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Your Guide to the FAFSA Application Process

Completing the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is a tricky process for those who are 
not familiar with it. However, there is a lot of money that you can borrow from the government for your 
college costs if you know how to properly fill out the form. With the right help, the right information 
in front of you and a little time, you are able to fill out the application completely and have the results 
within a few days to a week. Once approved, the decision will go directly to the school of your choice 
to pay for the classes you would like to take. FAFSA is a helpful program for those who do not have 
enough cash to cover the cost of college.

The FAFSA application is a free service that the government provides to those students who want to 
have a better, brighter future but do not have the necessary funds to pay for their schooling out of 
pocket. Find out if you qualify for grants, loans and more when you fill out the application.
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SECTION 1 - Create a New FSA ID

In order to apply for FAFSA, you have to create an FSA ID through the government website. This is how 
the government is able to keep track of the amount borrowed, when you apply and if your application 
was denied. 

Sign into the website by clicking here.

Once you are on the website, you will notice a green button with the words, “Create Your FSA ID Now.” 
Click on it to start the process.

You will be brought to the page below. Remember that this is the process if you are requesting a new 
FSI ID for the first time.

https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/fafsa/filling-out/fsaid
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After a brief description of the FSA ID and what is for, you will be prompted to provide an email address 
and create a password.

You will be directed to a page that requests your personal information. There are about five information 
fields that you have to fill out before clicking “Continue.”
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If you fill out the information to the best of your knowledge, then you should not have a problem ob-
taining the FSI ID you need to fill out the FAFSA. Once you have filled in the top portion, fill the bottom 
out completely.

TIP: One of the biggest mistakes that people make during the FSI ID process and while applying for 
FAFSA in general is failing to look back over their information before submitting it. Missing or incom-
plete answers can cause the application to be sent back or denied due to not having enough informa-
tion to process it. Always check back over your answers for completeness.

Once your application is sent in, you will receive an email with a secure code inside it. Complete the 
email verification process by entering the secure code into the relevant field. Once you have entered 
the code and verified your email address, you will also be able to use your email as your username 
when logging in to Federal Student Aid (FSA) applications and websites.

This code is used to verify your email address and is not your FSA ID. The FSA ID is the ID you choose 
during the registration process.
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SECTION 2 - Setting up and Creating a New Account

A new account is what you will need in order to fill out a FAFSA application if you are new to this pro-
cess. You should have already received your FSA ID number before moving forward with this process. 
When you get to the main website, you will notice that there are several links and many different re-
sources that you are able to use along the way. Click here to get started.

Since you are not a returning user, you want to click on the blue button labeled “Start Here.” You will 
be directed to a new screen where you will need to choose whether you are a student applying for aid 
or a parent, preparer or student from a Freely Associated State. Once you have made your choice, you 
will be asked to sign in using your FSA ID if you are a student or other information if you are not. Then, 
click on the button that says, “Next.”

TIP: Make sure to have your tax information, Social Security Number (SSN), address, parental informa-
tion and financial information ready, as this will help expedite your application process.

https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/fafsa
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If you decide to log in by entering your student’s information select the option, enter the required in-
formation. Then, click on the “Next” button.

Now, choose which school year you would like to fill out an application for. Use your best judgment on 
which to go with.

After you have made the year selection, you will need to create a Save Key, which is for temporary use 
to return and complete this specific FAFSA. Then, you will continue to the Introduction page for the 
year you chose. Click “Next” to continue.

If you already have an FSA ID and an account, then you can skip going through the new FAFSA account 
set up. You would just have to click on the blue button on the right side of this page to log into your 
account. This will direct you to sign in with either your FSA ID or student’s information.

Log Into a Previously Started Account

https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/fafsa
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SECTION 3 - Completing the FAFSA Application

When applying online for FAFSA, there are some tips to keep in mind during the process. Once you are 
signed into your account, you will need to make sure that you start the application for the correct year. If 
you are enrolling in classes at the start of 2018, then you will want the 2018 FAFSA. If you are beginning 
during fall of 2018, then the 2018/2019 FAFSA application would be appropriate.

Always make sure to fill out your information completely on the application. You do not want to submit 
an incomplete application, since this can make the review process take longer. You may even have your 
application sent back, making the process take weeks.

Always make sure you are using the right figures, numbers and other information from the documents 
the application requests from you. If you are unsure, use the question mark bubbles to the side of the 
questions to learn more about what is being asked. These will tell you where you can locate the infor-
mation you need.

Keep in mind that the demographics section in the application must be fully completed. Always dou-
ble-check all fields as you fill them out, and triple check before you submit the application to make 
sure it is all there and correct. This is just simple information that you can answer without needing any 
paperwork, since you probably know all of your own personal information.

Name – Make sure to write your first and your last name in the appropriate sections. You need to 
double check that you are writing the right name into the field since this can cause your application 
to be denied.

Date of Birth – Put your date of birth in the appropriate format. Make sure to double check the lay-
out of the date to make sure that you put it into the boxes the right way.

Social Security Number (SSN) – You can find this information on your Social Security card if you do 
not know your SSN by memory. You have to have an SSN in order to apply for FAFSA. Always double 
check your Social Security Number (SSN) when it comes to inputting it into any field. You want to 
provide the right one so the application is processed correctly.

Gender – This is just for demographic purposes and will not directly affect whether or not you are 
going to be able to get the financial aid.

Student Demographics
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If any of your information changes throughout the year, you are able to come back and change it in 
the FAFSA edit section. You can also change it when the time comes to renew your FAFSA for the up-
coming year. You just want to ensure the information you are putting in is the true and correct at the 
moment of your application.

All of this information will be used to process your FAFSA. Once everything looks the way it should, you 
can click on the “Next” button, which will take you to the next section that you have to fill out.

