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ABSTRACT 

For this research, I interviewed ten graduating college seniors on the planning of their 

college expenses, the actual consumption, and how they feel about the overall experience.  I 

learned that these students usually did not deviate from their original plan on how they 

would pay for college and expectations for families’ financial contribution was usually very 

clear.  However, many students did make modifications over the four years to 

accommodate changing circumstances and needs.  An emergent theme was that paying for 

college taught students how to be responsible with money.  Future research could further 

explore this theme.  
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PART 1- BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

INTRODUCTION 

 

One of the most expensive investment decisions a person will ever make is the decision to go to 

college and complete a degree.  Going to college can have such a great effect on job 

opportunities and how much money a person can make that continuing education beyond high 

school has become more of a necessity in today’s job market.  Also, because of the rising cost of 

tuition, paying for this expense has become more complicated and a growing problem for many 

students and their families.   Today, students have to take on more debt because of the 

increased cost of tuition.  With the economic changes over time it is also not as easy for 

students to get loans for their college education as it was 15 years ago.  Also, because the 

savings rate for the average American is currently under 4%, it has become increasingly 

complicated for families to afford this major expense. 

 

We know that families try to plan out this consumption expense and in many cases worry about 

how it will be paid for from as early as when the child is born.  Studies have been done on how 

high school students plan for college, but we know less about how it actually panned out for 

those students Research is needed that shows the plan of action, what really happened 

throughout the student’s time in school and how it affected to overall experience of college. 

This research uncovers how strategies for paying for college unfold over the full term of the 

consumption experience.   
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STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 

 

The purpose of this honors thesis research project is to find out how young adult consumers 

integrate a variety of family and non-family resources to pay for one of their major 

consumption expenses, which is college. The emphasis is not just on the strategies, but how the 

process unfolds and their reflections on that process in relationship to their college experience. 

 

To do this research, I did in-depth interviews with college seniors specifically asking three main 

questions.  The first main question was, ‘How did you pay for college?’  Here I am hoping to find 

out about the whole resource integration strategy used by the student and what changes 

occurred during their time in college.  I am also trying to uncover reasons for change including 

opportunities for growth, economic conditions, etc.  The second main question is ‘How was it 

planned and what changes occurred?’  Here I am looking to find out what the initial plan and 

expectations of the family involvement was prior to the student attending college.  I am also 

looking for specific changes in the plan and the reason for those changes.  The third main 

question to be asked is ‘How do you feel about your resource integration strategy?’  With this 

final main question, I hope to uncover true feelings about the effect of their strategy on their 

college experience, what the student feels they learn or regret from the experience and how 

they would change the whole situation if they could do it all over again.   

 

 



 

4 

 

STATEMENT OF RELEVANCE 

 

This project is particularly relevant at this time because of the major changes in school funding 

and the cost of a college degree.  According to CollegeBoard.com, school tuition has increased 

during the past decades to the average tuition in 2009-2010 for private schools is $26,273 and 

$7,020 for public schools.  Just from 2008-2009, private school tuition has gone up 4.4% and 

public schools.  These costs are all for in-state tuition charges.  These costs are currently 

increasing and for the next school year at the University of Arizona, tuition and fees for in-state 

students are going up by 31%! (“collegeboard.com”) 

 

Students and their families have had to use a larger variety of resources to help fund this 

consumption activity.  More students are living at home with their families and staying in-state 

or close to home to get the reduced tuition expense. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Part of what we already know is that students and their families plan for the financial expenses 

of going to college.  In a study by George L. Wimberly and Richard Noeth as part of the ACT 

Policy Report, middle and early high school students participated in focus groups and surveys to 

talk about their preparation for college.  In those surveys, they were asked to what extent that 

had begun planning financially for college and 71% of respondents (out of fifteen schools in six 
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school districts around the country) indicated that their families had begun to consider the 

ways to pay for postsecondary education and training costs after high school. This study talks a 

bit about the families starting to plan, but not what the actual plans were, such as savings 

accounts, students loans, financial aid, etc. (Wimberly, and Noeth 2005) 

 

In another study mostly based in Minnesota, graduates and their parents were surveyed on 

various categories regarding their college experience and planning for college.  Out of the 

surveys, parents were asked about the planning of the financial cost of college and only one-

third of all the parents said that they had developed a financial plan prior to the child applying 

to college. (Lydelll 2008) 

 

In the above study, other studies were mentioned, including one done by Sallie May on how 

students pay for college.  In this study, phone interviews were done on both students and 

parents.  The study found that almost one-third of families interviewed pay for college from the 

parents’ income/savings and about one-quarter from student borrowing.  The study also gave 

various averages of the amount of each resource used and how much money was used in that 

resource, but it never talked about the changes in planning that happened throughout college. 

(Sallie Mae & Gallup, 2008 p3) 

 

In another text, a study of almost 8,000 6th-12th grade students was performed to find out the 

postsecondary plans of these students after high school.  Contrasting to the earlier study, here 

they did find information on how much parents prepare for financing college.  In the study, 
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about 63% of parents of 11th and 12th grade students who planned on attending college had 

made financial preparations.  (Horn et al, 2003) 

 

Another interesting study I found was about the financial disadvantages and advantages of 

having parents primarily pay for college.  In this study, college freshman and sophomores were 

surveyed to find out how they had been paying for college and how financially mature they 

would be with money.  This survey showed that students whose parents did help them pay for 

college were more likely to have the skills for better money management than ones who were 

paying for college through a job or loans.  Even though this is an interesting correlation 

between parental help and money management skills, knowing how this unfolds over the entire 

college experience may be more useful in guiding family  decisions about whether and how to 

financially support their child’s college education. (Worthy, Blinn-Pike, and Jeffrey 185-187) 

 

Summarizing across available research, we don’t know how the consumption plans actually 

unfold during the student’s time in college and how they change over the course of obtaining 

the degree.  There have been studies done before the student goes to college on the plan to 

pay for college, such as the National Household Education Survey Data, and ones done after the 

student leaves school on how they did pay for college, such as the study done by Sallie Mae & 

Gallup, but never one combining both the plans before college and what actually happened 

during college.   
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Also, studies have been done to get advice from college students to give to incoming students 

or high school students, but none have attempted to tap into the full range  of college students’ 

feelings about their consumption decisions and expenses or how different factors in a person’s 

life affect and change their resource allocation strategy. 

