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by Reginald Page

I
HAD JUST FINISHED MY FINANCIAL AID NIGHT 

presentation at Our Town High School. While talk-
ing to some parents who approached me afterwards,
I noticed a couple of people having a heated discus-
sion in the back of the auditorium. By the time I fin-
ished reassuring the last worried mom that I would

not force her to sell her home so that Johnny could go to col-
lege, the conversation in the back had broken up and I
thought nothing more about it. A week later, I would be
thinking of little else.

Most of us who have been around financial aid awhile
have heard stories at conferences or from colleagues about
“financial aid consultants.” Not too long ago, their dubious
activities were the subject of a Consumer Alert issued by the
Federal Trade Commission.There are no statistics, but their
numbers seem to be growing.According to the FTC, the free
financial aid seminar is the most recent trend in scholarship
scams. If you have ever had the misfortune of sharing your
household with a high school student, especially one who has
somehow made it to senior year, then you too have likely
been the target of their junk mail.

”You can’t afford to miss our FREE financial aid seminar.”

“Don’t touch that FAFSA before you contact us!”

“Double or Even Triple Your Eligibility!” 

“Join us for Dinner. Complimentary Tickets Enclosed.”

Now how could I pass up an offer to bail me out of col-
lege debtors’ prison on a full stomach? Let’s see, do I want
the chicken or the roast beef? 

Despite the culinary inducements, I never did get suffi-
ciently motivated to attend one of these things and see for
myself what goes on there. It was not necessary. By the time I
packed my youngest off to college, I had been solicited to
attend free seminars by no fewer than seven different con-
sultants from as far away as Nevada and Texas to as close as
my own hometown. Without even trying, I had collected
enough examples of their marketing drivel to get a pretty
good picture of how they operate.

Eventually, I concluded that I just couldn’t ignore their
exaggerated claims and outlandish scare tactics any longer.
Enough was enough. It was time for me to join forces with
the FTC in sounding the alarm about financial aid consult-
ants and free seminars.Armed with new slides for my finan-
cial aid night presentation, I boldly went on the offensive.

I began by asking the parents in my audience at the high
schools if they had ever received seminar invitations, and to
share the experience if they had actually attended one. I dis-
covered that, on average, more than half get invited, but rel-
atively few attend.
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Firsthand reports are consistently negative. The free
seminar is just a stale appetizer consisting of the most basic
financial aid advice.The main course is a sales pitch spurred
on by assurances that certain perfectly legal “secret strate-
gies” are known to make financial aid flow like honey from
the guarded hives of academe. I am told the alleged secrets
and a completed FAFSA can set you back about $1,000, give
or take a few hundred.Your signature on the dotted line may
even lock you into a four-year contract. Satisfaction guaran-
teed or your money back, but only if you act now.

Remember those TV ads for Crazy Eddie? His prices
were insane, too.

It had occurred to me that someday a real live financial
aid consultant might be lurking in my audience at a high
school, so I was not entirely surprised when it happened.
This particular individual decided to send me a letter after-
wards because he was too busy talking with “others” to
confront me at the high school. That explained the group I
saw in the back of the auditorium that night. It seems he
objected to some of my remarks. He also found the time to
write the director of guidance at Our Town High School
and send a copy to a member of the local school board.

Things were getting interesting.
His letter to me said that

he was impressed with my
“seminar” and thought it

“might actually be
helpful” to par-

ents. How
nice. The

problem,
he claimed,

is that the help
parents receive

from a financial aid
administrator may be

suspect. How he reach-
ed that conclusion is un-

clear. Instead of warning
parents, he said that I should

reach out to “legitimate”consult-
ants like him and recommend their services.

He closed by assuring me that he was a good
citizen and (you can’t make this stuff up) a

Sunday school teacher.
I noticed a Web site address on his business let-

terhead. Before writing my reply, I couldn’t resist the
urge to have a look. I had to learn more about the

shadowy figure that I would come to know as Mr.
Goodpackage.

