools. High school juniors could potentially graduate early because the lack of a test score 
requirement is only applicable to students who graduate in spring or summer of 2020. 
 

To the Class of 2021: 
 
Standardized Testing 
The ACT is now offering multiple testing dates: June 13 & 20 and July 18 & 25, if high schools 
can proctor the test. The SAT is shut down until August. Online at home testing should be 
available for SAT beginning in August, and for the ACT at some point in the fall. So a plan is in 
place to show off your hard work. So continue to prepare as these tests will still be an important 
part of your college planning, especially as you look to earn merit-based scholarships.  
 
Test-Optional Schools 
More schools are going test optional this coming year. But definitely submit a score if it is above 
50% of the school’s score range for its incoming class, i.e. raising the average score of incoming 
freshmen. Even submit your score if it is in the ballpark, especially if you’re from an 
underrepresented group.  
 
Even though these schools are going test-option in light of the pandemic, the vast majority of 
applicants at test optional schools still submit a score. One reason is that those scores typically 
are critical for the vast majority of scholarships. 
 

 
 
Classes of 2020 and 2021, you are in high demand. With so much uncertainty, you offer a sense 
of certainty to colleges as they look to meet their enrollment and tuition goals. Use the leverage 
you have to reach higher and go for your best post-high school destination at the lowest price. 

 