 

Finding out just these things, how students’ plans changed throughout college, how they feel 

about it, and what they learned is very important to understanding this consumption expense.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

To find out this information, I did in depth-interviews with ten college students at the 

University of Arizona to conduct this research.  The purposive sampling criteria was that each 

participant be a undergraduate student at the University of Arizona, who is graduating in fall of 

2009 or spring of 2010, and, compared to other interview candidates, have a unique field of 

study and a unique combination of resources used to pay for college.  To find seniors to 

interview, I spoke to friends and acquaintances about the project to gage their interest in 

participating.  I then sent out a survey to all possible candidates that I knew or that were 

referred to me.  This survey included qualifying questions such as semester of graduation and 

current major.  It also asked participants to select the resources that they have used to pay for 

the consumption expense of college and to leave their contact information if they would be 

willing to participate in an interview.   
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Out of the nineteen that responded to the survey, I selected ten that met all the criteria to be 

part of this study and that used different methods and resources to fund this consumption 

activity.  I also looked at applicants in different fields of study to be sure not to narrow my focus 

too much.  All individuals were contacted via email or phone and asked if they were willing to 

participate in this thesis project to gain a better understanding of how students use a variety of 

ways to pay for one of their major consumption expenses, which is college.  The respondents 

and the criteria used for selecting them are present in Table 1.  In Table 1, the shaded squares 

indicate which resources each participant used through their college experience. 

 

Table 1

Name Major Parents Government
Personal 

Savings

P/T F/T 

employment
Scholarships Loans

Chris Mechanical Engineering

Evan Electrical Engineering

Kyle Computer Science

Cathy Psychology

Kim MCB and Spanish

Sarah Marketing

Natalie Elementary Education

Angela Agricultural Technical Mgmt

Sam Communications

Maria Accounting

Method(s) used to fund consumption expense

 

 

The interviews of these participants took place during their last year of their undergraduate 

degree at the University of Arizona.  All interviews were done at a mutual location either on 

campus at the University of Arizona or at the participant’s home. The interview dialogues 

ranged from thirty to fifty-five minutes and verbatim written transcripts were generated and 

used to analyze the interviews.  Please see Appendix A for the interview Script and Appendix B 

for all ten interview transcriptions. 
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The beginning of the interview included a verbal agreement of anonymity and consent to 

participate in interview.  The participants were also asked to give a brief description of their 

reasons for attending the University of Arizona, where they went to high school and details on 

their family.  The interviews were structured into four main stages.  

 

The first stage asked the general question of “Now that you are about to graduate, how did you 

pay for college?”  In this stage, participants were asked to go in full detail on all the methods 

used to pay for school.  Interview questions revolved around probing for more details about 

methods used at different times in college and in different ways.  Respondents were given 

open-ended question about the methods they used, however some main methods that were 

commonly questioned were financial support from parents, family, or friends, personal savings, 

parents’ savings, part-time and full time employment, financial aid, scholarships, and loans. 

 

The second stage asked “Who is the main planner in putting this all together?”  Respondents 

were asked about how the expense was planned, who was involved in planning, when planning 

was done and what interactions were required in order to get college paid for. 

 

The third stage invited the respondent to share their thoughts on regrets of their method of 

paying for this consumption expense.  Respondents were asked to give details on specific 

regrets, opportunity costs of college, if they or their parents had to give up anything in order for 
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them to pay for college using the method they used and any other costs of their method to pay 

for college. 

 

The fourth stage of the interview asked respondents about strategies or advice that they have 

about paying for college.  Questions included if they had to do it over again, what if anything 

would they change and if they had a younger sibling, what advice would they give them as far 

as paying for college goes.  Respondents were allowed to elaborate on any advice in regards to 

paying for college and were probed on statements and regrets they presented earlier in the 

interview. 

 

ANALYSIS 

 

Interviews were taped and transcribed.  Consistent with interpretive analysis, to begin, I 

conducted a thorough reading of each interview transcript to gain a holistic perspective of each 

respondent’s college experience.  My procedures focused on two levels of analysis. I first 

looked within interview transcripts to understand how the process unfolded for each individual.  

Then I looked across individuals for emergent patterns and themes using the constant 

comparative method and moving back and forth between the themes and the data (Glaser and 

Strauss 1967). To ensure trustworthiness, transcripts and emergent themes were shared and 

discussed with an experienced interpretive researcher to ensure that the themes emerged from 

the data.  Themes outlined in the following section were drawn from comparisons made both 
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within and across the individual interviews and were derived through an iterative process 

(Spiggle 1994). Finally, I returned to the interview transcripts to choose exemplar statements to 

illustrate my findings  
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PART 2- RESULTS 

DID IT WORK OUT HOW THEY PLANNED AND HOW DID IT CHANGE? 

 

Part of the interview script included questions about how the student planned for college and 

what changes, if any, were made during their time in college.  From the interviews, variation is 

present on whether the students’ and their families’ initial plan worked out, and whether they 

changed their method of resource allocation. 

  

THE WAY THEY PLANNED IT IS THE WAY IT HAPPENED 

 

For more than half the students interviewed their initial plan on how college would be paid for 

ended up being how it was paid for with no change at all.  For example, paying for college for 

Sam has “basically been the same” all five years.  His parents were the main planner and 

throughout the experience, “There weren’t really any changes made.” 

