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INTRODUCTION: GROUNDING OUR MESSAGING IN 
P UBLIC OP INION

• of U.S. adults  believe that clos e family members  
need s ome kind of education beyond high s chool 

to ens ure financial s tability (a  certificate, 
as s ociate, bachelor’s  or advanced degree.)

Source: New America , Varying Degrees  2023
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HIGHER EDUCATION HELP S COMMUNITIES THRIVE
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Years After High School

Did not graduate from high school

4-year degree /
credential from Tier 1

Earned 4-year degree/credential

2-year degree/credential

High school diploma only
Level 2 Certificate

Level I Certificate

2021 Family Sustaining Wage $67,000

Average post high school graduation wage by type of degree/credential earned. 2011 Graduate Cohort, markers sized by relative proportion in Texas Workforce. Source: Student Report CBM001 (THECB), 
National Student Clearinghouse, PEIMS Student Graduate Report (TEA), PEIMS Student Enrollment Report (TEA), PEIMS Student Course Complete Report (TEA), Employment Wage Reports (TWC)

While all pathways start out after high school with similar wages, 
longer-term education results in higher earnings in the long run.



INDIANA
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INDIANA'S HIGHER EDUCATION VALUE MOVEMENT: KEY 
TAKEAW AYS

• Changing beliefs  about college 
s tarts  with changing the narrative 
to communicate that college is  
relevant, valuable, and 
acces s ible.

• From s urvey and focus  group data , 
ICHE determined that:

• Cos t and value of college were the 
two mos t prominent concerns  for 
Indiana res idents

• Fundamental dis trus t of thos e 
delivering the mes s age

• There is  room to move the needle 
on this ! Majority of res pondents  
feel favorably about pos ts econdary 
education
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P ILLAR 1: EMBRACE INDIVIDUALISM AND CHOICE

• Audiences  want education to feel like a  choice that is  theirs  to make. 
Acknowledge the myriad of options ; affirm their ability to choose.

LANGUAGE TO USE: LANGUAGE TO AVOID:

• If you aren't sure education after high 
s chool is  right for you, you're not a lone.

• There are many paths  you can take, 
depending on what is  right for you.

• Higher education is  the one thing that can 
give you the power to accomplish 
whatever you s et out to do.

• Choose education today, so you aren't 
held back tomorrow.
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P ILLAR 2: EXP AND THE DEFINITION OF "COLLEGE"

• Students  overwhelmingly as s ociate education after high s chool with four-
year degrees , which rais e concern about cos ts  and relevance. Pres ent 
bachelor’s  degrees  as  one of many options .

LANGUAGE TO USE: LANGUAGE TO AVOID:

• You can choose from options like career 
certifications , an Associa te degree, or a  
Bachelor's  degree.

• "Education opportunities  after high 
s chool" as  a  catch-all

• People with a  college degree make about 
1 million dollars  more over the course of 
their lifetime than those without a  degree.

• "College" as  the catch-all term for 
pos ts econdary education
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P ILLAR 3: SHOW  THAT "COLLEGE" CAN LOOK DIFFERENT

• For thos e receptive to four-year paths , it’s  important to break down barriers  
about cos t and flexibility. While living on campus  and attending s chool full-
time is  an option, other options  may be bes t for work, family, and other 
res pons ibilities .

LANGUAGE TO USE: LANGUAGE TO AVOID:

• While a  4-year degree may be right for 
some, others  are looking for something 
fas ter and more flexible.

• With many programs , you can learn at your 
own pace, taking as  much or as  little time 
as  you need.

• Each year, s tudents  with financia l 
obligations , family respons ibilities , and 
other challenges  find succes s —providing 
an example for others .
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P ILLAR 4 : TALK ABOUT W HAT EDUCATION MEANS FOR 
TODAY
• Data about the long-term benefits  of college fa lls  fla t. It does n’t feel 

tangible and is  countered with pers onal anecdotes . Stres s  that 
education will “open doors ” for s tudents  today and in the future.

LANGUAGE TO USE: LANGUAGE TO AVOID:

• No matter what you pick, you're becoming 
a  s tronger candidate for what's  next –
helping get your foot in the door to the 
career and life you want.

• Education can help open doors , and leave 
them open, providing you with flexibility 
and control, now and in the future.

• In 2020, 60% of jobs  required education 
beyond high s chool.

• Employers  acros s  the country are 
demanding ongoing education.

• People with a  college degree make 1 
million more dollars  over the course of 
their life than those without
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P ILLAR 5: TELL THEM THERE IS P ERSONAL AND FINANCIAL 
SUP P ORT

• Cos t is  a  major barrier for s tudents . It’s  critical to s tres s  that there are 
res ources  available to make paying for college “manageable,” and that 
couns elors  are available to help s tudents  navigate those resources .

