Financial Aid Award Appeals- “That can’t be right”? I have to pay how much??
Step by Step process - Appealing  Financial Aid Awards
The Award Letter-  
I. What does your financial aid award actually mean in dollars and cents?
Determining what the award actually means-
Financial aid award letters are not uniform (not yet). Initially you might receive a scholarship  award with your acceptance letter but that is not an official award letter
Let’s look at a sample award letter- 
There are two categories of aid- 
Money that you don’t have to pay back (Gift aid) and 
Money that you do have to pay back (Loans)

These categories also have subcategories commonly referred to as:  Need- based Aid and Merit Aid.
To understand how much you are going to be responsible for paying each year you must be able to distinguish these award so you know if you’ve received the proper amount of each.

Need-based aid is money provided for those who cannot afford an education (according to financial parameters set by federal and state governments and each school). 
The less money that you make, the less you are deemed to have to pay for school.

"Merit aid" is a general term for grants, scholarships, and tuition discounts that a college offers certain applicants, based on the value they would bring to the college. The aid comes from the college's own resources, so the college is free to award it based on the criteria they choose.

For example, Federal Subsidized and Unsubsidized loans are from the federal government and provides for your student to borrow money without a cosigner. The limits are mandated by the government and everyone receives the same limit depending upon the year.

Subsidized (need-based  vs. Unsubsidized (non-need based)can vary based upon financial status (EFC)







Merit award- Example
-Renaissance Fund Scholarship - $1,500.00 (merit-need)

Penn State Scholarships are awarded to exemplary students with financial need and are highly competitive due to limited funding. Scholarships are a form of gift aid that does not need to be re-paid. Your scholarship has been awarded by the Office of Student Aid. It requires full-time enrollment and demonstrated financial need as determined by the FAFSA, with a 3.0 GPA requirement to maintain the award.  

Penn State Provost Award- $2,500.00- merit only)
Your Provost Award has been awarded by the Undergraduate Admissions Office and is available for 8 semesters. Your scholarship is renewable by maintaining a cumulative GPA of 2.00 (reviewed at the end of spring semester each academic year) and being enrolled full-time (at least 12 credits per semester) at any campus, with the exception of World Campus. Provost Awards are awarded to exemplary students and are highly competitive due to limited funding. Scholarships are a form of gift aid that does not need to be re-paid

Other Aid
Federal Pell grant 
State grant
College grant
College Scholarship 
Federal Work Study

You must know the basis for the each award before you can determine if you are receiving the right amount or should be receiving more



II. How was your financial aid award determined by the college?
The financial aid process all starts with the FAFSA

This is your opportunity to provide colleges with an accurate picture of your financial situation and have them determine how much money they believe that you should expect to pay for one year of college (out of all of your excess money that you have no other use for) and not including other monies that you may need to borrow, beg or steal.

The financial information provided on the FAFSA is then used to calculate the amount of money that you are expected to contribute and that number is called you EFC (expected family contribution).

It is this number that is the key to all of your need based financial aid (and some need based merit)
So the single most important thing for you to do is to ensure that your EFC was calculated properly (check their work) and is based upon accurate information (check your work).
 And you need to check their work twice because the federal government has a formula for calculating EFC and each college has an institutional method for calculating EFC.

I have provided you a link to the Federal EFC calculation method (36 page guide)
I also provided you with a table that gives an estimate of your EFC based upon Adjusted Gross Income range.
I have also provided you with a workbook section detailing how a college packages financial aid.
All of this is to help you understand the actual process used to determine your award.


Back to your examination of your award-

If your EFC is incorrect, you need to find the mistakes and correct them-
The EFC is primarily based on your adjusted gross income and your countable assets.

Check your work:

Even if you used the IRS data retrieval tool, there is no guarantee that the information transferred wish correct. You don’t see the numbers transferred on your FAFSA. 
You should use your tax return numbers and calculate your EFC using an EFC calculator (available online)
If your numbers aren’t close to the EFC on your Student Aid Report or in the chart, you must make corrections to your FAFSA.

Are your demographics correct? 
For example, marital status, gender preference, address, social security number.

Check their work:
If there is a difference in the EFC used by the Government and the one used by each school, inquire about the difference and ask about the calculation. 
When you appeal you want to be able to correct their misunderstanding of your assets and or your financial condition.

