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What are Special Circumstances?
• Special circumstances are conditions that differentiate a 

student from the general class of students
• Common special circumstances that affect student financial 

aid eligibility may include:
– Citizenship, immigration status
– Dependency issues
– Change in parent marital status
– Income loss due to unemployment or death of a parent
– One time fluctuation in income (IRA, capital gain)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Circumstances which can be considered specialCitizenship, immigration statusDependency issuesLoss of income due to unemployment or the death of a parentOr, a One time fluctuation in income (IRA, capital gain)
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Not All Situations are Considered
• Financial aid administrators have limitations on what 

circumstances they are allowed to consider.
• These limitations include:

– Conducting dependency overrides for students whose 
parents refuse to provide their info on FAFSA

– Considering a student independent from parents 
based on domestic disputes

– Making special income considerations for parents 
with high consumer debt or household expenses
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Agenda

• Citizenship Status and Eligibility
• Understanding Professional Judgment (PJ)
• Dependency Status and Overrides
• Parent Marital Status and Income 

Adjustments



Citizenship 
Status & 
Eligibility

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First we will start with a discussion of a student’s dependency status and ability for aid administrators to conduct dependency overrides.
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Review: Citizenship Eligibility

• Students must be US Citizens or eligible non-
citizens (such as a US Permanent Resident 
Card holder), to receive federal and New York 
State student financial aid

• Undocumented students, most visa holders, and 
students in the Deferred Action for Childhood 
Arrivals (DACA) Program do not meet the 
eligibility requirements

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Lets the citizenship requirements for federal and New York State student financial aid programs.Students must be a US Citizen or an eligible non-citizen (such as a US Permanent Resident Card holder), in order to receive federal and NYS financial aid.  Students who do not meet those statuses should consult with the financial aid office at their college to discuss financial aid options and the application process.  Currently any student that is in the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program do not meet the requirements for federal student aid eligibility.
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Counseling Undocumented Students

• Students should notify their prospective colleges 
about their status and inquire about their aid 
options and the application process.

• A growing number of outside scholarship options 
are available to undocumented and DACA 
students.

• Some students may be asked to file the FAFSA 
or CSS Profile applications to be considered for 
institutional aid or private scholarship
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Different Populations of Students

• It is important to differentiate undocumented 
or DACA students who are ineligible for 
federal or New York State student financial 
aid from those students who are eligible US 
Citizens but may have undocumented 
parents.
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Eligible Student with Undocumented Parent

• Eligible students with undocumented parents do 
qualify for federal and NYS student financial aid 
and can apply through the normal application 
process
– Dependent students still need to report parent 

information, including income
– Having undocumented parents is not a valid 

special circumstance to request a dependency 
override
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Undocumented Parents: Filing FAFSA

• Parents without a Social Security Number:
– Cannot apply for a parent FSA ID
– Can use all zeros (000-00-0000) to answer the 

parent Social Security Number question
– Should never use an IRS Tax-filer Identification 

Number (TIN) in place of a SSN on the FAFSA
– Cannot use the IRS Data Retrieval Tool (DRT) to 

transfer federal income tax info
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Undocumented Parents: Signing FAFSA
• Undocumented parents 

can request a signature 
page to sign the 
student’s FAFSA

• Signature pages must be 
mailed to the federal 
processor so this can 
lengthen the time it takes 
to process the FAFSA
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Counselor Question: Reporting Income
• How does an eligible student with an undocumented parent 

who works off-the-books and does not file federal or state 
income taxes report parent income on the FAFSA?
– The student needs to report their parent’s income as best 

as they can.
– Depending on the amount of untaxed income earned, the 

parent may be required to file a federal and state income 
tax return.

– The parent should be advised to consult a tax expert for 
guidance as this will be a verification issue for schools.



Professional 
Judgment

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First we will start with a discussion of a student’s dependency status and ability for aid administrators to conduct dependency overrides.
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What is Professional Judgment (PJ)?

• The Higher Education Act grants authority to a 
school's financial aid administrator to make 
adjustments to the data elements on the FAFSA 
and to override a student's dependency status.

• Professional judgment is often used in cases of 
dependency overrides and income adjustments.
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Professional Judgment Guidelines

• All requests must be substantiated
• Schools are allowed to have different 

requirements and guidelines
• Schools are not required to honor a professional 

judgment performed by another school
• School decisions are final and cannot be 

appealed to the US Department of Education
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How to Request a Professional Judgment

• Contact each school to see if they consider 
the situation and what documentation they 
require. 

• Send written explanation and supporting 
documentation to each financial aid office.

• Follow up with any requests made by schools 
for additional information.