The application will then ask you about your eligibility to get student financial aid. This is additional in-
formation that you have to fill out and questions that you have to answer depending on your particular 
situation.

Always make sure to answer each and every question completely.

Full Address – You will have to state whether or not you have lived in the same state or address for at 
least five years. If you have not, you may need to put in your previous address. Include your number, 
street name, city, state and ZIP code in the fields. Make sure that each is spelled correctly so they 
can send you information by mail if necessary.

Phone Number – This is the number that can be used to contact you in case there is anything wrong 
with your FAFSA. Double-check to make sure the number is correct.

Email Address – The email address you use should be one that you check often. This is how you will 
be emailed updates on the status of your application, as well as other information.

Marital Status – State whether you are single, married, divorced or separated. Answer the question 
based on your present situation regardless of your plans in the next weeks or months.

Driver’s License Number – Provide this information if you have a driver’s license.
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U.S. Citizenship
You have to state whether or not you are a citizen at the time of your application. If you are in the United 
States on a visa, there is an option for that as well. Depending on whether or not you are a citizen and 
the course of your answers, you can find out if your FAFSA will be approved or denied right from this 
section of the application. 

High School Completion Status
This is asking you what your high school graduation status currently is. If you are in high school and are 
expected to graduate that year, say so on your application. If you are done with high school, you can 
state that you have graduated.

Grade Level Upon Start
The application will ask what your grade level is going to be when you start college. This can be any-
thing from a freshmen to a senior, just like in high school. This will help ensure that you qualify for finan-
cial aid depending on your status as a student.

Degree Certificate Upon Start
The application will ask what type of degree, if any, you are going to be working toward and what de-
grees you already have.

Work Study
This program provides a way to pay off your student loan debt by working for the school while you at-
tend. Many students enjoy doing this because it means they borrow less in the long run.

Bachelor’s degree before set date?
The application will ask if you will have a bachelor’s degree before a certain date. Answer it honestly. 
There is no right or wrong answer, and the government will want to know and give you either a yes or 
no box to check off.

Highest Schooling Parents Completed
The highest schooling your parents completed should be filled out. Keep in mind that this does not 
hinder the ultimate decision to give you financial aid.

Have you ever received aid?
The application will ask if you have ever received financial aid before. This is to let the government 
know how much aid you will need to cover the cost of attendance based on your family’s income.
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Once you are at the school selection tab, you will need to add the college or colleges that you have ap-
plied to. The one that you enroll in will use your FAFSA determination to help create your financial aid 
package. There are specific codes that are used to identify each of the schools throughout the country. 
If you are unsure of what your school codes are, you can search by city and state for the correct school.

You can send your application to any colleges that you have already applied to if you are requesting 
financial aid early and have yet to get your college acceptance letters.

TIP: Apply for financial aid as early as possible. The earliest you can get your application in, the better 
chances you have of getting aid at your chosen college or university before funds run out.

In order to figure out whether or not your parents’ information will be needed, you have to answer 
questions regarding your dependency. If you have children or other dependents, you are generally 
considering an independent student and do not have to put your parent’s information down. However, 
you may choose to do so anyway. 

If you do not have any dependents, children or others depending on your support, then you may be a 
dependent student, and your parent’s information may be necessary in order for you to finish the ap-
plication for student aid. You will have to move to the next section where you will be asked questions 
about your parent’s demographics. If you are determined to be an independent student, you have the 
option of filling the information given out, or you can choose to skip it entirely and continue to fill out 
your financial information.

Generally, if you are on your own, you may get more support from your school, while living with your 
parents may just help you get the money you need to cover the rest of the costs of schooling that your 
parents are not able to cover. 

Your household size means your whole household, including yourself and those who live with you. This 
can be parents, grandparents, siblings, children, spouses, etc. You want to name everyone who is cur-
rently living within your home with you.

Dependents are anyone you care for and support financially. This can be anyone from children, an elderly 
family member who lives with you, etc. Anyone who is unable to work and cannot support herself or him-
self counts as your dependent if you live with them and support them. One easy way to settle questions 
about who is a dependent and who is not is to look at who is claimed as a dependent during tax season.

School Selection

Dependency Status
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The FAFSA application will ask how long your parents have lived in the state they are in, how long they 
were in school, their highest grade completed, their marital status, how many household members 
there are and how many are currently in college, and their email addresses. Be sure to add yourself 
and everyone living in the home as household members. Anyone who sleeps and eats in the home is a 
family member and part of the household size. 

When responding to marital status, be sure to focus on the status at the time of your application, and 
do not take into account any plans for the coming days, weeks, months, etc.

When adding an email address, use one that is checked often so you can know the status of your ap-
plication as soon as possible.

Next, provide information about your parents’ addresses. You will then fill out how many people live in 
your parents’ household and how many of those people are college students. Remember to include 
yourself. There is a help tab that can explain who is considered a household member and who is not.

TIP: In general, remember that you should provide information that is true at the time of your applica-
tion, even if you expect it to change in the coming weeks or months.

Parent Demographics

This is the longest part of the entire application, and some may think it is the most confusing. However, 
the best step you can take when filling out this section is to use the tool that is available to you on the 
application. The answer to whether or not you have filed your taxes will change the questions that the 
application will ask.

In general, the questions are very straight forward. From there, you can use the tool on the application 
to add the rest of the information. Keep in mind that he financial section will ask for yours and your 
parents’ financial information.

Your parents will have to answer the same question about whether or not they have filed their taxes. De-
pending on their answers, they will have to answer some additional questions regarding their tax returns. 
However, they are able to autofill their information using the IRS tool that comes with the FAFSA application.