LANGUAGE TO USE: LANGUAGE TO AVOID:

• Scholarships , grants , and a id can make 
the cos t of you education in Florida  more 
manageable.

• From finding the bes t programs  for you to 
connecting you to financia l as s is tance, 
there are mentors , counselors , and people 
who've been there before, who can help 
you navigate the proces s .

• You can comfortably pay for expenses  
like s tudent loans , while s aving for the 
future.

• Each year, s tudents  with financia l and 
family obligations  are succes s ful –
providing an example for others .



SHARE OUT: 
REFLECTION AND REVISION

Reflect on the language you typically us e to 
ta lk with s tudents  and families  about the 
value of pos ts econdary education.

Where do you s ee the 5 pillars ?
How might you incorporate thes e guidelines  
to make your mes s aging more effective?
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What do families hear when we 
say financial aid and FAFSA?

NC FAFSA Research Findings June 2024



Research Findings





Fear of student loan debt and cost are the biggest barriers:

Barriers to attending college and applying for financial aid:

59%

45%

Taking on student loan debt (strongly / somewhat agree)

Adult learners
High school students and families

52%

33%

Cost of getting a degree (strongly / somewhat agree)

Adult learners
High school students and families



But accessing financial aid is a barrier too:

Barriers to attending college and applying for financial aid:

44%

37%

Getting financial aid is too complicated (strongly / somewhat agree)

Adult learners
High school students and families

38%

33%

Don’t know how to access financial aid (strongly / somewhat agree)

Adult learners
High school students and families

36%

29%

Getting financial aid takes too much time (strongly / somewhat agree)

Adult learners
High school students and families



Barriers to completing a FAFSA:

28%

39%

Don’t know enough about FAFSA (strongly / somewhat agree)

Adult learners
High school students and families

28%

23%

The process of filling out a FAFSA is confusing (strongly / somewhat 
agree)

Adult learners
High school students and families





Your website is the top source for information on financial aid:



Messaging Key Takeaways



Messaging key takeaways:

Financial aid information is hard to find and understand. 
• What this means for students – if they don’t know about it,  “I can’t 

afford college.”

• Pro-Tip:  Make how to pay for college easy to find and understand 
on your website in language your students would use.



Messaging key takeaways:

Fear of student loan debt has 
families considering alternatives 
to college.

“I’m concerned about the student loan 
part because you can end up having to 
pay that off for the rest of your life.” – 
student

• Pro-Tip:  “FAFSA is an informational 
tool to help make the right decision for 
your family.”

Help students understand the 
difference between aid that 
needs to be paid back and 
types that don’t.



Messaging key takeaways:

Be transparent:  When you use actual numbers, interest in 
college goes up because they see they can manage the cost 

• Next NC: most families from HH making $80K or less qualify 
for Next NC, and students can get a minimum of $5K/year 
that covers more than half, if not all of tuition and fees.



Messaging key takeaways:

Tell it to them straight:
• Parents, in particular, are skeptical of overly salesy language.  
• “Free college”, “guarantee” were not well received.
• Don’t hide things that will be a surprise later. 
• Reduce jargon, so they know what you are talking about.

“You need to give the facts… you probably will get loans, but loans are 
what you have to pay back. Grants and scholarships are what you don’t 
have to pay back.  I feel like this is really misleading.  It’s like one of 
those commercials that draws you in and tells you all the good things, but 
then it doesn’t give you the fine print.”  - Parent 



Messaging key takeaways:

Be helpful:
They are looking for help to make 
paying for college more manageable.

•  Pro-Tip:  “Affordable” means 
different things to different 
people.  Make paying for college 
more manageable not 
affordable. Share the different types of aid, and 

other sources to look for that can 
help them reduce the need for 
debt.



Financial Aid Communications Best Practices



If cost is the biggest barrier, don’t make it hard to find the solution:

Pro Tips:
1. Make financial aid easy to find from your home page/ 

navigation bar
2. Make financial aid information easy to understand
3. Help them understand about the different types of aid
4. Be as transparent as possible about how much aid a 

student can realistically expect to get
5. Help them learn about sources of aid beyond Pell grants
6. Let them know how to get help with FAFSA

30



Reflection



Reflection – rate 1 = not very good, 5 = excellent:

How well does your organization:

• Make it easy to find financial aid information?

• Use financial aid language that’s easy to understand?

• Make it easy to understand about the different types of aid especially 
gift aid?

• Transparently share aid like Next NC so that a student can 
realistically know what to expect to get?

• Share information about sources of aid beyond Pell grants, 
especially for middle income families?

• Let them know how to get help with FAFSA?

32



Next NC Website Now Live: www.nextncscholarship.org



Remember:



Questions?



Contact

Kathy Hastings
Director of Outreach and Communications
North Carolina Education Assistance Authority
khastings@ncseaa.edu

mailto:khastings@ncseaa.edu
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