Having accurate financial figures is the key to obtaining the appropriate amount of need based aid from both the government and the school.
EFC affect all need-based aid including Pell Grants (up to $6,200, State grants, subsidized loans, work study and need considered merit aid.)

This information is what you need to be sharing with the Financial Aid office. 
Once you know that your FAFSA is accurate and the calculations were done appropriately, now you can determine if appealing for need based aid will be a part of your appeal.

If you were either a few thousand dollars away from qualifying for need-based aid 2017 taxes) or have had a substantial change in your financial condition that would qualify you for need-based aid, then you are ready to put together a Need- based aid appeal.

I will be providing more detail about preparing the need based appeal shortly and have provided you with information to assist you in preparing an impactful need-based appeal letter
Aka Professional Judgment Review 

The Law and how to empower the school to help you-

The Higher Education Act of 1965 gave financial aid administrators the authority to adjust FAFSA data that’s used to determine financial aid. These data adjustments are made in the event of special circumstances that either have no place for inclusion in FAFSA or that happen after its submission.

This process of appeal is called professional judgment. To have any chance, though, you’re going to have to learn how to negotiate financial aid.


Understanding Your Merit Award -How to obtain Merit Aid

 Applying for Merit Aid
Simply submitting your application will put you in the running for merit aid at some colleges. But there may be a separate application process, at least for specific merit-based scholarships. And there may be further requirements, such as completing financial aid applications or interviews. 

Did you do everything that you needed to do in order to qualify for all of the merit aid available? Many students fail to review emails from a school requesting additional information, applications or essays for scholarship consideration. If you didn’t ask, you won’t get. You cannot appeal if you did not comply.

Some Cautions about Merit Aid
Just like any scholarship or grant you receive, your merit aid will count toward meeting your financial need. Merit awards may also come with rules for keeping them, such as maintaining a certain GPA. Check to see the terms of the award and whether they are renewable for four years and if they will change in value in step with tuition increases.
 Know the implications of the awards you accept.

Merit aid isn't awarded based on your financial need, although need may be a secondary factor. It is usually awarded based on your academic achievement, or other talents such as athletic or musical ability. In some cases, the college may simply want to attract students to meet their enrollment goals. The aid comes from the college's own resources, so the college is free to award it based on the criteria they choose.

To evaluate a merit award you need to understand the merit aid process. As with the FAFSA and the EFC you need to check your work (in this case, it’s your student’s application)

How to Determine If a College Is Likely to Offer You more Merit Aid 
The secret to getting generous merit aid is to apply to and negotiate with colleges that want you.
Before you decide to ask for more money you must get answers to the following questions:
· Does the college even offer merit aid? Some colleges, especially highly selective ones, offer only aid based on financial need, although merit may be a factor. Make sure there is a basis to ask for a scholarship that you feel you were slighted.

· Does the college have a history of generously providing, merit- aid? 
Colleges report their financial aid awards to the government and you can determine the range or average merit aid awarded by each school over its recent history. 
· What percentage of students typically receives merit aid? -Common Data Set
· What portion of merit aid is awarded to those with need as opposed to just based on merit?
· What is the average size of merit awards given each year of college? 
· How many merit scholarships does the college offer, what are the amounts and what are the GPA/SAT requirements? Is the school willing to accept a late SAT/ACT score solely for purposes of qualifying for more aid?
· Would you be considered a top student at the college? Your chances for receiving better merit increases if your test scores and G.P.A. fall within the top 15% percent of the college's most recently admitted freshman class.
· Could the college value you in other ways? The college may be short on what you can offer. You might get a merit award based on your major, gender, home state, musical talent, sports ability, background, ethnicity, and more.
· Are you excited about the college? Many colleges reward students who show strong interest in attending. You must continue to demonstrate your interest in attending the college by visiting campus, interacting with your admissions representative and attending events or corresponding with a professor in your department of interest.
Colleges use Merit Scholarships/Grants as incentives for your student to attend their school.
You must determine why the college offered your student the particular scholarship and how much of the scholarship was awarded.

Now you are in a position to determine whether the merit award that you have been offered from a particular school is a maximum award or an average award with more money available to ask for. 
If your award is less than the maximum then you need to determine if there is a case to be made that more money is available and justified. 
By understanding what a college is seeking from a student, you can then develop a case that your student is exactly what they are looking for and easily fits their goals.