If you filed taxes, you can make this process go a lot more smoothly by using the IRS tool that is con-
nected to the financial part of the FAFSA application. You just have to sign into the IRS with your Social 
Security Number (SSN), name and birth date to retrieve your tax paperwork.

Financial Information
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If your parents have filed their tax returns, they can gather the information requested using their copies. 
If they have not yet done so, they can use their paystubs to determine how much they will have made 
in the previous year. 

Parents

When you get to the section where your parents will have to fill out their information, the same IRS 
form and connection can be used to input all of their information into the system. This is one of the 
easiest ways to input the figures you need without having to worry about finding all of the necessary 
documents and finding the exact spots where the numbers are located. 

Make sure to input all of your personal information to the best of your knowledge. This is how the gov-
ernment will locate your papers through the IRS. The application will ask the same financial information 
from your parents as from you. Have your parents sign into the IRS portal and input their information 
so that it can be transferred from the IRS to the FAFSA application. During the process, everything will 
save for you so you do not have to worry about losing any information that you put in throughout the 
process.

The FAFSA application will ask the parent a few questions before they begin to input numbers. This is 
to identify which parent is filling out the required information, and whether or not your parents has had 
time to file taxes for the year so that they can use the IRS tool.

Once both the parental and the student financial sections have been completed, you can click on the 
“Next” button to move onto the final stage of the FAFSA process. The entire process together should 
not take you more than an hour at most to complete. This is assuming that you have the required pa-
perwork and your parents helping you along the way.

Adding the Numbers on Your Own
Adding the numbers on your own is an option, but it is ultimately the easiest way to make a mistake. If 
you choose to input the numbers yourself, be sure to input dollar amounts without cents, and remove 
the comma from thousand dollar amounts. For example, you should write “45000” not “45,000.00” to 
input the number correctly.

If you are unsure of what numbers to use in the boxes, click on the question marks next to each field to 
learn more about where you will able to find the numbers the application is asking for.

Below is a simple breakdown of the questions asked in this section and the answers that you should put 
there depending on the numbers for your tax return. Always make sure to have the tax return handy to 
ensure that you can find the requested numbers.
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Adjusted Gross Income 
This amount can be skipped if you have not filed your taxes yet. However, if you have, then you are go-
ing to want to add the amount from IRS 1040 - Line 37, 1040A - Line 21 or 1040EZ - Line 4. If you cannot 
find the information, click on the question mark icon next to the adjusted gross income field on your 
FAFSA application.

Income for Parents
This amount can be found on W-2 forms for those who have not filed your tax returns yet. However, if 
you have, then this amount is also located on your IRS tax form.

Additional Support Received 
The additional support the application asks about refers to food stamps, temporary assistance, housing 
assistance, Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or other government help. If anyone in the household is 
receiving any of these services, you can check them off from a list. If no one is receiving them, leave the 
question alone. Checking them will not harm your chances of being awarded financial aid if it is needed.

Additional Financial Items 
Additional financial income should be reported below on the bottom of the section. You can check off 
all of the extras that you receive, such as child support, combat income, tax credits, cooperative edu-
cation programs, etc. In addition, if there was any untaxed income that was not put on the application, 
then this should also be reported. Check off all of those that apply, such as child support, pension, 
housing or food paid to military or clergy members, IRA deductions or payments, etc.

Adjusted Gross Income
This amount can be skipped over if you have not filed taxes yet. However, if you have, then you can find 
the information you need in the following forms: IRS 1040 - Line 37, 1040A - Line 21 or 1040EZ - Line 4.

How Much You and Your Spouse Made
This amount can be found on your W-2 forms if you have not filed your tax returns yet. However, if you 
have, then this amount is located on your IRS tax form. 

Additional Support Received 
The additional support the application is referring to is food stamps, temporary assistance, housing 
assistance, WIC program, supplemental security income or free or reduced priced lunches. If anyone 
in the household is receiving any of these services, they can check off which ones. If no one is receiving 
them, they can be left alone. Checking them will not harm your chances of being awarded financial aid.

Student
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Signing and submitting the application is the easiest part of the entire process. You just have to add 
your Social Security Number (SSN), name, date of birth and personal identification number (PIN) that 
you applied for. Make sure to read the information and rules. Once you have added your information, 
you can then click on the submit button. This will take you to a confirmation page. 

Keep the confirmation email for your records and use it to check back at a later date. This is good to 
have on hand if the school wonders what stage your application is in when it comes to processing. It is 
important for you to know the status of your application at all times. 

If you ever stop in the middle of the application and need to pick up from where you left off, just sign 
back into your FAFSA account. From there, you will be able to either start over on your application or 
continue with the one you were working on. 

If at any point you are having a hard time with the process, ask your school’s career counselor for help. 
Your career counselor may be able to help you fill out the application. You can also ask someone who 
has completed the application before. Additionally, there is a resource page on the government Stu-
dent Aid website and several contact methods meant to help you through the process.

TIP: When completing your application, make sure you read all of the information and take your time. 
You do not want to have an error, miss a spot or fail to provide necessary information. It is better to take 
your time than to be sorry when the process is slowed down because you forgot to sign your name or 
add your PIN number somewhere on the application. 

Signing and Submitting

Additional Financial Items
Additional financial income should be reported below on the bottom of the section. You can check 
off all the extras that you receive, such as child support, combat income, tax credits, work studies or 
cooperative education programs. In addition, if there was any untaxed income that was not included 
elsewhere in the application, it should also be reported. Check off all of those that apply, such as child 
support, pension, housing or food paid to military or clergy members, IRA deductions or payments, etc.

Once you have included the necessary financial information, you have to make sure to finish the pro-
cess and submit the application so that it can be reviewed. You will receive your determination either 
by email or regular mail. Your school will also be notified of the determination automatically.

https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/resources
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/contact
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SECTION 4 - What is FAFSA?