Mr. Goodpackage Helps You Beat the Game

His thirtysomething face smiled back at me from the home-
page. Mr. Goodpackage is undoubtedly a serious business-

man who seems to be in it for the long haul. He established
the business in 1999. He claims to know which colleges give
the most financial aid. I suppose his clients like the ones
who give the biggest tuition discounts.There are testimoni-
als from satisfied customers who apparently hit the finan-
cial aid jackpot. He suggests you attend one of his free sem-
inars to learn more.

His message is clear. College is incredibly expensive.
There are many ways to get money to pay for college, but
you have to know the tricks of the trade. You need inside
information that you cannot get from anyone else. Parents
who go it alone or get advice from the wrong source (that
includes you and me in the aid office) make stupid mistakes
and fail to get all the money they are entitled to receive.

Mr. Goodpackage knows a lot about what we do, but
he likes to put a negative spin on most of it. According to
him, we only focus on filling out the forms.We won’t share
the “secrets” to getting aid. He warns parents that finan-
cial aid nights at the local high school can be “hazardous
to your wealth!”The consistent theme is that financial aid
is just a game you can beat if you know the right moves.
Furthermore, if you want to win, don’t look for any help
from a college financial aid office.

Such are the tactics of “legitimate” financial aid con-
sultants. I guess the “bad” ones do not have the time or
the smarts to exploit flaws in the need analysis formula;
they just tell their clients to lie and hope for the best.

This kind of portrayal does not sit well with me. My
formal response to Mr. Goodpackage was short and sweet.
I wrote that I disagreed with his conclusions about financial
aid professionals, and I declined to recommend consulting
to parents because it is expensive and unnecessary. I also
pointed out that, legitimate businessman or not, he
employs the same questionable marketing tactics identified
in the FTC Consumer Alert. In short, I stood by everything
in my presentation. I hoped the matter was settled.

It wasn’t. About a week after I mailed the letter, Mr.
Goodpackage was on the phone waiting for me to take his
call. Dark thoughts raced through my brain. Did I have a
stalker on my hands? Would he turn out to be somebody’s
favorite nephew? Was it lunchtime? I took a deep breath
and picked up the phone.

We had what you might call a frank conversation. Mr.
Goodpackage had received my letter and wanted to talk
about my low opinion of his trade. He asserted that what he
does is no different than what accountants do when they
prepare tax returns. I reminded him that accountants have
professional credentials, whereas anyone can call himself a
consultant. I also told him that I had no problem with the
concept of completing financial aid forms for people who
wish to pay for the service—it’s their money.

My issue with Mr. Goodpackage and his cohorts is not
that they conspire with families to commit fraud. That isn’t
their game. It’s too risky and besides, people who are so
inclined don’t need to be told how to cheat; they figure it

Secret
Financial Aid

Strategies

Secret
Financial Aid

Strategies



T R A N S C R I P T VOL. 14, NO. 2, 200338

out for themselves. It is the marketing hype and pressure
sales tactics that are troubling.

The call gave me a chance to ask Mr. Goodpackage a
few questions of my own. If you have a good product, why
can’t you just tell people right up front what it is and how
much it costs? Is it such a hard sell that you need wildly
exaggerated claims and phony seminars to lure people into
a room where you can close the deal? Do you make dis-
paraging comments about financial aid professionals to
drum up business or just to have a little fun on a slow day? I
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Perhaps some parents are just caught up in the cynicism that
dogs our tarnished institutions these days. Maybe they suc-
cumb to hearsay about that damn neighbor’s kid getting a
free ride on financial aid while lounging by the backyard
pool or driving dad’s Hummer all over town. I don’t know
the answers, but if financing a college education is only a
game, then maybe it does makes sense to hire a coach and
play to win.

It’s fair to ask where the harm is in all this. If we hire
experts to prepare income tax forms, why not financial aid
forms? Absent fraud, what’s wrong with finding a loophole
and whacking a couple thousand off someone’s EFC? So
what if these guys promise far more than they can deliver. Is
that any different than many other businesses?