Now it is time to decide what awards to appeal and how to prepare and file an appeal.
Based upon the above evaluation you are now in a position to:
1. Accurately evaluate and understand a college’s award  letter
2. Determine if you have justifiable and verifiable reasons for a financial aid administrator to change your EFC and provide you with either an increase in need based aid or qualify you for need-based aid.
3. Identify the basis for each college’s merit award and how much if any additional money is available from that source and the likelihood of obtaining more aid.

Now it’s time to compare financial aid awards from each school and determine which offers you can effectively use as leverage against another school.

At this point you need to be able to compare the cost of each school and determine what you can afford based upon the current award. 

I have provided you with a copy of an award letter comparison worksheet along with a financial aid glossary.

In order to effectively compare offers, I suggest that you utilize a tool such as the one offered at www.comparecollegeoffers.com

Now comes the easy part of this process
It’s Time to Appeal

The right to appeal a needs-based financial aid award is provided by statute and authorizes financial aid offices to make adjustments to a FAFSA and an applicant’s EFC.

The Higher Education Act of 1965 gave financial aid administrators the authority to adjust FAFSA data that’s used to determine financial aid. These data adjustments are made in the event of special circumstances that either have no place for inclusion in FAFSA or that happen after its submission.

This process of appeal is called professional judgment. 
To have any chance, though, you’re going to have to learn how to negotiate financial aid.
You cannot appeal with a phone call. You can call to inquire about the process and obtain information about any forms that the school may require to file an appeal. Follow up immediately with an email request for appeal process information.

I have provided you with copies of forms utilized by UCLA for reference.

A detailed letter explaining the reason for your appeal initiates the Professional Judgment Review. 
This is also referred to as Special Circumstances

7 steps to appeal your financial aid

Step 1. Contact the school’s financial aid office to find out the appeals process. Do not attempt to enter into any sort of appeal over the phone. Your goal should be verifying where to mail the appeal.

Step 2.  Find the best person to write the appeal letter to. If it is a needs-based appeal, contact the financial aid office. If it is a merit-based appeal, contact the enrollment or admissions office.
Explain you want to initiate a Professional Judgement Review (or Special Circumstances Review, as some schools call it).

Step 3. Determine how much aid to ask for and why you are asking for more money. 
College officials frequently approve more aid to students who provide bills or other backup to show their FAFSA overestimates their ability to pay. For example, the family may face unusually high medical costs or a parent may have recently lost a job. Don’t be ashamed to document your reasons. “Potentially embarrassing situations are more commonplace than you may suspect. Seasoned financial aid officers have seen it all, and nothing will surprise them. “If Dad has a compulsive gambling problem or if Mom blew a wad on rehab, be sure to say so.”

 If you’re asking a college to match another offer, it’s likely to want to see the competing offer”





Step 4. Gather documents to support your request. If you are using something as a basis to ask for more money ,you must have verifiable documentation to support it.

Step 5. Write a financial aid appeal letter that is no more than one page and includes details of why you need more money. Besides explaining and documenting the reasons supporting the appeal, families must “communicate to the college that it is the student’s first-choice school and how much they really want to make this work.”

Step 6. Send in your appeal before mailing your commitment deposit to a school (the national deposit deadline is May 1) Submit your letter, documentation and any forms the school requires. Include supporting documentation such as, bills and receipts, letters of termination, bank statements, valuation statements from experts. 

When the U.S. Department of Education audits colleges, one of the things they look at are professional judgment appeals. They want to see that any increase in financial aid as a result of the appeal is backed up by third-party documentation.

If auditors don’t see such documentation or sound reasoning why an appeal was granted, they may hold the school responsible for the additional aid awarded. For this reason, financial aid administrators are sticklers for the rules, so give them what they need.



Step 7. Follow up
After a week or so, give the school a call to verify receipt. Use the same restraint in this phone call as you did in the one verifying the mailing address. You want to make sure they received your appeal, not try to strengthen it or fish around for a clue as to whether your appeal stands a chance. Make a follow-up appointment. In your letter, ask for an appointment with a financial aid officer so you can discuss the appeal in person. Or if that’s not possible, ask to do it over the phone
Step 8- Be patient but vigilant!

If you get a positive response, congratulations! If you still need additional aid or your request is denied, consider scholarships and loans. Alternatively, consider another school that has a lower price tag or offers more aid.