The amount a student and family need to contribute to college costs is based on a number of factors. 
The expectation is that all college students and their families will contribute at least some part of pay-
ment towards the education costs. The Expected Family Contribution (EFC) is determined by an anal-
ysis of family information, income and assets. 

A federal processor will review the application analysis, and the determinations will be sent automat-
ically to the financial aid office of the colleges and universities the student has applied to. The school 
will use the FAFSA application to determine how much aid and what type of aid students are eligible 
to receive. The student will also be granted access to the report and will be notified if the report is 
deemed incomplete. A FAFSA must be completed for each year that the student wishes to receive 
government, state, or college financial aid.

Most families are eligible, regardless of income, for various amounts of aid. There are a number of cri-
teria that must be met in order to be able to apply. A candidate must:

1. Be a citizen or eligible noncitizen of the United States.

2. Hold a valid Social Security card number (students from the Republic of Palau, the Federated States 
of Micronesia, and the Republic of the Marshall Islands are exempt from this criteria).

3. Have a high school diploma, have earned a General Education Development (GED) certificate or 
have completed approved home-schooling criteria (if a child does not meet these standards, then 
the student should go to http://studentaid.ed.gov/eligibility/basic-criteria for further instructions).

4. Be enrolled in an eligible high school program seeking a degree or a certificate as a regular student.

5. Meet and maintain satisfactory student goals and progress.

6. Not be in default of a federal student loan.

7. Not owe money for a student grant.

8. Register for selective service or not be classified as being in active duty in the U.S. Armed Forces 
(specifics on classification can be found at www.sss.gov).

Who is eligible for federal student financial aid?

http://studentaid.ed.gov/eligibility/basic-criteria
http://www.sss.gov/
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There are a few documents that you will need when filing the FAFSA. These include:

1. Social Security Number (SSN).
2. Alien Registration Number (for those who are not U.S. citizens).
3. The most recent federal income tax returns, W-2s and other records of money earned.
4. Bank statements, financial records and records of investments.
5. Records of any untaxed income.
6. A Federal Student Aid PIN to sign electronically.

For many college students, the single largest hurdle after acceptance to a university is paying the tui-
tion. Thankfully, a number of federal, state and private grants and loans are available to help students 
pay for college tuition and living expenses.

Unfortunately, the federal aid process can involve a number of confusing forms and questions, and your 
answers can make a difference in how much aid you receive. There are many resources available to help 
students complete their FAFSA, and students should take advantage of instructional videos, workshops 
and hotlines that can make the financial aid process easier to navigate.

Questions about instructions or terminology can be answered by staff at your college’s financial aid 
office. In many colleges, FAFSA workshops are organized for incoming students at the beginning and 
end of each semester. You can also speak to the career counselor at your high school. Those students 
who are unable to seek help using these methods can contact the Federal Student Aid Information 
Center at 1-800-4-FED-AID (1-800-433-3243) to ask questions they may have.

The three easiest mistakes to avoid when completing your FAFSA involve your name, Social Security 
Number (SSN) and signature. However, thousands of applications are returned each year because they 
are incorrect or incomplete.

Here is our complete list of the top 10 mistakes to avoid when submitting your FAFSA package, begin-
ning with the easiest issues to address.

What documents will I need before I can file a FAFSA?

Top 10 Errors to Avoid When Submitting a FAFSA Package

9. Hold no convictions for the selling or possession of illegal drugs that happened while you were a 
recipient of federal student aid.

10. New rules and regulations may exist year to year, but updates are posted as they occur.

https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/resources
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1. Name and date of birth: Use your legal name, not a nickname, and clearly input your date of birth 
following the date format required by the application.

2. Social Security Number (SSN): Students applying for financial aid must have a Social Security Num-
ber (SSN). However, parents do not. If your parents do not have an SSN, use 00000-0000, and do not 
use a Taxpayer Identification Number (TIN).

3. Signature: As with a tax return, an unsigned FAFSA form will not be processed, so double-check 
your signature and the signature of others (like a guardian or accountant) who are required to sign. 
FAFSA forms that are competed online require a signature in the form of an electronic PIN. 

4. Complete all fields: All fields on the FAFSA must be completed. All income questions must be com-
pleted, and dollar amount should be rounded and written without cents. Student applicants should 
also remember to count themselves as one of the family’s dependents who will be in college during 
the award year.

5. Marital status: This refers to your status on the date that you are completing the form. Future plans 
for marriage, separation or divorce do not affect your answer. However, students who plan to marry 
should consider whether or not to complete their FAFSA before or after the wedding.

6. Taxes: The FAFSA package asks for detailed information about income and taxes. However, the 
most common issue regarding these fields is how the tax rate is reported. The FAFSA asks for total 
income tax, not taxes withheld or taxes due, both of which are simply a result of the number of de-
ductions taken on a W-4 tax withholding form.

7. Dependency status: A legal dependent relies on a guardian for more than half of their sustenance. 
This can include money, gifts, loans, housing, food, clothing, automobile, medical and dental care, 
and payment of college costs. Students who are supported by parents or guardians are depen-
dents. Students living with divorced parents should name the parent with whom they have lived 
most during the past 12 months as the head of household. That parent may not necessarily be the 
parent who has legal custody.

8. Assets: Prepaid tuition plans are considered assets on the FAFSA for the full refund value of the ac-
count. Custodial 529 college savings plans, custodial prepaid tuition plans and custodial Coverdell 
Education Savings Accounts are not reported on the FAFSA when the applicant is a dependent stu-
dent. Sibling 529 plans are considered assets. However, pensions, annuities and the cash value of a 
life insurance policy are not reported as assets on the FAFSA. Students who qualify for the simplified 
needs test for low-income families should still complete the asset information section of the FAFSA. 
This information is often used by some states and schools for computing financial aid.
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9. Complete forms: Applicants must complete all forms that appear at the end of the application, 
including Worksheets A, B and C. Although they are not submitted with the application, the totals 
for each are included in the FAFSA package. Taking time to complete the worksheets may result in 
a higher financial aid award.

