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 Definition of special circumstances 

 Completing the FAFSA when there are special 

circumstances

 Examples of special circumstances

 Documenting special circumstances

 Sample letters and forms

 Privacy issues & special circumstances

 Additional resources



 Special circumstances exist when the information on the 

FAFSA does not represent the family’s ability to 

contribute

 The Higher Education Act reauthorization in 1998 added 

eight specific examples of special circumstances

 The listed examples are illustrations of the types of 

circumstances and are not all inclusive

 When special circumstances exist financial aid 

administrators have the authority to use professional 

judgment on a case by case basis

Special Circumstances
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Completing the FAFSA
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 The family should complete the FAFSA with the information 

requested even if special circumstances exist

 The FAFSA information is sent to colleges & universities 

listed on the FAFSA

 Once the colleges & universities receive the FAFSA 

information they have a baseline to determine financial 

need

 The financial aid administrator will make adjustments to 

the FAFSA information based on the special circumstances 

when appropriate



Completing the FAFSA 
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Dependency Status – Parental Information Required?

 Students should complete the FAFSA on the Web and skip 

the parental finance sections of the FAFSA on the Web

 FAFSA will not be considered complete until the student 

provides additional documentation to the financial aid 

administrator

 The financial aid administrator determines the student’s 

eligibility for a dependency override

 Without a dependency override the student will receive 

only unsubsidized loan eligibility unless parental 

information is added



Dependency Status
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Unless the student can 

answer Yes to one of 

these questions, the 

student must provide 

parent information.
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Dependency Override
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Defaults to this 

option.



Dependency Override 
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Examples of special 

circumstances.



Dependency Override 
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Tells student to follow up 

with the financial aid 

office.



Dependency Override 
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If the parent 

refuses to provide 

information. 



Check the Status
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Examples of Special Circumstances
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 Specific examples listed in the Higher Education Act 

include:

 Tuition expenses at an elementary or secondary school

 Medical or dental expenses not covered by insurance

 Unusually high child care costs

 Recent unemployment of a family member

 The number of parents enrolled at least half-time in a degree, 

certificate, or other program leading to a recognized educational 

credential at a Title IV institution of higher education

 Proceeds of a sale of farm or business assets if the sale resulted 

from a voluntary or involuntary foreclosure, forfeiture, or 

bankruptcy or an involuntary liquidation

 Additional costs incurred as a result of a student’s disability

 Or other changes in a family’s income, assets, or a student’s status



More Examples of Special Circumstances
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 Other common special circumstances include:

 Death, disability or serious illness of a wage-earner, or the wage-

earner becomes mentally or physically incapacitated

 Unusual capital gains

 Roth IRA rollovers

 Custodial parent remarries after application date

 Death of a custodial parent and student has not had any contact 

with non-custodial parent for many years

 The whereabouts of the parent(s) are unknown

 Recent divorce of the student’s parents (i.e., to separate the 

income of the custodial parent from the non-custodial parent)

 Termination of a child support agreement (i.e., the custodial parent 

will no longer receive child support payments during the award 

year)



More Examples of Special Circumstances
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 Continued examples of common special circumstances:

 Casualty losses due to weather (hurricane, tornado, mud slides, 

ground subsidence and other natural disasters), fire, theft, acts of 

God, or terrorism

 A parent being called to active duty in the armed forces.

 Special needs children

 Alimony payments that are not deductible on the family’s income 

tax return

 Temporary layoff or furlough of a wage-earner

 Drop in income due to fewer hours (i.e., no overtime) or reduced 

salary or elimination of bonuses

 Wages included moving expenses

 Bankruptcy or foreclosure

 Elder care expenses (i.e., nursing home fees)

 Change in income due to recent retirement



Identifying Special Circumstances
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 The college financial aid administrator will use 

professional judgment to determine if the family 

circumstances will change financial aid eligibility

 In general, you can identify many special circumstances by 

considering whether the circumstances were beyond the 

family’s control

 Expenses and income reductions that are the result of 

circumstances beyond the family’s control are not 

necessarily discretionary spending and so can be used in 

some cases to justify professional judgment



When Special Circumstances Exist
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 When you feel you are working with a student who has 

special circumstances you can best assist the student by:

 Discussing the situation with the student and parents if applicable;

 Guiding the student to complete the FAFSA on the Web to the best 

of their ability before the school’s priority filing deadline;

 Determining if the student will be able to provide parental 

information on the FAFSA or if the student will be looking for a 

dependency override;

 If the student will be asking for dependency override, document the 

student’s situation. The student may ask that you provide 

information to the financial aid office;

 If you are unsure how to advise the student regarding the 

circumstances, assist the student in contacting the financial aid 

office at the college or contact FAME for additional assistance.



Notifying the Financial Aid Administrator
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 When special circumstances exist the student needs to 

notify the financial aid administrator

 This notification should be sent in writing with a signature.

 The letter from the student should indicate the special 

circumstance and how it impacts the family’s ability to 

contribute to expenses for the academic year

 Some college and university financial aid administrators 

have created a form to use when reporting special 

circumstances.  The student should ask the aid office if 

they have such a form

 Sample letters of special circumstances

 Sample special circumstances form



Privacy Issues When Helping Students
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 There are many privacy laws governing the type of 

communication that the financial aid administrator has 

with students, parents, and other interested parties

 FERPA – is the most known privacy law for the financial aid 

administrator  

 Access advisors and school counselors will not be given any 

specific information about a students’ financial aid 

application or request for special circumstances review



Assisting Students with the Process
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 When assisting a student, access advisors and school 

counselors should have the student contact the financial 

aid administrator and encourage the student to follow the 

recommendations of the aid administrator

 The aid administrator will only be able to discuss general 

situations and school policy with an advisor or counselor 

when the student is not participating in the conversation

 In many situations, especially when the student is 

requesting a dependency override, the counselor or advisor 

may be asked to write a letter to support the student’s 

request for review

 Providing this information does not allow the aid office to 

provide student information back to you regarding the 

status of professional judgment



Questions
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Finance Authority of Maine

5 Community Drive

P.O. Box 949

Augusta, ME  04332

1-800-228-3734

education@famemaine.com

www.famemaine.com