For more tips on how to write an appeal letter see https://www.road2college.com/write-successful-financial-aid-appeal-letter/



Addendum- Special Circumstances recognized by statute

Special circumstances include anything that has changed from one year to the next and anything that distinguishes the family from the typical family.

Examples of special circumstances mentioned in the Higher Education Act of 1965 include:
· Tuition expenses at an elementary or secondary school
· Medical or dental expenses not covered by insurance
· Unusually high child care or dependent care including elder care costs
· Recent unemployment of a family member or an independent student
· A student or family member who is a dislocated worker
· The number of parents enrolled at least half-time in a degree, certificate, or other program leading to a recognized educational credential at an institution that is eligible for Title IV federal student aid
· A change in housing status that results in an individual being homeless
· Other changes in a family’s income, a family’s assets, or a student’s status that impact a family’s cash flow
Special circumstances involving a sibling’s elementary and secondary school tuition do not include a sibling’s college tuition, as that is addressed by the number in college on the FAFSA. Some college financial aid administrators will, however, consider making an adjustment for extra costs associated with a special-needs child’s education, such as the cost of support services, tutoring and other accommodations.


The Higher Education Act of 1965 also indicates that financial aid administrators may make adjustments:
· To exclude from family income any proceeds of a sale of farm or business assets of a family if such sale results from a voluntary or involuntary foreclosure, forfeiture, or bankruptcy or involuntary liquidation
· To take into consideration the additional costs a student with a disability incurs as a result of the student’s disability

The Higher Education Relief Opportunities for Students (HEROES) Act of 2003 (P.L. 108-76) allows college financial aid administrators to waive or modify any statutory or regulatory requirement relating to federal student aid in times of war, military operation or national emergency. Affected individuals include members of the military on active duty and their families, as well as individuals who live or work in an area that is declared a disaster area by a federal, state or local official in connection with a national emergency. The authority granted by the HEROES Act was subsequently made permanent. The Federal Register mentions several waivers and modifications, including:
· Substituting estimated award year income information (e.g., the first calendar year of the award year) for prior tax year information on the FAFSA
· Waiving the requirement that adjustments be made on a case-by-case basis
Other common examples of adjustments granted by college financial aid administrators include:
· Death, disability or serious illness of a wage earner
· Incarceration or institutionalization of a wage earner
· Mental or physical incapacitation of a wage earner
· A loss or reduction in parent or student income, including when a student quits a job to go to school full-time
· Exclusion of one-time events from parent or student income (but not assets), such as the exclusion of an inheritance, unusual bonus, personal injury settlement or insurance settlement from income (but not from assets), because they are not reflective of the family’s ability to pay during the award year
· Natural disasters such as earthquakes, hurricanes, wildfires, tornadoes, floods and landslides
· Loss or damage to the principal place of residence
· Legal expenses
· The end of child support when the child reaches the age of majority
· Reductions in child support
· Catch-up payments of child support owed from previous years
· The end of Social Security benefit payments
· Dependent-care costs associated with a special-needs child or an elderly parent or grandparent or other relative
· Exclusion of the conversion of a traditional IRA to a Roth IRA from income
· Exclusion of unusual capital gains, atypical one-time bonuses and worker’s compensation buyouts
· Exclusion of employer reimbursement of moving expenses that were included in income
· Exclusion of hardship distributions from retirement plans, especially if used to pay for higher education expenses
· Addressing volatile income by substituting an average of the last three years of income (e.g., taxi drivers, waitresses, commissioned sales staff and realtors all have income that may vary significantly from one year to the next)
· U.S. Armed Forces activation of a parent or student
Most college financial aid administrators will perform a comprehensive review of the family’s financial situation, not just the impact of the specific unusual circumstances. For example, if a dependent student’s parent lost his job, but also won a multi-million dollar lottery, the financial aid administrator is unlikely to focus solely on the job loss.
Financial aid administrators will generally not make adjustments for vacation expenses, tithing expenses, children’s allowances, car payments, lawn care, gambling losses, mortgage payments, student loan payments or credit card payments. They will also not make adjustments to exclude assets that were transferred to the parent to enable a grandparent to qualify for Medicaid.
Requesting an Adjustment
To request an adjustment, the student or the student’s parents (if the student is a dependent student) should ask the college's financial aid office, not the admissions office or the president’s office, about the school's process for a “professional judgment review.” Some colleges call it a special circumstances review or a financial aid appeal. 