10.  Eligibility: If you will not have completed your first bachelor’s degree by July 1, be sure to answer 
“no” to the question that asks if you have a bachelor’s degree. If answered incorrectly, you may not 
be awarded a Pell Grant. Additionally, be sure to agree to interest in different types of aid, like Work 
Study and student loans, which may result in more aid. Do not skip the questions about the edu-
cation of your parents, which may qualify you for scholarships for first-generation college students.
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SECTION 5 - Top FAFSA Lists

FAFSA preparers and college financial aid officers will tell you that the top five mistakes when filing a 
FAFSA are always the same and that they will cost the applicant money. Be conscious of these errors as 
you work on your FAFSA packet:

1. Not filing at all: You should never assume that you will not get some kind of aid. In addition, not 
filing may remove you from consideration for merit-based funds and other types of aid.

2. Filing late: Many colleges offer aid on a first-come, first-served basis. Filing the FAFSA late may re-
sult in a reduction of valuable financial aid funds.

3. Choosing a school based only on the cost: Until you have seen the bottom numbers and talked to 
a school’s financial aid representative, you should not remove a school from your list. Many variables 
will be considered before the total amount to attend is calculated. Your dream school may be a re-
alistic option if you give the application process a chance.

4. Locking yourself into an award figure: You should know that your award figure could vastly change 
from year to year, so do not use one figure to calculate your entire four years of college.

5. Misunderstanding FAFSA: Read all of the material you can on FAFSA, talk to the experts, use a filing 
company, call the colleges and speak with your career counselor so that a mistake due to lack of 
knowledge does not keep you from getting as much financial aid as you need.

Top 5 FAFSA Mistakes
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It is important to know everything you can about FAFSA so that you can clear up any myths that may 
be roadblocks to gaining funds. Do not let these misconceptions prevent you from obtaining college 
financial aid.

Here are five misconceptions concerning FAFSA and financial aid:

1. Only the needy get funds: This is simply not true. Although each college and university has its own 
income eligibility requirements for grants and other forms of financial aid, there may be merit-based 
or career-based funds out there for students in all economic classes.

2. You have to pay the expected family contribution (EFC): The EFC is a guide for colleges to use in 
determining what will be paid, but many colleges make their own rules when it comes to financial 
aid, so they may grant students more aid than the FAFSA suggests.

3. Asking for help is not important: Not asking for help with filing could cost you in the long run. If you 
are lost, ask for help immediately. There are many free sources available that could ultimately help 
could save thousands of dollars.

4. FAFSA is the only way to get aid: You can start looking for aid any time you want and from multiple 
sources. Sometimes, establishing a relationship with an organization that awards funds may help 
you get help paying for college. Be productive and search for all the scholarships, grants and aid 
that are available to you.

5. You cannot pay for college without savings: Saving for college is smart, and that money will come 
in handy. However, that money alone does not need to finance the education. Other forms of aid 
could help even if you do not have savings. This is why completing the FAFSA is important. It can 
help open the door to several kinds of aid. 

Top 5 FAFSA Misconceptions

Every year, the U.S. Department of Education filters millions of dollars of student loans through lending 
institutions in order to enable students to attend the colleges of their choice. The fact is, for every 
student who applies for federal financial aid, too many never submit their application or mistakenly 
forgo the application process altogether.

Here are our top five myths that keep you from receiving FAFSA:

The Top 5 Myths That Keep You From Receiving FAFSA
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1. You think you cannot fill out the FAFSA if you have not applied to colleges: While many students 
begin applying to college during the fall of senior year of high school, others apply with just months 
before classes begin. Wherever you fall in the college admission process, do not use the timing of 
your application as a reason to pass completing your FAFSA package. You can easily complete the 
package and name up to 10 schools you want your application to be sent to.

2. You think your household makes too much money: No matter what your income level, there are 
federal student loans that are available to you. While a high income level may preclude you from 
certain state or private grants or Work Study programs, most students are eligible for loans. In fact, 
there are certain loans that even allow parents to pay the interest on the loan while students are still 
in school. Remember that the FAFSA package is simply a way for various institutions to see if you 
are eligible for grants, loans and private funding programs based on their own particular eligibility 
requirements.

3. You think you cannot complete FAFSA without filing income taxes: The current year’s income 
tax report is a mandatory part of the FAFSA package. However, many applicants do not have their 
current taxes prepared until after the FAFSA application deadline. In these cases, a copy of the pre-
vious year’s taxes, along with an estimate of the current year’s taxes should be adequate until your 
current tax report is filed. At that time, you can submit the current year’s update.

4. You cannot access your parents’ taxes: Students who do not have access to their parents’ income 
tax reports at the time of filing their FAFSA package represent a minority and call their college’s 
financial aid office. Students who find themselves in these circumstances usually meet at least one 
of the criteria for independent students, and in so doing, may fall under the special circumstance 
status. If you are one of these students, complete your FAFSA and speak with a financial aid coun-
selor who can guide you through the steps required for this circumstance.