 

Similarly, when asked if her parents help had changed at all throughout college, Sarah replied, 

“No, no really.”  Throughout college, her mom was the main planner and Sarah felt as though 

she did not play any role in getting her college expenses paid.  She later said,  

My dad is involved with the small stuff; my mom is in charge of the big stuff.  She 

writes the tuition checks, she transfers my money every month and all that kind 
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of stuff.  My dad is the one I go home to visit and he’ll slip me some stuff when I 

am getting on the plane, you know.  Like ‘Go buy yourself some healthy groceries 

or something,’ you know so my dad is more of the small stuff.  Like my dad comes 

down with me at the beginning of every year to make sure that I have everything 

that I need like pots and pans, silverware, forks, like things of that nature. 

The plan for Sarah the whole time during college was that her parents would take care of her 

and that is exactly how it happened.  When asked about any changes, she replied, “It’s just 

never changed; it hasn’t had any reason to change.” 

 

Even students without parental assistance showed that their method of paying for school didn’t 

change over their four years here.  For her plan, Maria said, “I always knew that I was going and 

I knew that I needed scholarships so I made sure that I didn’t screw up my grades.”  Since junior 

high, Maria planned on needing scholarships in order to have the opportunity to go to college.  

She also said earlier in the interview, “… I knew that I needed a scholarship in order to go [to 

college] so I made sure that I kept up on my grades.”  For Maria, her method of paying for 

college stayed the same over her four years at the University of Arizona.  The only change from 

using scholarships, financial aid, and Stafford loans was that since being in the business school, 

Maria “put more on my credit cards because the business attire you need.” 

 

In Kim’s interview, she said in regards to her plan: “I like put all my eggs in one basket and was 

really hoping to get scholarships.”  Luckily for Kim, her plan worked out and she was able to just 

live off of scholarship money to cover her educational expenses.  When asked about if she 



 

14 

 

would change anything about paying for college, Kim replied, “Um, really not anything because 

I really don’t pay for college.  I pay to live and I work to have money to live, but I don’t pay for 

anything having to do with the university.” 

 

CHANGED OVER TIME 

 

Though there were quite a few interviews that showed the method of paying for college did not 

change over the life-span of the student, there were also a few that did change over time.  Chris 

is a great example for how his method of paying for college molded over time.  For him, this 

was his plan: 

Step 1 of my plan was to save money in high school.  That did a little bit.  Step 2 

was to find out if I could financially support myself purely off of a crappy part 

time job, which I did freshman year and found that I could do that, but I found 

that the negative aspects of that were that my school, my academic 

performance, would take a hit.  So third step was to do the loans and I did that 

sophomore year.  And then, for multiple reasons, getting a job as a research 

assistant  would not only help me get a better job later but also provide payment 

during school and make me get less loans then I would have otherwise, so that 

was the next step. 

Over time, Chris tried to remain flexible in order to get college paid for the best way possible 

and to learn along the way. Overall he was hoping to not need loans, but without any parental 
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financial support and with him not wanting to work as much during the school year, Chris found 

out that it was necessary in order for him to perform well in his classes.   

 

For Cathy, her change showed growth over time in terms of how she got money.  In her 

interview, she describes this change as the following:  

I definitely think they changed over time.  First it was my freshman year when I 

needed more money I asked my dad.  My sophomore year when I felt like I 

needed more money I got a job.  Um, and then my junior year when I felt like I 

needed more money I got a second job. 

Cathy feels as though she has grown with her work experiences in college and feels as though 

they empowered her by slowly being able to take on more responsibility for her expenses.   

 

Another change was the level of parental support.  For Kyle, his initial plan was this: 

I just figured that I would get some scholarships and if I didn’t I would pay for 

whatever with loans.  There wasn’t much else planning I did because I didn’t have 

any other means to acquire money.  So scholarship stuff and loans were always 

what I figured I would use.  And then if I worked some of that.   

Kyle stuck to his plan pretty well, though one big change was his parental contribution through 

the five years he has been at school.  His plan did not involve his parents giving him any 

financial support, however during years two through four, his parents took out Plus Loans 

through the government to cover the expenses that he was coming up short on.  During his first 

year, Kyle had a scholarship and lived at home, therefore his expenses were low.  Then, during 
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his fifth year, he became a full-time employee at the university which equaled a higher paying 

job and a discounted tuition cost.  Therefore in years one and five, he did not need assistance 

from his parents, but the years that he did need assistance; his parents took out loans to help 

him.   Table 2 below shows the different resources used during each year of interviewee Chris’s, 

Kyle’s, and Cathy’s college career.   

 

Table 2

Year Chris Kyle Cathy

 Tuition Waiver  Student Loan  Tuition Waiver

 Book Stipend  Scholarship  Book Stipend

 Part-Time job  Part-Time job  Local scholarships

 Previous Savings

 - Part Time Job  + Parents

 + Student Loans  + Part-time job

 + Summer Savings

 + Part-time job

 + Traveling Scholarships

 - Book Stipend

5  - Tuition Waiver  - Parent Federal Loan  + Student Loan

4

1

2  + Parent Federal Loan

3  Δ Part-Time job  + Part-time job

 

 

The base year, year 1 shows lists all the resources used, and then the following years show the 

changes from the base year.  Items in green or with the plus sign in front are resources that 

were added, while items in red or with a negative sign in front of it were resources from the 

previous year that are no longer being used.  There is also one item in blue which signifies a 

change in a part-time job. 

 



 

17 

 

Other than the change in what resources are used to fund this educational expense, other 

changes have occurred, such as the case with Natalie where who planned the allocation of 

resources changed. When asked about who the main planner was in getting her college 

expenses paid, Natalie said the following: 

I am, I guess now. When I first started college I’d say my mom was. She was kind 

of the motivator behind what I did. Now I mostly go and make sure tuitions paid, 

or I call my mom and say, ‘Hey mom the tuition is due this day.  We need to go 

pay it.’ As far as the rent and living expenses I have now, my fiancé takes care of 

that. So I just ask him, ‘Did you take care of this?’ and usually it’s already paid. 

