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Summer is in full swing! It is always good to be able to go outside enjoy
nature, do some grilling and just enjoy the warmth and sunshine. 

“Live in the Sunshine, swim in the sea. Drink in the wild air.”
      — Ralph Waldo Emerson

Welcome!

“Wealth is not about having a lot of money; it’s
about having a lot of options. “ 

— Chris Rock
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Helping Students Make the Most of Their Financial Aid Refunds
By Sara Lorenzen, M.Ed., CFEI® 

Assistant Director of Financial Well-Being Carolina Financial Well-Being Center at 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

As summer draws to a close, campuses nationwide are preparing for the upcoming
fall semester. It’s the perfect time to help students, especially those just starting
college, learn how to manage their financial aid refunds in a way that supports their
success long-term. Refunds often help cover living expenses, books, and other school-
related costs. But without a solid plan, students can end up running out of money
before the semester is even halfway through.

For those of us who work in student financial services, this is an excellent opportunity to
help students build good financial habits and connect them with tools and resources
that can make a real difference.

Helping Students Create a Semester Spending Plan
One of the most effective ways to support students is by helping them create a
spending plan that lasts the entire semester using their refund. For many students, this
may be the first time they have received a large sum of money, and it can be easy to
underestimate how quickly it disappears.

Encourage students to break their funds into monthly or even weekly amounts. A
simple worksheet or budget calculator can help them map out essentials like rent,
groceries, books, and transportation. Some campuses already offer templates or
online tools that simplify this process, especially during orientation or financial
wellness workshops.

Preventing Common Pitfalls
When students overspend their refunds, it usually is not because they are being
careless. More often, it comes from a lack of experience managing money. It is not
uncommon for students to spend their refunds on non-essential items, such as
entertainment, clothing, or large purchases, only to find themselves struggling later in
the semester.

A helpful approach is to talk about financial choices in terms of priorities and trade-
offs. For example, asking, "Would you rather have enough for groceries all semester or
spend that money now on a new phone you might not need?" Small, simple reminders
like this can have a significant impact, especially when shared through campus apps,
email, or during first-year programming.
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Promoting Tools Students Can Actually Use
Along with offering advice, it is essential to inform students about the practical tools
available to help them manage their finances. Encourage them to:

Set up direct deposit so they get their funds faster and avoid delays or lost checks.
Use budgeting apps that help track spending and set limits.
Take advantage of on-campus resources, such as financial coaching or peer
mentoring programs, which are often offered through financial wellness centers,
like the Carolina Financial Well-Being Center, here at UNC-Chapel Hill.

If your campus offers hands-on financial education, fall orientation is an ideal
opportunity to promote your services. This could be a workshop, lunch-and-learn,
access to virtual tools like these*:

Financial Education Tools:
CashCourse.org teaches practical skills that help students take control of their
financial future.
iGrad platform features interactive online exercises, modules, articles, videos, and
discussion forums that provide essential resources for personal finance,
budgeting, job hunting, and financial aid inquiries.

Financial Education Tools:
Groove Money is a budgeting app that encourages users to develop positive
money-spending habits while also learning the basics of personal finance
proactively.
Goodbudget is an envelope-style budgeting app that is simple and easy to use.
Wally offers both manual and automatic expense tracking with a clean interface.
EveryDollar is an easy-to-use, zero-based budgeting app that helps you keep
tabs on your money at a glance.

Remember, the messages we send now have the power to shape how students
manage their money for the entire semester and, in some cases, for their whole life.
This is an opportunity to provide them with clear, practical guidance that can help
them avoid financial stress and feel more in control of their finances. Sometimes,
even a small reminder or resource can make a huge difference in helping students
manage their aid responsibly and avoid unnecessary debt.

*These resources are provided as examples for educational purposes and do not represent
an endorsement of any specific product or service by the author or the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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https://cfwc.unc.edu/
https://www.cashcourse.org/login?redirect=/
https://igradfinancialwellness.com/
http://groovemoney.org/
https://goodbudget.com/
https://wallybudgeting.app/
https://www.ramseysolutions.com/ramseyplus/everydollar
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Upcoming COHEAO Events, Committee Meetings & 
Task Force Calls

COHEAO Grassroots Calls: Every other Friday at 11:00 a.m. Central

COHEAO Financial Wellness Taskforce Calls: Fourth Tuesday monthly at 10 a.m. Central
August 26 (canceled due to summer conflicts)
September 23
October 28
November 25 (may be canceled due to holiday - TBD)
December 23 (canceled due to holidays)

 If you would like to join these calls, please contact Lee Anne Wigdahl or call 630.577.8551.

AUGUST
Navigate
Holiday

Expenses
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FINANCIAL WELLNESS 
CALENDAR OF EVENTS

SEPTEMBER
National

401(k)/403(b)
Day (9/5/25)

OCTOBER
National

Retirement
Security Month

JULY
Manage Your
Debt, Check
Your Budget

NOVEMBER
Save for College;

Evaluate
Retirement Prep

https://www.cashcourse.org/login?redirect=/
https://www.cashcourse.org/login?redirect=/
https://www.cashcourse.org/login?redirect=/
https://www.cashcourse.org/login?redirect=/
mailto:Leeann.wigdahl@devry.edu