5. You do not know where to begin: There are many resources available to help students complete 
their FAFSA packages, and students should take advantage of the many instructional videos, work-
shops and hotlines that can make the financial aid process easier to navigate. Questions about in-
structions or terminology can be answered by staff at the college’s financial aid office. Additionally, 
in many colleges, FAFSA workshops are organized for incoming students at the beginning and end 
of each semester. Those students who are unable to attend a FAFSA workshop or meet with a rep-
resentative from their financial aid office can contact the Federal Student Aid Information Center at 
1-800-4-FEDAID (1-800-433-3243) to answer questions they may have.
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SECTION 6 - Student Loans

You have finally graduated, bought some clothes for your new job and established your first permanent 
mailing address. What is the first thing to arrive by mail? Most likely, it is a bill from your lender looking 
for the first payment on the loan you took out to pay for your schooling.

Here is a list of the five most important things that to do for your student loan:

The 5 Most Important Things to Do for Your Student Loans

1. Create a loan binder: You will be connected to your lender for a few years, so do everything that 
you can to make it easy to keep track of your loan information. Label a three-ring binder and begin 
to file all of your loan information in one place. Create a sheet with the name of the lending bank, 
your total borrowed, balance and terms for repayment. You should also list the website address, 
your username and password, the bank’s address and phone number, and your account number. If 
you are not sure if you have more than one loan, check the National Student Loan Data System at 
https://www.nslds.ed.gov/nslds/nslds_SA/ or call your college’s financial aid office.

https://www.nslds.ed.gov/nslds/nslds_SA/
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You have finally graduated, bought some clothes for your new job and established your first permanent 
mailing address. What is the first thing to arrive by mail? Most likely, it is a bill from your lender looking 
for the first payment on the loan you took out to pay for your schooling.

Here is a list of the five most important things that to do for your student loan:

Federal Loan Programs You Should Know

2. Keep track of your due dates: Each lending establishment has a different way to determining the 
time when you need to begin paying back your loan. The grace period between the time that you 
graduate and the time that your first payment is due can be as short as six months or nine months. 
Federal PLUS loans vary in their length of grace periods, so be sure to contact your lender upon 
graduation. Then, make sure to add it to your calendar(s).

3. Communicate with your lender: Whether you move, change your phone number, lose your job or 
become seriously ill, stay in touch with your lender. Lenders do not care if you do not receive your 
monthly invoice because you have moved, but they may make special considerations if you have 
been hospitalized for a length of time or lose your job. Be sure to communicate with the lending 
bank and let someone know if there is anything that may make payment of your statement more 
challenging. This can keep your credit for dropping due to a default.

4. Defer payment if necessary: After four years of college, you are probably ready to get on with your 
life. There are those, however, who may need to extend their education after graduation, either by 
necessity or by chance. In these cases, you may want to consider temporarily postponing payment 
on your student loan in what is called a forbearance. The one caveat to deferring payment is that 
interest will continue to accrue on your loans. However, given the low interest rate of federal loans, 
this is a much easier problem to deal with than putting your loan in default. Another option for de-
ferment is Income-Based Repayment, which can drop your payments down in accordance with your 
income.

5. Get smart about repayment: There are some basic rules that apply to all loan repayment programs. 
Smart graduates put these into play and explore all options when making payments. Of course, 
whenever possible, you should pay more than your minimum payment. This will allow you to pay 
more of the actual loan, since the interest payments are taken out first. Be sure to tell your lend-
er that you want the extra payment to go to the principal, not next month’s payment. If you find 
that your payments have become difficult, you may also consider asking your lender to extend the 
length of the loan, thereby lessening the monthly amount due. While this may help you stay ahead 
of default, note that the extension may cost you in extra interest. 
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There are three main loans offered in conjunction by the U.S. government – the Stafford Subsidized 
Loan, the Stafford Unsubsidized Loan and the PLUS Loan.

1. Stafford Subsidized Loan – This loan is granted on the basis of the student’s financial need and 
other eligibility requirements. It features subsidized interest while students are enrolled at least half-
time in college. This allows students to avoid interest while attending school, during which time the 
U.S. government pays the loan’s interest. Both undergraduate and graduate students may receive 
a Stafford Subsidized Loan.

2. Stafford Unsubsidized Loan – This loan is made to borrowers who meet specific eligibility require-
ments. However, any interest that accrues is not paid by the government. In this loan, the borrower 
may choose to pay the interest charged on the loan or allow the interest to be capitalized and add-
ed to the loan principal.

3. PLUS Loan – The Parent Loan for Undergraduate Students (PLUS) allows parents to help pay for 
their children’s undergraduate education.

The U.S. government makes student loans available through two different funding mechanisms. Both 
involve secondary lending institutions that administer the loan that is supported by the U.S. government. 
The various loan programs listed above are offered by both the direct and guaranteed loan methods. 
They are:

1. Federal Direct Loan Program (FDLP) – In 1933, the Student Loan Reform Act was passed to provide 
low-interest loans directly to students who wished to further their education after high school. To-
day, the program is known as the William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan Program, and it provides loans 
that are funded by capital through the U.S. Department of Education and administered through a 
participating lending institution.

2. Federal Family Education Loan Program (FFEL) – The Federal Family Education Loan (FFEL) pro-
gram is a student loan program provided by commercial lenders. The loan’s principal and interest 
are guaranteed by the federal government through federally funded guarantee agencies. The Fed-
eral Family Education Loan program was formerly known as Guaranteed Student Loan (GSL).

Three Loan Programs

Two Funding Methods
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Scholarships are free grants offered by schools, employers, individual foundations, private companies, 
nonprofit organizations, local towns, religious groups, and professional and social organizations. Some 
scholarships are awarded for meeting a certain level of academic achievement. Some are awarded 
for special abilities in activities like sports or theater, and others are awarded through membership in 
certain group or community organizations. There are scholarships awarded to students who aspire to 
work in certain industries like journalism or nursing, to students whose parents are in the armed forces 
and even to members of certain local political groups.