 

WHAT RESOURCES WERE USED  

 

From parental support and government financial aid to scholarships, part-time jobs, and 

savings, students and their families use a variety of different resources to pay for the entire 

college experience.  In this section you will learn what specific resources the Maria individuals 

that were interviewed used. 
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PARENTAL SUPPORT 

 

There are many different levels of financial support a family can contribute to help their son or 

daughter pay for college. 

 

Full parental financial support is definitely present in my cases where the parents were 

financially responsible for all the college expenses.  For example, for Sarah, she said, “My 

parents paid for it.”  Her parents covered tuition, gave her money for living expenses and she 

said, “Anything significant my parents still cover like vacations and flights or anything of that 

nature like car stuff.”  Although Sarah is involved in many activities including jobs, she is not 

required to contribute to any of her college expenses. 

 

Sam also paid for college solely from his parents.  He, however, used two different methods for 

the actual payment, parents and federal student loans.  “My parents have been making like the 

payments for the Stafford Loan so they are going to be paying ultimately for the end.”  Even 

though his parents were paying for all of his college, Sam took out Stafford loans each year to 

build up credit.  When asked more about who took out the loans, Sam replied, 

Yeah, everything’s in my name. The account itself, which is where my college 

fund is in, is in my name as well, so anything that comes in or out of there looks 

like I’m doing it, but really [my parents] have complete control. 

Sam did make small contributions from jobs such as buying his books when he went to 

community college and some of his ‘fun’ money expenses.  Throughout the whole experience 



 

19 

 

for Sam, his parents were the main planners and the ones who made the main financial 

decisions, including having Sam take out Stafford loans in his name. 

 

Natalie was also on the same page with her parents where she said, “My parents paid for the 

majority of it.” “All four years they paid for the tuition, and then they paid my rent.”  To pay for 

these expenses, her mom would access her bursars account and pay what she could on there.  

For rent and other expenses, her mother would access her bank account and add money into it 

monthly.  From here Natalie would write checks to pay for the expenses her parents were 

covering. 

 

A few of the students were given a set monthly stipend or allowance to live off of.  Angela said, 

“I was on an allowance” from parents to pay for room and board.  Her allowance “covered food, 

gas and then I had like $200 of spending money a month.”  The food and gas purchases were 

put on a family credit card each month and the $200 stipend was sent to her via check each 

month.  Sarah was also on allowance where she was given “$750 a month for my expenses” 

which included rent, utilities and food.  Instead of her parents sending her a check like Angela’s 

parents, the money was direct deposited into an account both she and her mother had access 

to. 

 

Other than giving money to the students, parents also helped out in other ways, such as the 

parents of Chris who cosigned loans for him which paid for a majority of his college expenses.  
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Also, to help Kyle with college expenses, his parents took out plus loans for three out of the five 

years he was enrolled.   

 

GOVERNMENT & FINANCIAL AID 

 

One unique case out of all the interviews came from Maria, a female who did not work at all 

during her college experience.  Maria stressed a few times throughout the interview that her 

overall plan on getting to college was to get good grades and get an academic-based 

scholarship.  The rest of her plan, which included financial aid and Stafford loans, came after 

she filled out the FAFSA and accepted her offer to the University of Arizona. Once she filled out 

the FAFSA, the school worked with her to plan how her four years would be paid for.  As she 

said in the interview:  

They pretty much sent me an award letter and they pretty much said here is how 

you are going to pay for college.  They outlined it, there was a line for my 

President’s Award, and then the economic part and then they listed the grants 

and everything and they estimated how much money I would need for the 

semester.  So then everything out of that, whatever was missing they would give 

me the loan for. 
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SAVINGS 

 

Savings did not come up as frequently as a resource students used to pay for school, however 

there are still a few examples of how it was used by some students.  For Chris, to pay for living 

expenses freshman year, he said “I did it purely from what I had saved from high school: from 

working summers and part-time jobs in high school.”  Throughout college he also worked during 

summers to save up money for the following school year.   

 

Kyle did something similar where he would work every summer to save up money for the 

following school year.  Before school started, he would sit down with his father and figure out 

how much more money he needed to live off of.  His parents would supplement the rest of the 

money needed by adding the funds to his checking account.  

 

Another example comes from Maria, who throughout high school had a savings account that 

she used to save all of her gift money in, with the plan that “whatever I hadn’t messed with 

would go towards college.” 
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LOANS 

 

A few students who had little to no parental financial support may have felt like their resource 

options were limited.  For example, Kyle, who had some scholarships, loans and parental loans 

stated, “It’s like what I had to do.  I had no other options,” when asked how he felt about the 

debt he had occurred.  He also stated that “Well I will have some debt coming out…[but] it could 

be worse,” therefore he is somewhat grateful for his parents contributions, but he still felt like 

his options were limited. 

 

Interviewee Chris had a similar experience where he felt it necessary to get loans to help him 

pay for school.  He had always known he would not have financial support from his family 

although they cosigned loans with him, therefore he thought if he wanted to not work as much 

to keep his grades up, loans were his only option.  

 

In the last year of school, a few students that were interviewed got a student loan to help pay 

for those final expenses.  For example, during her senior year Natalie also got a student loan “to 

pay for living expenses” when she moved in with her fiancé because her parents stopped paying 

for her living expenses.  Cathy also got a student loan to help pay off debt that she owed from 

previous school expenses with her credit card. 

 

A unique instance that was touched on before was with interviewee Sam who got the 

government Stafford loans under his name during college.  What is so interesting about this 
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particular circumstance is that his parents purposely had him take out the loans with the full 

intention of them paying it back for him in order for him to build up his credit.  His parents have 

started paying back the loans from an account with his name so it looks as though he is making 

regular monthly payments and building his credit. 