Dependency 
Status & 
Overrides

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First we will start with a discussion of a student’s dependency status and ability for aid administrators to conduct dependency overrides.
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Review: Student Dependency Status
• Generally, students under the age of 24 are required to report 

parent information
• However, students under 24 may be considered independent if 

they happen to be:
– On active duty or a veteran of the U.S. armed forces
– Married
– Financially supporting their own child or other tax dependents
– An orphan, in the foster care system or a ward of the court at any 

time since age 13
– An emancipated minor or have a court-appointed legal guardian
– Homeless, at risk of being homeless or an unaccompanied youth

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Students are required to provide their parent or parents’ information if they do not meet the FAFSA criteria for independence.  During the FAFSA application, the student will answer a set of questions to determine if they meet this criteria.  Generally, students can be considered independent if they meet any of the following criteria:24 years old or olderhave a bachelor’s degreeare serving on active duty or are a veteran of the U.S. armed forcesare marriedhave children or other tax dependents for whom they provide more than half of the supportare emancipated minors, orphans, wards of the court, in a legal guardianship, or were in the foster care system at any time since the age of 13are an unaccompanied and homeless youth as determined by a school district homeless liaison, director of an emergency shelter or transitional housing program funded by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, or director of a runaway or homeless youth basic center or transitional living programIf a student answers YES to any of these questions, then they may be considered independent if they can provide supporting documentation to the colleges to which they are applying.  Sometimes, there are claims of independence based on situations that are in “gray areas” not covered by the list of dependency questions.  It is recommended that you  contact the college to discuss these situations with the financial aid officer to see if they can apply for a dependency override through professional judgment.  Remember, this independence definition is for federal financial aid not state aid.
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Students with Children

• A student under 24 years old who has their own 
child is not automatically considered independent.

• The student must be able to demonstrate that they 
provide the majority of financial support for their own 
child.

• They may be considered dependent if the student’s 
parent is providing the majority of financial support 
to both the student and their grandchild.
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Orphan, Foster Care, Ward of the Court
• Orphans must be able to provide proof of death for both of 

their parents
– unless only one parent was listed on student’s birth 

certificate
• Foster care status may be claimed if the student spent any 

time in the foster care system since the age of 13
– The student does not need to currently be in foster care to 

meet this qualification
• Foster care and ward of the court status can be supported 

through court and agency documents
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Emancipation & Legal Guardianship

• In New York State children cannot be 
emancipated prior to their 18th birthday. 

• Legal guardianship applies to students who 
have a court-appointed legal guardian based 
on a court decision made in their state of 
legal residence.
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Unaccompanied Homeless Youth Definition

• Unaccompanied means the student is not living in 
the physical custody of a parent or legal guardian
– Lacking fixed, regular and adequate housing
– Living in shelter, parks, motels, cars or with other 

people because there is no where else to go
– Fleeing an abusive parent

• Youth means 21 years of age or still enrolled in high 
school as of the day the FAFSA is completed
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Dependency Overrides for Other Issues
• Students with special circumstances that are not covered in 

the FAFSA Dependency Status section may be considered 
for a dependency override by their financial aid office

• Some examples of these situations include:
– Incarcerated parents
– Students fleeing from abusive household (substance, 

physical, emotional)
– Parental abandonment
– Death of custodial parent and student does not have 

contact with the non-custodial parent
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Filing FAFSA: Other Special Circumstances

• Students with special circumstances who 
cannot answer YES to any of the 
Dependency Status Section questions can 
indicate on Dependency Results Section of 
the FAFSA that they are unable to provide 
parental information.
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FAFSA: Other Special Circumstances
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FAFSA: Other Special Circumstances
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FAFSA: Other Special Circumstances



28

Following Up With Schools

• Students should contact the financial aid 
offices at their schools to notify them that 
they submitted their FAFSA without parent 
information

• Students should submit an explanation of 
their special circumstances in writing along 
with supporting documentation
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What About a Parent Refusal?

• Parents refusing to provide their information on 
a dependent student’s FAFSA is NOT 
considered a valid claim for a dependency 
override

• Students who submit FAFSA without parent 
information and do not have a valid special 
circumstance may be approved to receive an 
Unsubsidized Direct Stafford Loan
– Must be approved by the financial aid office
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Wrap-up: Dependency Status & Overrides