Types of Scholarships

SECTION 7 - Scholarship Primer: Everything You Need To Know 
About Scholarships

College scholarships are varied in scope and amount. The key to finding scholarships and understanding 
which one is right for you is researching the requirements of various scholarships and finding your 
match. Below is a breakdown of everything you should know about scholarships.

You can research scholarship offerings through a variety of ways, but the best method is to begin with 
your college’s financial aid office or your high school career counselor. Librarians at the public library 
are also good contacts for help in research. Students should inquire with their parents’ employers and 
all local and civic organizations where the family has memberships. 

Researching and Finding Scholarships
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Additionally, the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) has a free scholarship search tool with more than 
7,000 scholarships, fellowships and other financial aid opportunities at www.careerinfonet.org/
scholarshipsearch.

State grants can be researched at www.ed.gov where you will find information on grants, scholarships 
and other financial aid.

Each scholarship has its own requirements for application. Be sure to research the requirements online 
and follow directions for your best chance of success. Pay careful attention to the deadline which may 
be as early as a year before college starts.

A scholarship may only be a few hundred dollars to cover some books or supplies, or it may cover your 
entire tuition at college. Take advantage of the many different types of scholarships and apply to as 
many as possible. A check from the scholarship agency may be paid directly to you or the college.

There are a number of scholarships offered through the military, including ROTC scholarships from all 
four of the armed services. There are also scholarship benefits available at the Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA), as well as scholarships via the Iraq and Afghanistan Service Grants. Those students whose 
parents died as a result of military service in Iraq or Afghanistan, or after the events of 9/11, may 
also be eligible for aid. Additionally, a number of veterans service organizations offer scholarships, 
including the American Legion, AMVETS, Disabled American Veterans, Paralyzed Veterans of America 
and Veterans of Foreign War.

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) offers educational and training vouchers 
for current and former foster care youth. Additional scholarships are offered through the Indian Health 
Service (IHS), the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and the National Health Service Corps (NHSC).

Application Dates and Requirements

Scholarship Amounts and Payment

Military and Armed Forces Scholarships

Health and Human Services Scholarships

http://www.careerinfonet.org/scholarshipsearch
http://www.careerinfonet.org/scholarshipsearch
http://www.ed.gov/
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Today, there are a number of resources avail-able to parents so that they can make educated decisions 
on how best to fund their children’s college expenses. You can find a good estimate of what college will 
cost by the time your child is ready to attend, by logging on to www.finaid.org/calculators. Additionally, 
you can receive an estimate of the amount of federal aid your child could receive if you applied today 
at the U.S. Department of Education’s website www.FAFSA4caster.ed.gov.

There are a number of financial options available to parents who plan to fund their child’s education. 
Many can be planned well in advance of college admission. In addition to personal savings plans and 
private loans, parents can apply for Direct PLUS or other federal loans.

With college tuition increasing each year, what steps are you taking to pay for your child’s college 
tuition? Below, you will find a parent’s guide to getting the most out of the FAFSA package to fund your 
child’s education.

Know the Real Cost of Tuition

Savings and Income Tax Strategies

SECTION 8 - Planning Your Child’s College Tuition: A Parent’s Guide

http://www.fafsa4caster.ed.gov/
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1. Qualified Tuition Programs (QTPs), also known as 529 Plans – This plan is usually established by a 
state that allows parents to prepay or save in order to pay for tuition. QTP/529 plans can be created 
as early as the day a child is born, with regular monthly or annual payments. Once the child is in 
college, money can be withdrawn at a non-taxed rate.

2. Early Withdrawals of Your IRA – Parents may make an unpenalized early withdrawal from their IRA 
to pay for college tuition for themselves, their spouses, dependents or even grandchildren. Howev-
er, the amount withdrawn will be subject to federal income tax.

3. Coverdell Education Savings Account – A Coverdell Education Savings Account allows up to $2,000 
a year to be put aside for a student’s education expenses (elementary, secondary or college) for in-
dividuals whose modified adjusted gross income is less than $110,000 ($220,000 in the case of a joint 
tax return).

1. Income Tax Deductions – You can deduct the interest paid on student loans taken for yourself, your 
spouse or your dependent, with a maximum deduction of $2,500 per year.

2. American Opportunity Credit – The American Opportunity Credit allows you to claim up to $2,500 
per student per year for the first four years of school as the student works toward a degree.

3. Lifetime Learning Credit – The Lifetime Learning Credit allows you to claim up to $2,000 per stu-
dent per year for any college or career school tuition and fees, as well as for books, supplies and 
equipment.

Three Noteworthy Savings Accounts

Three Available Income Tax Credits
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SECTION 9 - Maximize Your FAFSA Award: Five Often-Overlooked 
Strategies

With college costs soaring up to nearly $200,000, clever financial strategies are a must in the financial 
aid game, yet many students and their parents overlook many of the most important strategies in 
maximizing your FAFSA award.

Here is a list of the most important strategies to increase your college tuition award:

1. File early: While a high income may preclude you from certain state or private foundation grants or 
Work Study programs, most students are eligible for loans. No matter what your income level, be 
sure to file a FAFSA package, as there are federal student loans that may be available to you. It is 
also important to file early, as many schools have begun to award aid money on a first-come, first-
served basis.

2. File a supplementary letter: If you recently lost your job, have been hurt or put on disability, or are 
suddenly responsible for an unexpected dependent, your income outlook will look drastically differ-
ent from the previous year’s earnings. Include all supplement materials that will support your letters.

3. Appeal a disappointing aid package: If you are disappointed with the financial aid package you 
have received from your college, you may appeal the decision. As in the example above, family 
financial situations can change drastically within a short period of time. Contact your financial aid 
office and ask for a meeting to reconsider the funding given your extenuating circumstances.