 

PART-TIME / FULL-TIME EMPLOYMENT 

 

The second most prominent activity for the students interviewed was part-time employment, 

though there actually were many cases where the part-time employment was not to make 

money to pay for school, but rather to get the work experience.  In the interviews, there were 

four different categories students could be grouped in: 

1. Students having a job to pay for college- Kyle, Natalie, Chris 

2. Students having a job for work experience- Kim, Sarah, Angela 

3. Students not having any jobs- Evan, Maria 

4. Students having a job that didn’t need one- Cathy, Sam 

 

Natalie got her job to help pay for some of her basic expenses.  In her interview, she said, “I 

also worked for CATS, which is the computer technology store in the bookstore. I got a job there 

to help pay for living expenses while I was at school.”  When asked what specifically she used 

her money for other than living expenses, Natalie replied, “Because I work in the bookstore I got 

my books for free, so I didn’t have to worry about paying for that. So it was mainly my school 
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supplies like my bag, my binders, my pencils, paper; mostly that stuff I paid for.”  As far as living 

expenses, Natalie’s parents covered her rent, so she just paid for “the utilities and then I paid 

for all groceries.” 

 

Chris, Kyle, and Sarah all got jobs during college with the intention of getting early income to 

pay for some of their expenses, although Kim would have worked regardless of if they needed 

money at all.  In another example, for Angela, her parents had been paying for college for her 

first four years, and then after she got an internship that turned into a regular job, she started 

paying for a good chunk of her living expenses. 

 

Although a few students felt as though they ‘needed’ their part-time employment, this was not 

the case for Kim.  Kim worked summers to get extra spending money and to save for living 

expenses the following year.  During the year, she saved some of her stipend money to travel 

the following summer, so summer jobs just helped with her living expenses the following year.  

She had employment over the school years, but as she says, “most of my jobs, except for 

SafeRide, I think I would do anyways.  It’s just that, it just so happens that the people who I am 

going to work with said, ‘Oh, we’ll pay you,’ Kyle and Evan had similar experiences where the 

jobs that they got were directly related to the career they wanted to pursue.   

 

An interesting example of students who had a job but didn’t need one comes from Cathy, who 

ended college working two jobs even though her parents paid for most of her expenses.  Part of 

the reason for working was because she wanted to feel independent and able to support 
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herself.  The other and main reason why she continued to work during college was because of 

her credit card debt.  Over her five years at school, she started paying for things on her own 

with a credit card, such as food purchases.  Over time, all of her purchases added up and 

surpassed her income that she received from her first job.  She then got an additional job and 

continued with her same spending habits, which also lead her to overspend with money that 

she did not have.  In this time that her credit card debt was growing, Cathy was buying things 

for herself that her father would have bought for her, such as food and utilities, but having that 

sense of independence was more important to her.  She ended up feeling that she needed to 

work to pay for her credit card bills, which was not exactly paying for her college education, but 

did pay for things such as books and living expenses. 

SCHOLARSHIPS 

 

For the students I interviewed, scholarships seemed like the most prominent resource used to 

help pay for college.  Chris, Evan, and Cathy had tuition waivers for their first four years of 

college at the University of Arizona.  During her freshman year, Cathy also was able to get a few 

local scholarships from Cochise County.     

 

One student, Kim, had the following luck with scholarships: “I paid for everything with 

scholarship money.”  She had two scholarships that equated to $16,000 a year.  “I did spend a 

lot of time applying for college,” she admitted when talking about any regrets she may have, 

but overall she is happy that she did not have to worry about her college expenses. 
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Even Sarah who had full parental support got “$2,000 in scholarships a year from the U of A” 

from coming out-of-state, though when considering the cost of out-of state tuition, she felt this 

didn’t make too much of a difference in her parent’s costs.  Similarly to Sarah, Natalie also has a 

“$500 scholarship that I got each semester” which helped with a few small expenses, but didn’t 

account for much. 

 

Another unique example was Angela who had an “athletic scholarship from my freshman to my 

senior year…I also had an academic scholarship this year.”  She said in her interview that being 

in athletics was very exhausting and stressful at times doing sports activities 50-60 hours a 

week, but if she had to do it over again, she would still do athletics.  

 

FAMILY/FRIENDS 

 

There were few instances in the interviews where students had friends or other family 

members help them with their college expenses.  In the interviews, there were two cases.   

 

Natalie said that she got some financial help from her brother.  As she stated in the interview: 

“Well I lived with my brother for about two years, and it wasn’t like help, but he paid for part of 

the utilities or he’d buy groceries. He would always pay for things because he had more money 

because he had a full time job. In that way I guess he helped pay for it because he would just 
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pay for stuff sometimes.”  Her older brother saw her need for supplemental income and would 

help by paying for small items that she would use her work income for. 

 

In another example, Chris had to rely on his significant other when he was having trouble 

getting his loan money.  He states in his interview: “I guess my girlfriend helped me out once 

during junior year when I was having difficulties getting the actual money from the loan sent to 

me.  Um, so that took three months, so she helped me out during then and I paid her back after I 

got the loan.”   

 

Both of these examples show that help was there when needed by family and friends, but most 

students interviewed had not planned on using these resources.  

 

HOW STUDENTS FEEL ABOUT THEIR RESOURCE ALLOCATION STRATEGY 

 

Another common theme was how students felt about the way their college expenses were paid 

for.  Most of the students interviewed felt content about their method such as Cathy who said 

the following when asked about what she would do differently if she could do it all over again: 

“I don’t necessarily think that I would change anything about the way college has been paid 

for…the way that it happened is probably the best way it could have.” 
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A few students thought that their process for paying for college was successful, however maybe 

not the best method possible.  For example, Evan said, “[paying for college] seemed to have 

worked out okay.” And Maria said, “I think it worked out pretty well, overall” when questioned 

on her thoughts of the resources she used to pay for college.  Kyle even goes on to say “I just 

figure it is what it is,” when asked how he felt about his method for paying for college.  These 

students aren’t saying that they are unhappy with their method, but rather that they are 

content with how it all came together. 

