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MY FAVORITElesson

T H E  B A C K  P A G E

tal contribution, summer jobs, work-
study, scholarships, loans. Students make 
a formal presentation to their parents, 
outlining the costs and their plan. They 
also submit a paper detailing their calcu-
lations and create a poster. The purpose 
of the posters is to spark class discussion 
and comparison of college costs. 

 Through their paper and poster, stu-
dents address two major questions: 

1. What is the amount of your monthly 
payments and the total cost of your 
loan? 

2. If your parents had begun saving for 
college the day you were born, how 
much would they have needed to put 
aside each month to have enough to 
pay all your college costs on the day 
you turned eighteen?

Over the years, this project has 
taught me many valuable lessons. One is 
that financial issues are more delicate in 
some families than in others, so I always 
give students the option of making their 
presentation to me, rather than to their 
parents. Second, so that students need 
not worry about sharing private fam-
ily finances through their poster, I now 
have them prepare the written report 
about their own situation and create the 
poster about a fictitious student. Third, 
some students are fortunate enough to 
have their college costs covered entirely 
by parents, so I require these students to 
create a scenario that would necessitate 
a loan, such as travel abroad or furnish-
ing an apartment.

The conversation we have on the day 
the posters are due is not only lively but 
also an excellent way for me to assess 
how well students express their math-

Financing a College Education

Laura M. Crowley

LAURA M. CROWLEY, 
lcrowley@jburroughs.org, 
teaches grades 7–12 at 
John Burroughs School in 

St. Louis, Missouri. She is interested 
in helping students develop growth 
mindsets to support their mathematics 
learning. 

The Back Page provides a forum for read-
ers to share a favorite lesson. Lessons to 
be considered for publication should be 
submitted via http://mt.msubmit.net. Les-
sons should not exceed 600 words and are 
subject to abridgment. 

Edited by Jodie A. Miller
jmiller@mbc.edu
Mary Baldwin College
Staunton, VA

How much does college cost now? 
Can you predict how much it will 
cost in the future? What kinds of 

student loans are available? How much 
do these loans cost borrowers in the long 
run? My favorite lesson is called the Col-
lege Project, and in it juniors and seniors 
address these highly relevant questions.

The idea for this lesson arose when 
I found an error in the calculations my 
bank sent me regarding the payments 
I would owe for a personal loan. Had I 
not known how to use the formula for 
the present value of an annuity, I would 
not have found this error. Right then I 
decided that my students should have 
the knowledge to manage their finances. 
No student ever asks, “When are we 
ever going to use this?” when loans and 
savings arise naturally in a unit on expo-
nential functions. 

During the College Project, students 
investigate a college of their choice to 
determine the true cost of attendance 
(tuition, room and board, books, student 
fees, travel expenses, fun money, etc.) 
We use recent growth rates to predict the 
increase in tuition for each year that they 
will be in college and come up with a grand 
total, which is always a staggering amount.

Next, each student creates a plan to 
determine how to cover the costs: paren-

ematical understanding verbally. This 
project provides a format for alterna-
tive assessment as well. I use a rubric to 
assess the students’ posters and papers 
for mathematical accuracy, clear com-
munication, relevant representation, 
and engaging presentation. To help with 
checking the calculations, I wrote a sim-
ple program for the TI-84 graphing cal-
culator so that I can input each student’s 
values and check that each performed 
the calculations correctly. 

The students also complete a self-
evaluation form and ask their parents 
to fill out a parent feedback form. Com-
ments on the self-evaluation form have 
included these:

• “I better appreciate my parents now.”
• “I’m debating now whether it’s worth 

it to go to a private college versus a 
state school.”

• “I never thought of all the extra costs 
college will entail.”

• “I’d better start saving now so I 
can afford to send my own kids to 
college.” 

Students love this project. At least 
one student every year mentions that 
it was very interesting (pun intended). 
And parents, pleased that their children 
are thinking about the value of money, 
love this project too.
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