
Search Far and Wide and Don’t STOP
Financial Aid Tips for Medical Students

by Jos V�zquez

According to the National Center for Public
Policy and Education, a nonprofit center
based in San José, Calif., the nation’s afford-

ability rating for attending college has been
dropped from a C-minus to a D. For students
entering medical school, this fact is extremely
acute. The weak economy, combined with
declining revenues, has caused many colleges,
public and private, to raise tuition rates for all of
their professional degree programs.

The affordability of college is of special con-
cern to the Hispanic education community,
where affordability issues related to higher edu-
cation hit students hardest. When it comes to
Hispanics in higher education, the question isn’t
whether students can make the grade, but
whether they can afford the cost of attending.
The course load and academic rigor of an
accredited medical program often prohibit stu-
dents from being employed. It is left to family,
personal savings and financial aid to make up
the difference in the cost of attendance.

While help is available from federal financial
aid sources, it is in the form of Stafford loans,
and often does not meet the total cost of educa-
tion. Loans, while offering financial access to an
education, can also deter students from attend-
ing for fear of going deeply into debt.

Typically students limit their financial aid search
to the university at which they have been accepted.
While many schools have a financial aid program
that helps to cover tuition and fees, the number of
students out of a class that can be awarded is likely
to be limited. Since the academic bar is set so high
for acceptance into a medical program, competition
for these awards is stiff. Therefore, Latinos in pursuit
of their medical degree should look beyond their
schools for the aid they need.

Alternative Scholarships: Thinking Outside
the Box

While students may tend to focus on medical
related scholarships, the key to finding extra aid is
to look outside their discipline to general scholar-
ships. An example is the scholarship offered by the
Congressional Hispanic Caucus Institute (CHCI), a

Washington, D.C.-based nonprofit organization
that has a scholarship open to students at all levels
of higher education. Carmen Jog‚ programs direc-
tor for CHCI, notes, “Many of our applicants could
become great contributors to society, but simply
need the money to continue.”

CHCI looks for students who “aren’t necessarily
top performers, but have the desire and financial
need.” For this scholarship, there is no minimum
GPA requirement, and Jog mentions that CHCI
looks at grades in relation to the challenge of
courses taken. “Often, these students try hard to be
high academic achievers, but don’t have the time
because of work and other family commitments.”

Other scholarships, such as the General
Scholarship Program offered by the Hispanic
Scholarship Fund, are open to all majors and lev-
els of education. A medical degree-seeking stu-
dent is no exception, and might actually be ahead
of the game, as his or her academic profile would
tend to be better and the financial need greater.

State and Federal Medical Programs
Many states have a shortage of qualified medical

personnel to fill special need areas, or in locations
that cannot attract medical graduates due to cost of
living. Illinois has found a way to counter that phe-
nomenon, helping keep state resident medical stu-
dents in the state of Illinois. The Medical Student
Scholarship Program is offered to Illinois residents
attending medical schools in the state in order to fill
physician shortage areas. To date, the program has
gained the state 282 doctors, many of whom stay
beyond their service agreement.

According to Mary Ring, the scholarship divi-
sion chief for the Center of Rural Health of the
Illinois Department of Public Health (IDPH), the
value of scholarships ranges in value, as they
combine full tuition and a living stipend monthly
of around $950. Students attempting to complete
either an M.D. or Doctor of Osteopathy (D.O.)
degree are eligible to apply.

Since academic standards are so high for
acceptance, the program tries to look for stu-
dents with experience working with underserved
populations. Experience, such as volunteering as

an undergraduate, or work experience in health
centers that provided services to underserved
areas, are a plus when applying. Prior experi-
ence is a large part of the final award equation.

When looking at the ratio of applications to
awards made each year, the IDPH program
awards about 25 percent of the applications it
receives. According to Ring, “the number of new
awards made each year varies between 20-25,
and they continue to receive the award for each
year they are enrolled.”

Ring does warn potential
candidates that there are
penalties for not
completing the pro-
gram. She advises
students to consider
the benefits and draw-
backs of any program that
requires a service compo-
nent, and to be
flexible. For
those who re-
ceive the aid but
don’t complete the
program through ser-
vice, the cost of payback
is triple what
the student
received
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in aid. “I recommend students look for other aid
in either loans or scholarships if they cannot fulfill
the service portion in the specialties needed, such
as OB/GYN or family practice,” Ring says.

The program offered by the IDPH is like one
offered by the National Health Service Corps
(NHSC), with similar benefits. Many other states
have similar programs, among them California,
Virginia and New Mexico.

Student Loan Payback
Student loans are often an inevitable part of a

medical education. While the federal govern-
ment allows students to receive up to $138,500
in student loans over their lifetime, that amount
includes the loans students might have taken
during their undergraduate years. With the aver-
age loan amount for undergraduate students
coming to $19,000, according to Nellie Mae
lending, students are already deep enough in
debt. Therefore, finding ways to pay back their
loan amounts will be the key for many students’
future financial health.