 

Overall students were happy with their experience, such as Sam who said, “I just feel that the 

opportunities I’ve been presented with here at the U of A have been awesome. I mean I made 

some great friends, like I said I love the weather out here; I just loved everything about it, no 

regrets of coming here at all.”  The following response from Kim also illustrates this point: “I 

have really had a fun time at U of A like it’s been a good experience… I have really enjoyed U of 

A and I am glad that I came here.”  Since these respondents are all college seniors about to 

graduate, I think it makes sense that since they have been able to get through college and are 

nearing the end, they will likely have a very positive view of how their path has unfolded.  If this 

question was asked earlier on in the students ‘college career, there may be a greater variation 

of answers.  

 

A few students who had little to no parental financial support may have felt like their resource 

options were limited.  For example, Kyle, who had some scholarships, loans and parental loans 

stated, “It’s like what I had to do.  I had no other options,” when asked how he felt about the 
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debt he had occurred.  He also stated that “it could be worse,” as far as the amount of debt 

goes therefore he is somewhat grateful for his parent’s contributions, but he still felt like his 

options were limited. 

 

COSTS ASSOCIATED WITH METHODS OF RESOURCE ALLOCATION 

 

With any resource combination, a variety of different costs, including mental, emotional 

physical and opportunity costs can result.  From the students I interviewed, a few unique 

concepts came up throughout the interviews. 

 

Within my pool of interviewees, there were a few select cases of students who worked even 

though they had the full financial support of their parents.  Within these cases, throughout the 

interviews I found two students who worked an excess amount of hours and that eventually 

interfered with their college experience.  The first main commonality between those two 

students was the physical cost of being tired and exhausted from working.  Natalie said “I think 

just pure exhaustion from working late, having to get up early, studying late. I’d probably say 

exhaustion,” as a cost to her working while in college.  For Kim, her physical cost of working a 

lot included, “being exhausted and not doing as well or being as sharp in some of my classes.”  

She even went as far to say, “I probably wouldn’t have been as stressed out had [I not worked].” 
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Even though a lot of students say that working in college was a great experience, there can be 

some costs to working too much.  For Natalie, she bore the following opportunity costs within 

her studies:  

With having a job it’s been harder to get into a classroom to actually observe and 

work in a classroom like I’m supposed to [for my degree] 

And 

I think I gave up some fun and then gave up some stuff on grades. With working 

30 hours a week sometimes it got a little stressful to be doing homework and still 

trying to find time to hangout with my friends. So I think I lost some in that 

respect. 

 

Also, college is not solely about the studies, but also about the life experiences and 

lessons you learn while in a new setting.  As stated above, Natalie gave up a bit of the 

social experiences and time with friends because of her work schedule.  This also was 

reflected on by Cathy in her interview when she said, “spending time with friends had to 

be foregone because I would work too much” 
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LEARNING EXPERIENCES 

 

A goal of Chris throughout college was to “find out if I could financially support myself purely off 

of a crappy part time job.”  Later in his interview, he also said when asked about what insights 

he gained from his approach to paying for college,  

I know more about myself and that I am not afraid of anything like living on my 

own because I know that I can do it with a crappy part time job.  It has kind of 

empowered me to get a little more fearless then I think I otherwise would have. 

This is one of the many things that Chris has learned through his college experience.   

 

Feeling able to financial support oneself was also partially apparent to both Cathy and Natalie 

who mentioned feeling empowered by their work opportunities. Natalie clearly states the 

following in her interview: 

I think getting a job during college is something that is good. It helps show you 

that what you’re trying to get towards is there. And I think it gives you a whole 

different kind of social community that you can meet, which I think is important. 

 

Chris also expressed in his interview the “positive effect” of his method of paying for college on 

his emotions.  From seeing his friends stress levels and happiness levels diminish from over-

working, he learned to be more open-minded about taking out student loans and is very happy 

with his decision to do so.  Loans can be a scary thing, but Cathy also mentioned the following 

in her interview as advice for a younger sibling:  
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And I would also say not to be afraid of student loans.  I think they are there in 

order to give you the opportunity to go to college if you can’t necessarily afford it 

now.  And you will pay more back then you borrowed but you are investing in 

yourself and you are investing in your future so it is an investment. 

 

Another learning experience gained by one of the interviewees was by Kyle who said: 

I think living on my own has been a valuable experience.  I don’t think I would 

want to come out of or graduate college and never had lived on my own.  

Because then you would be in the work world trying to adjust to all of that.  I 

think it is better to adjust to it in a college setting. 

 

Paying for college for Evan has “probably just made me a better consumer.”  All of these 

learning experiences whether learning how to financially support oneself to living on their own 

are things these students have been able to learn outside of the classroom. 

 

EXPECATIONS OF THE FAMILY 

 

A very apparent theme with all the interviewees was the expectation of financial support of 

families to pay for college expenses.  
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Within the cases where the parents paid for a majority of the college expenses, a lot of the 

students never actually had a formal discussion with their families about how college would be 

paid for.  These students knew that they had their parent’s financial support, but like Natalie 

says, “I don’t know if it was a decision that was ever really decided; it was just something that 

we grew up knowing that our parents were going to pay for school if we went to school. That 

was just what it was,” it seemed more like an unwritten understanding between the students 

and their parents.  Another example comes from Sarah, where her parents paid for their college 

expenses without any financial support of their families.  Her parents decided to change that 

for their kids and had the following understanding, “It’s just always been they’ll pay for, as long 

as I am being educated, they will cover for my stuff.”  Then lastly, from Sam who said, “[my 

parents] always let me know that as long as I was venturing out to get an education that they’d 

be there to front the bill.” 

 

In some instances when the parents footed the bill for college, they did try to use different 

resources to pay for this consumption expenses with very clear expectations.  For example, 

with Angela, she said, “They were always just going to pay for it if I didn’t get any scholarships, 

but I was urged to get a scholarship.”  In this instance, the expectations of her parents financial 

support was clear, however, her parents did try to add some responsibility to their daughter to 

help them with this expense.  In another case, Cathy went through high school with the goal of 

getting particular grades so she could get scholarships.  Even though at a young age her father 

said that he would be paying for her to go to school, she says, “I wanted to do all that I could to 
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help because I knew that my dad was going to pay for it.”  In both of these cases, the students 

took on a role to assist their parents in financially supporting them through this expense.  