When writing a letter to request an adjustment, the letter should summarize the special circumstances affecting the family’s ability to pay and discuss the financial impact of the special circumstances (including specific dollar amounts) on the family’s ability to pay for college. 

The letter should also provide sufficient information for the financial aid administrator to identify the student, such as the student’s name, student ID number (if known), and the student’s date of birth.

It is important to include copies of independent third-party documentation of the special circumstances, since the process is driven by documentation. 

Documentation can include copies of a layoff notice, proof of the recent receipt of unemployment benefits (within the last 90 days), copies of medical or dental bills and letters from doctors, clergy, social workers, child advocates, police, teachers, guidance counselors, college financial aid administrators and anyone else who is familiar with the student’s or family’s situation. 

The documentation should ideally include information about the financial impact of the special circumstances in addition to discussing the nature of the special circumstances.

A professional judgment review should be requested from each of the colleges and universities to which the student is applying for admission and financial aid.

Each college’s financial aid office will make its own decision about the request for an adjustment. 

Some colleges may make an adjustment while others may not. Decisions made by a financial aid administrator at one college are not binding on financial aid administrators at other colleges.

Adjustments apply only to a single award year. 

Financial aid administrators must review the special circumstances once a year to ensure that they still apply before making an adjustment.





Timing of Financial Aid Appeals

The appeal for more financial aid can occur at any time, even in the middle of the academic year. For example, if a parent loses his or her job in the middle of the school year, the family should ask for a professional judgment review at that time.

Successful Appeals 

If the financial aid administrator feels that the unusual circumstances merit an adjustment, the amount of the adjustment will be related to the financial impact of the unusual circumstances on the family. For example, job loss will generally be implemented as a reduction in income, taking any severance pay or unemployment benefits into account. Adjustments for medical expenses may be reduced by the amount of medical expenses already considered by the federal need analysis methodology, which is 11 percent of the income protection allowance.
The changes in the data elements on the FAFSA will then result in a new expected family contribution (EFC). This, in turn, may result in a new financial aid package. (Note that even if the college allows an adjustment, the college may not be able to provide additional financial aid funds, but the financial aid administrator may be able to suggest other options.) So, the process is very formulaic.

Financial aid administrators can also adjust the cost of attendance figures, not just the data elements on the FAFSA. For example, the financial aid administrator might increase the cost of attendance to include the cost of a computer, dependent care costs for a special-needs child or disability-related expenses. Financial aid administrators are more likely to adjust the cost of attendance when the student’s EFC is zero, since current financial aid formulas do not allow the EFC to go below zero. When a student’s EFC is already zero, increasing the cost of attendance is the only way to increase the student’s demonstrated financial need (and thus, the amount of financial aid).

Restrictions on Adjustments
There are a few restrictions on the types of adjustments that may be granted by a financial aid administrator.
Financial aid administrators cannot modify the financial aid formula, only the data elements that are part of the EFC calculation.
Financial aid administrators cannot waive eligibility requirements. For example, if a student with a learning disability is enrolled on a half-time basis, the financial aid administrator may not award financial aid as though the student is enrolled full-time. On the other hand, they may waive the requirement that such a student be making satisfactory academic progress.
Financial aid administrators cannot modify the cost of attendance figure to include expenses that occur before enrollment (e.g., application fees, test preparation) or after graduation (e.g., licensing fees).
Increasing the Odds of a Favorable Adjustment

College financial aid administrators are more likely to make an adjustment when the unusual circumstance is due to factors beyond the family’s control. 

They are less likely to consider an adjustment when the unusual circumstances are due to a discretionary choice made by the family. For example, even though private K-12 tuition for a sibling is mentioned in the Higher Education Act of 1965 as an example of a special circumstance, some financial aid administrators feel uncomfortable making adjustments for private tuition and fees. Other financial aid administrators will grant an adjustment, but cap it at the average cost to the government to educate a public school student (e.g., about $10,000).

There is no appeal beyond the college financial aid administrator. Neither the college’s president nor the U.S. Department of Education can override the financial aid administrator’s decision. So, it pays to be polite. Honesty is always the best policy. If the financial aid administrator believes that the family is trying to game the system, the financial aid administrator can deny the appeal.
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