• In all cases where the student claims to be independent, 
they must provide supporting documentation to their 
financial aid office
– Court records, police reports, social service documents, 

letters from school counselor
• Claims of independence due to other special circumstances 

that are not supported by FAFSA must be approved 
through a dependency override.
– Case-by-case basis, approval for review may vary from 

school to school



Parent Marital 
Status & Income 
Adjustments

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now that we have covered the federal updates, let’s switch gears and talk about New York State student aid.
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Review: Parent Marital Status
• FAFSA requires parents to report their marital status as of 

the day the application is being filed
– If a parent is divorced or separated, and not remarried, 

then only the custodial parent needs to report their info
• Custodial parent is the parent the student resided with the most 

over past 12 months
– If both parents live together then both must report info, 

even if unmarried and not filing taxes together
– If a parent is currently remarried then a stepparent must 

also report their info and income

Presenter
Presentation Notes
FAFSA requires parents to report their marital status as of the day the application is being filedIf a parent is divorced or separated, and not remarried, then the custodial parent only needs to report their info.  The custodial parent is the parent the student resides with the most over the past 12 months.If both parents live together then both must report info, even if unmarried and not filing taxes togetherIf a parent is currently remarried then a stepparent must report their info and income
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Marital Status and the 2017-18 FAFSA

• If a recently remarried parent is filing the 2017-
18 FAFSA but was not married in 2015 and did 
not file their 2015 taxes as married, then they 
will need to add their spouse’s info and 2015 
income to the FAFSA.
– The IRS Data Retrieval Tool cannot be used so 

information will have to be manually entered
– Parent, Stepparent may need to provide tax 

transcripts for verification requests
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Marital Status and the 2017-18 FAFSA

• If a parent filing the 2017-18 FAFSA is recently 
divorced or separated but filed their 2015 taxes 
as married then they are allowed to subtract 
their spouse’s income.
– The IRS Data Retrieval Tool cannot be used so 

information will have to be manually entered
– May be selected for verification so proof of 

divorce or separation may need to be provided
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Review: Reporting Income Information

• For the 2017-18 FAFSA application, prior-prior 
year income information will be requested from 
the student and parent 2015 federal income tax 
return
– The IRS Data Retrieval Tool will download 2015 

federal income tax data
• Student, parents cannot report 2016 information 

on the 2017-18 FAFSA in place of 2015 income 
if their income situation has changed

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Regarding Parent and Student Income Information the process remains the same as in previous years where prior year income information will be requested.  So, for the 2016-17 FAFSA, the student and parent 2015 earnings will be evaluated based on the 2015 federal income tax return.Of course, students and parents may provide income estimates if they are filing early.  However, the IRS Data Retrieval Tool will only download 2015 income tax data to update the 2016-17 form.As you may have heard, in Fall 2016, the 2017-18 FAFSA application will allow applicants to use “prior prior year” income information for earlier filing.  So in the Fall of 2016 the FAFSA will let students apply much earlier for 2017-18 year and use the IRS Data Retrieval Tool to download their “prior prior year” 2015 income tax information.Please keep in mind that the upcoming 2016-17 FAFSA process has not changed.
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Income Situations & Professional Judgment

• Expenses and income reductions that are caused by 
circumstances beyond a family's control can be 
used to justify professional judgment.

• Aid administrators can make adjustments to income 
and asset data on the FAFSA to decrease the 
student’s Expected Family Contribution (EFC).
– May increase their eligibility for Pell Grants, 

subsidized student loans, institutional need-based aid 
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Income Circumstances Justifying Review
• Examples of special circumstances related to income that 

can be reviewed for professional judgment:
– Death, disability or serious illness of a wage-earner
– Unusual capital gains or Roth IRA rollovers
– Recent divorce of the student's parents
– Loss of employment, temporary layoff or furlough of a 

wage-earner
– Drop in income due to fewer hours or reduced salary
– Change in income due to recent retirement
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Examples of Documentation
• Death of a parent

– Letter explaining circumstances, death certificate
• One-time income

– Documentation from the source that this is really one-time 
income

• Loss of employment
– statement from the former employer listing date of last 

employment, severance payments, unemployment benefits
• Change of employment

– letter from the new employer listing annual salary and any 
incentives
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Wrap-up: Marital Status, Income Adjustments

• On the 2017-18 FAFSA, recently married parents are 
required to add spousal income from tax year 2015, even if 
they were not married at the time and did not file jointly.

• Recently divorced or separated parents need to report only 
the income of the custodial parent and can remove spousal 
income from their 2015 taxes if they filed jointly.

• In cases where the student or parents claim the family 
income has changed substantially since the 2015 tax year 
they can contact financial aid offices to notify them about 
the situation for a possible professional judgment review.
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Questions?

NYS Higher Education Services Corporation
99 Washington Avenue

Albany, NY 12255
www.hesc.ny.gov

1-888-NYSHESC (1-888-697-4372) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our agency website and customer call center number is listed here for future reference.  Please feel free to reach out to us should you have any questions about New York State student financial aid programs.Does anyone have any questions?
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