 

Even in the situations where the parents were not going to be supporting their son or daughter 

through college, the fact that they were not going to support them was known before college 

started.  For Chris, he said, “I knew I wasn’t going to get anything from my parents.”  Part of the 

reason he knew this was because he had an older sibling who had previously graduated from 

college without any parental financial support.  In a similar case with Kim, she said, “college 

isn’t necessarily an expectation in our family, so if it’s something you want you have to do it 

yourself.  Like my mom had to pay for her own college, so, yeah.  That’s just how it works.”  She 

also later mentioned in her interview “my parents have always taught me to be financially 

responsible and financially independent.”  Kim grew up learning to be financially independent of 

her parents and part of that learning experience is paying for what you want, even if that 

includes college.  One way her parents illustrated was that her mother, while Kim was in high 

school paid for her own college.   

 

In both of the previous examples, the knowledge of the level of parental financial support was 

known because that’s what the parents told their children and also because that’s what the 

students observed with family members who had previously gone through college.  This was 

also the case with interviewee Kyle, who had observed his four sisters going through college.  In 

his interview, he confirmed that it was always know that his parents would not be paying for all 
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of his expenses, but would help out where it was needed.  Because of his parents help, Kyle 

says “I do feel much more obligated to finish here because my dad has poured money into it.” 

 

In another case, the knowledge that her family was not going to financially support her was 

clear, but not because it was how a previous family member went through college.  As Maria 

clearly says, “I didn’t have any real monetary support from my family.”  When asked if she 

always knew she would not have this support from her parents, Maria replied that she was 

aware of this and when questioned again about when this was decided on, she replied, 

“Probably when we had the bankruptcy.”  Therefore, the expectation that her family would not 

be able to financial support her was well known due to their economic standing, not because of 

what previous family members did.   

 

AFFECT ON RELATIONSHIP WITH PARENTS 

 

When first planning interview topics, I thought I would get a great deal of variation on how the 

different rates of parental financial support would affect the relationship between the students 

and their families.  From the students that commented on their relationship with their family, 

most responses showed that it in fact did strengthen their relationship.  For example, when 

Cathy reflected on costs that her parents may have occurred for her to go to college, she said, 

“there are definitely things that have been sacrificed in order for us to be here for sure.” When 

talking about us, Cathy is referring to her brother and herself.  She feels so grateful for her 
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father’s contributions that she said, “I would like to pay him back for his assistance possibly in 

the form of paying for his college when he would like to go back.”  This student is also the 

student who tried to get scholarships to lower the cost of college to her father and got extra 

jobs to contribute to the payment of her college expenses.  Similarly with Kyle, he stated that 

“if I am financially able to do so, I would like to help them pay at least part of it back,” when 

asked about who is paying back his parents’ plus loans.  He also stated that he doesn’t think his 

dad expects him to pay them back, but if he can help, he would like to.  

 

Other than the physical relationship, a few students’ views of their parents changed over the 

course of college.  For Natalie, she said,  

I think I’ve gained a lot of respect; one for my parents for what I know what 

they’ve had to give up for paying for my college.   

She also said that  

My parents gave up a lot because they gave money to pay for my school which 

they could have used for stuff or fun for them, or to maybe fix up their house.  

Sam had a similar experience where when asked if his relationship with his parents has been 

strengthened since they paid for his college, he replied: 

Yeah definitely. Just knowing that I could depend on them and not having to 

worry about all these crazy college bills I had to pay once I graduate. It basically 

just let me know that they care and they were concerned about my future and 

education and stuff. 
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Even though some of the cases showed a change in the relationship with parents, a few of the 

interviewees expressed no change in their relationship.  For Sam, when asked if her relationship 

with her parents has changed because they paid for all of her schooling expenses, she replied, 

“No, not at all.”  Even for Maria, who went through college with scholarships, loans, and no 

parental financial support, she said that“…[her and her parents] still have the same 

relationship.” 

 

Most of the students interviewed seemed to be able to identify the fact that their parents were 

giving up stuff in order for them to go to college.  For a student like Chris who did not get any 

parental financial support other then his parents co-signing loans, even he realized that they 

were giving up stuff like financial risk for him.  In his interview, he said “cosigning can do things 

to your credit score and you know that they have that responsibility where if I get into a car 

accident and get killed they have to pay off my student loans.” 

 

There were two interviews out of the ten where the students didn’t really recognize their 

parents giving up anything in order for them to go to school.  For Sarah, when asked if her 

parents gave up anything, her response was, “No, umm, I think…I just…without sounding…you 

know…I don’t know the word uptight I guess, I just don’t think it’s an issue.”   And Angela said 

when asked the same question, “No. I mean obviously they gave up money, but I don’t think 

that it hindered them all that much.”  I think in both of these cases, the student views the 

concept of giving up different than other students that were interviewed.  In the other 

interviews, students viewed what parents gave up as their opportunity cost of what the parents 
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could have done with the money spent on them or the risk they have now been put in.  

However, these two students viewed what their parents may be giving up as if their parents 

had any financial hardships supporting them through this experience.  
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PART 3- DISCUSSION 

 

From doing this research, I have learned a lot about how this group of students planned and 

consumed college.  For the most part, the students sustained the original plan and did not 

deviate.  There were certain personal situations that altered what the plan was, such as Natalie 

moving in with her fiancé, but mostly students stuck with their initial plan and made few 

changes.  In many, if not all cases, people knew in advance what the plan would be.  Not usually 

the specifics, but the general idea of how their expenses would be paid for.   