4. Deplete your savings: If you have a large amount of money in your savings accounts and have been 
putting off making large household purchases, buying a new car or paying off your credit card debt, 
consider doing so before your child applies for FAFSA. Smaller assets can increase your award, but 
be sure to do so under the advice of a financial consultant who can make appropriate plans for your 
family.

5. Move money from your child’s bank accounts: The FAFSA formula allows for 20 percent of a stu-
dent’s assets to be used to pay for college, but only about 5 to 6 percent of their parents’ assets. 
Meet with your financial advisor to learn about how creating a student 529 account or putting the 
money in your name can increase your ability to pay for tuition.
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SECTION 10 - FAFSA Fast Facts

Know all the facts about the FAFSA for the best results in the filing process:

1. File early.
2. Be careful inputting your numbers.
3. File even if you think you do not qualify.
4. Colleges and other donors also use the FASFA.
5. Seek help if you are lost.
6. Correct incomplete tax returns.
7. Explore aid opportunities early, not just senior year.
8. You will have different deadlines, know them.
9. You will need an FSA ID.
10. You can do this!
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SECTION 11 - Financial Aid Glossary

Completing the FAFSA and learning the lingo can be a hard task. Being familiar with the following 
terms should help you as you work on your application and search for aid:

• Accrued Interest: The amount of interest that has been added onto the loan but has not yet been 
paid.

• Borrower: Person who has signed the promissory note and is responsible for repaying a loan. 

• Capitalized Interest: Unpaid interest added to the loan principal. The lender then charges interest 
on this interest, increasing the loan total at an even higher rate if you are not making payments.

• Consolidation Loans: Consolidation occurs when a borrower with multiple loans requests that all of 
his or her loans be consolidated into one loan.

• Default: Failure to repay a loan in accordance with the terms of the promissory note.

• Deferment: The temporary postponement of loan payments.

• Delinquency: Incidents of late or missed loan payments, as specified in the promissory note 

• Dependent Student: A student who is financially dependent upon a parent or legal guardian.

• Disbursement: When loan proceeds are paid by the school to the student or parent borrower.

• Discharge: The release of borrowers from their obligations to repay their loans.

• DLP: The William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan Program.

• EFC (Expected Family Contribution): A guideline relating to the amount of money students and 
their families may be reasonably expected to pay for their college education, as determined through 
an analysis of FAFSA data.

• Exit Counseling: A group or individual session during which borrowers who are leaving school or 
dropping below enrollment thresholds receive information about their repayment obligations.

• Extended Repayment Plan: A plan that requires the borrower to pay a fixed or graduated amount 
per month and allows up to 25 years to repay, depending on the amount borrowed.
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• FFELP: Federal Family Education Loan Program.

• Fixed Interest: An interest rate specified in the promissory note that will not change during the term 
of the loan.

• Forbearance: An arrangement to postpone or reduce a borrower’s monthly payment amount for a 
limited and specified period, or to extend the repayment period. The borrower’s interest is charged 
and accrues during forbearance.

• Grace Period: A period before the first payment must be made on a loan. The grace period starts 
the day after a borrower ceases to be enrolled at least half time.

• Graduated Repayment Plan: A plan that allows monthly payment amounts to start out at one level 
and then increase over the repayment period.

• Grace Period: The amount of time after a student graduates or leaves college before the loan re-
payment process starts.

• Grant: Financial assistance that does not need to be repaid.

• Guarantor: A state or private nonprofit agency that has an agreement with the Secretary of Educa-
tion. The agency insures lenders against losses due to a borrower’s default.

• Income-Based Repayment Plan: A federal student loan repayment option that caps monthly pay-
ments based on income and family size, and forgives remaining debt and interest after 25 years.

• Interest Rate: The lender fee paid by the borrower for the money borrowed. It is calculated as a 
percentage of the principal loan amount borrowed.

• Loan Limits: Limits placed on student borrowers in terms of the maximum numbers of dollars they 
may obtain through federal student loans. Loan limits vary by type of loan, academic level, program 
length and whether a student is dependent or independent.

• Principal: The original amount of money borrowed.

• Promissory Note: A legally binding contract between a lender and a borrower. The promissory note 
contains the terms and conditions of the loan, including how and when the loan must be repaid.

• PLUS Loan: Parent Loan for Undergraduate Students. A federally guaranteed loan that permits par-
ents to finance up to the total expense of their child’s education cost, minus any other federal aid 
the student is awarded.
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• Public Service Loan Forgiveness: A program for federal student loan borrowers that forgives re-
maining debt for people who work in nonprofit, government and public service jobs after 10 years 
of payments.

• Rehabilitation Loans: When 12 consecutive payments have been made on a formerly defaulted 
loan, it can become a rehabilitation loan. Once a loan becomes rehabilitated, it becomes a new 
loan. A borrower again becomes eligible for participation in federal financial aid programs.

• Repayment Period: The period during which a borrower is responsible for repaying his or her loan.

• Repayment Schedule: A statement provided to the borrower that lists the amount borrowed, the 
amount of monthly payments and the date payments are due.

• Scholarships: Financial aid given by schools, businesses, institutions, organizations and private 
companies that do not need to be paid back. It can be given based on need, academic merit and 
academic field of study, interests or other stated criteria.

• Stafford Loan: A federal education loan funded and insured by the federal government. The two 
kinds are subsidized and unsubsidized.

• Subsidized Loan: A need-based loan where federal government pays any interest that accrues while 
the student borrower is in school and during certain other moments.

• Title IV: The portion of the Higher Education Act (see HEA) that includes most of the federal finan-
cial aid programs. 

• Unsubsidized Loan: A loan for which the government does not pay any accrued interest. The stu-
dent must pay this interest after the grace period has ended.