A program of the federal Indian Health
Service, or IHS, offers medical students in all
health fields an opportunity to help pay back
their loans in exchange for service. The IHS
Loan Repayment Program, or LRP, will repay all
or a portion of the applicant’s eligible health
professionals education loans (undergraduate
and graduate) for tuition expenses.

According to Jackie Santiago, chief of the Loan
Repayment Program, selected applicants are eligi-
ble to have their educational loans repaid in
amounts up to $20,000 per year for each year of
service, with a minimum two-year agreement.

Those selected for the program sign contrac-
tual agreements with the IHS for two years and
fulfill their service through a full-time clinical
practice at an IHS facility or approved Indian
health program. These contracts can be extend-
ed on a yearly basis if the participants wish to
continue service while repaying their loans.

This offers an excellent option for those that
wish to not only help secure job placement after
graduation, but also pay back their loan debt in a
quick period of time. Santiago also points out to
applicants that those who participate are paid
bonuses and comparability pay for service, in addi-
tion to their regular salary and benefit package.

Often, areas of service on or around tribal
lands offer a lower cost of living, and will allow
the participant to actually save money while oth-
ers are still paying back student loans. The LRP
will also pay the Internal Revenue Service up to

20 percent of the federal taxes incurred as a
result of payments made on behalf of recipients.
(Loan repayments are deemed taxable income.)

A program operated by the National Health
Service Corps offers a similar arrangement. With
the NHSC, the LRP will pay up to $25,000 for each
year of service, based on the participant’s out-
standing balance of qualifying educational loans,
with a minimum of two years of service. If the total
amount of the participant’s qualifying educational
loans is less than $50,000, the NHSC LRP will pay
one-half of the total qualifying educational loans
each year. However, there is no guarantee of
renewal beyond the original two-year time period.

According to the NHSC Web site, in exchange for
NHSC LRP benefits, participants must be engaged in
the full-time clinical practice of their professions at
a community site on the NHSC Opportunities List.
The list includes specific primary health-care
employment opportunities in federally designated
service areas identified as significantly lacking cer-
tain health professionals. The NHSC community
sites provide ambulatory primary health services to
populations throughout the nation.

Tips and Tactics
While aid for medical students may be avail-

able, it takes perseverance to win. The following is
a short checklist that can help get students started.

Always be on the lookout: Take the time to
do a thorough search of online databases. The
ones listed in this article are free, and help stu-
dents find scholarships that fit their career inter-
ests. Libraries also have larger scholarship books
that list awards that have been made for people
of all backgrounds and career options. Also, look
in a students’ own neighborhood by asking com-
munity leaders about what is important. Students
might be surprised at what is available.

Apply as much as possible: Many people
look for that one scholarship that can pay for the
entire cost. The best way to help pay for a medical
education is to even the odds of winning money by
applying to as many programs as a student is qual-
ified for. Over time, smaller scholarships can add
up. $500 here and $2,000 there, and before peo-
ple know it, they have found the extra aid needed.

Follow all instructions: Students should
make sure that any scholarship, grant or loan
repayment package put together is clean and
well organized, and that all of the instructions
given are followed. Students should include

everything the foundation asks for. Application,
essays and letters of recommendation should be
packaged the way they are requested. Students
shouldn’t be afraid to call and ask questions of
foundations if they don’t understand instruc-
tions. One mistake could put someone out of the
running, so attention to detail is important.

Never stop applying: While students may
receive letters that say “no,” applicants should
let the ones that say “yes” drive them to keep
applying. If students apply to 10 scholarship
foundations and only receive one, they are still
ahead of the game. While the U.S. has a long way
to go when it comes to paying for the education
of one of the most important professions
around, it is important to take note of what is
available. Encouragement and perseverance are
the keys to finding the financial aid medical stu-
dents need to make it through college.

José Vázquez, a marketing major at
Western Illinois University, has been awarded
27 scholarships, amassing more than
$100,000 in aid to date. He is the author of
the book Free Cash For College: The Everyday
Students Guide To Financial Aid, and currently is
writing a book on scholarship strategy for
Hispanic students. Vázquez is also a public
speaker who facilitates seminars on financial
aid and scholarship strategy for university
groups and corporations interested in work-
life initiatives. He can be reached at JR-
Vazquez@wiu.edu.

Financial Aid Web Sites
These sites perform searches based on

Career Goals,
www.scholarsite.com (A bilingual scholar-

ship search engine!)
www.wiredscholar.com
www.fastweb.com
www.srnexpress.com

Web sites of scholarships mentioned in the
article:

Indian Health Service: www.ihs.gov
Illinois Department of Public Health:

www.idph.state.il.us
Hispanic Scholarship Fund: www.hsf.net
Congressional Hispanic Caucus Institute:

www.chci.org
National Health Service Corps: nhsc.

bhpr.hrsa.gov
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