 

At the same time, there is not really a lot of evidence of students or their families getting it paid 

for in advance with things such as savings.  There were only a few cases where students or their 

families did save, but either it wasn’t a lot of money, or it was never known whether the 

parents used the money in the savings account or their current income.  When parents agreed 

to pay, there wasn’t a lot of transparence on how they were paying, just that they were paying.  

 

These students used a great variety of resources, ranging from just scholarships to parents and 

financial aid, to having a job, loans, and savings.  For the most part, these students are content 

with the way the planning and actual consumption expense happened. 
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Throughout this research, I have also found an emerging theme of growth.  A lot of students, 

especially those who did not receive parental support, commented on how their money 

management skills have grown.  Like with Cathy, who has learned through credit cards and debt 

the value of savings and how to start to manage her money.  In another example, Chris learned 

that he is completely able to support himself if needed through a part-time job.  Both of these 

and other examples were present when students talked about how their skills and 

responsibility of money has grown over their college experience. 

 

Future research may systematically research what kinds of financial skills students acquire from 

the task of paying for college. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW SCRIPT 

 
As part of my honors thesis I am trying to understand how students’ and their families use a 
variety of resources to pay for one of their major consumption expenses, college.  I am 
particularly interested in learning about the planning of this major expense, any changes that 
have occurred between freshman and senior year and what the students feel they have learned 
from the experience of paying for college. 
 
First, let me just confirm that you are a senior here at the University of Arizona: Yes (continue) 
 
The interview will require between 40 minutes and 1 hour to complete. I would like to tape 
record the interview so that I can listen rather than take extensive notes. This will help me in 
completing my assignment and reporting my analysis.  Your interview will be confidential and 
your name will not be associated with the data in any way. 
 

You may choose not to participate, and if you are uncomfortable at any point in time, please 
let me know and I will stop or change direction.  Your answers, however, will be very helpful 
to me in understanding this important topic. 

 
- Do you have any questions before we get started?  
- Do you agree to be interviewed? 
- Is it okay if I tape record the interview?  
- To begin, please tell me a little about yourself, including: 

o Where you went to high school, 
o How and when you decided to come to the University of Arizona, 
o And a little about your family? 

 
PART 1- HOW DID YOU PAY FOR COLLEGE? 

- Now that you are about to graduate, how did you pay for college? 
- How did you pay for things freshman year? Sophomore year? Junior year? Senior year? 
- Did your budget for living expenses change across your time in college?  Explain. 
- Have you paid for any portion of your college expenses? 

o What have you personally paid for in regards to your college expenses? 
o How did you come up with the money? 
o Have you used the same methods/resources between your first and last year of 

school? 
o Do you have a job? 

 What does your personal income go towards? 
 How far in advance do you budget for your expenses? 
 Why did you first get a job? 

- Did your parents pay for any part of your college? 
o What, if any, portions of your college expenses do your parents pay for? 
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o How do they “give” you the money for school? 
 Do they hand you a check? 
 Pay it straight to your bursars? 
 Do they have a credit/debit card with you that they pay off/ add money 

to? 
o When was it decided that your parents were going to help you with college 

expenses? 
o Has their help changed at all through college? 
o Are there any terms to this assistance? 

- Did any other family/friends help with your college expenses? And if so, what did they 
help with? 

o How did you find out about this family or friend being willing to help you? 
o Are there any terms to this assistance?  

- Were you able to use financial aid/scholarships to help pay for school? 
o What financial aid/ scholarships did you use? 
o When did you first find out about this opportunity? 
o How were you able to get this financial aid? 

- Did you borrow money? 
o Did you take out a loan? 
o Did you borrow from family/friends? 

 If so, who did you borrow for and how did that all happen? 
 Who arranged for the borrowing of money? 
 Are there any terms for borrowing this money? 

o Do you still owe money now? 
o Will you owe money when you graduate? 
o Do you know how much money you have borrowed and how much you will be 

paying after you graduate? 
- Were you ever late on a payment during college? 

o What were the consequences? 
o Why were you late? 
o What have you learned from being late? 

- Did you save money for college? 
o When did you start saving? 
o How did you get the money? (gifts/job/family) 
o Did you get a job primarily to save money for college? 
o How did you decide how often and how much to save? 
o What made you decide to start saving? 

- Did you parents save money for your college? Did they borrow money 
for your college?   

o Do you know when they started saving? 
o Are your parents currently still saving for your expenses or a sibling? 
o Do you know how they figured out how much and how often to save? 

 



 

44 

 

PART 2: HOW ARE YOU PUTTING ALL OF THIS TOGETHER 
- Who was the planner? 
- What are the different roles yourself and others play? 

o What role did you play? 
o What things did you have to do daily? 

 Weekly? 
 Monthly? 
 Each semester? 
 Yearly? 

o What roles did family/friends play? 
o How did you interact with others to get school paid for? 

- Who organized everything? 
o How was it organized? 

- Was it planned in advance, on the fly, etc? 
- When did you begin planning for college? 

o What things were taken into consideration when you first started planning for 
college?  

 
PART 3: REGRETS & ADVICE 

- Now that you are about to graduate, do you have any regrets about your college 
decision? 

- What do you think you gave up in order to pay for college using the approach you used?  
How about your parents? Others? 

- Were there any opportunity costs to you from your approach to paying for college? That 
is, were there experiences you had to forego because of your approach to paying for 
college? 

- Were there other kinds of costs from your approach to paying for college? Physical, 
emotional, future opportunities? 

- Earlier in your interview you mentioned that you [Borrowed/did not borrow] money to 
pay for college, any regrets about that? Explain. 

- Earlier in your interview you mentioned that you [got a job/did not get a job] in order to 
pay for college, any regrets about that?  Explain. 

 
PART 4: STRATEGIES 

- If you had a younger sibling, What strategies or advice would you give them: 
- How often did you or your family reflect on the way you paid for college and make 

changes? 
- What insights do you think you have gained from your approach to paying for college? 
- If you had to do it over, what, if anything would you change or do differently about 

paying for college?  
 
 
Transcribed interview available upon request. 