Call me alarmist, but I’m afraid the day will come when
too many parents begin to think that they need a financial
aid consultant because it seems like everyone else has one. If
the other guy is getting an advantage by working the system,
then I better do the same or lose my share. This sort of
gamesmanship has already helped to undermine the SAT
test, where parents today feel they need to buy expensive
test prep courses to tilt the odds for admission in their favor.
It doesn’t take long for people to notice when the playing
field isn’t level anymore. In the long run, everyone who can
winds up paying more just to keep pace with the rest of the
field.Those who can’t pay get left behind.

Are We too Late?

Is it too late to do anything about Mr. Goodpackage and his
ilk? Maybe or maybe not, but we’ll have only ourselves to
blame should we fail to make an effort. I can think of several
things that would help if we act now.

First we need to make sure that our partners and the
public understand the difference between a financial aid pro-
fessional and someone calling himself a consultant.You and I
did not spend years learning this business only to be over-
shadowed by a group of self-interested hucksters.Work with
your financial aid professional organizations at all levels to
move this issue up the agenda. Raise awareness among our
partners, especially the high school guidance counselors and
adult education providers.You are the expert. Make yourself
available. If we don’t step up when called to serve the public
interest, the pretenders will fill the vacuum.

Second, there is one aspect of our need analysis formula
that more than any other plays into the hands of consultants.
From what I have seen, manipulation of dependent student
assets is number one on the list of “secret strategies”
employed to reduce family contributions. Eliminating the
differential treatment of assets in need analysis would meet
two objectives. It would remove a significant weapon from
the arsenal of the consultants and it just makes sense on its
own merits. These are “family” resources. Add student and
parental assets together and assess them at a uniform rate.

Finally, we need to recognize that, regardless of what
we think about them, financial aid consultants are respond-
ing to a perceived need. To some extent, that is because we
have failed to meet that need ourselves. We must do a bet-
ter job convincing the public that we are partners and not
adversaries. Share information freely. If we have nothing
more to offer than forms and regulations, consulting will
surely thrive.

Reginald Page is director of financial aid for Mercer County 
Community College in Trenton, NJ. You can reach him by e-mail at
pager@mccc.edu.

financial aid process (true enough!).
He also implied that without an expert
guide (in the form of his company), it
would be difficult to get as much
money on our own.

He did not mention the very good
(and free) information available from
the Federal Government through 1-
800-4FED-AID. He also neglected to
mention the very good (and free)
advice and counsel offered by finan-
cial aid personnel at colleges and uni-
versities across the country. Instead,
he suggested that these same person-
nel were essentially out to maximize
their institutional resources. He
implied that colleges didn’t care very
much if students received equitable
treatment 

After laying all of the ground-

work, he started the “sell.” He led us
through a complete review of this
company’s products, describing the
various college search, selection, and
admissions tools. He inferred a rela-
tionship between a student’s per-
formance in the college interview
and the amount of grant dollars a
school awards.

Many parents (me included) left
without taking advantage of the indi-
vidual interview opportunity he
offered.The financial bottom line of
taking the burden off parents’ shoul-
ders and putting it in the hands of
professionals, I later learned was
$900. One parent I spoke with later—
who was initially intrigued with the
promises—said “It’s a scam!” I think I
might agree with her.

The real bottom line, I believe, is
that if it sounds too good to be true, it
probably is.While institutions have
appropriate discretion about how and
to whom they give their own funds,
federal need-based financial aid is
awarded according to rigorous regula-
tions and principles that are designed
to distribute funds to eligible families.

One final thought: in the area of
financing higher education, the profes-
sionals are more likely those in the
financial aid office who deliver funds to
students families, not those out to sell 
a plan.

Marty Guthrie is director of governmental
affairs for the National Association of
Student Financial Aid Administrators. She
can be reached at guthriem@nasfaa.org.




