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Special 
Circumstances: 

Help when families  
experience changes 

and hardships

Kerry Lubold, Interim Director of 
Student Financial Services at SUNY Plattsburgh

SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCE CONSIDERATION 
using Professional Judgment    – What Is It?

• Decision process to alter standard assessment when unique or 
exceptional circumstances impact a family’s ability to pay for 
college

• Authority granted in the Higher Education Act for aid 
administrators to exercise discretion in specific areas of student 
aid administration

Professional Judgment – Why?

• Gives aid administrators the authority to consider individual 

circumstances 

• Enables responsiveness to student circumstances that can’t be 

fully anticipated in legislation or regulation

• Supports access by targeting delivery of aid to qualified 

students in need
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Professional Judgment – When?

• Students must file their FAFSA with the actual

data/information requested.  

• Colleges and universities may consider household, income and 

asset changes as well as significant financial hardships that 

occur after the timeline to which the FAFSA data corresponds 

2023-2024 
FAFSA is filed

2021 income is 
reported

Parent has job 
change with 

reduced wages 

Special 
circumstance 

review might be 
warranted

2023-2024 
FAFSA is filed

Married parents 
at time of filing

Parents become 
divorced or  
physically 
separated

Special 
circumstance 

review might be 
warranted

2023-2024 
FAFSA is filed

Out-of-pocket 
medical 

expenses occur

Special 
circumstance 

review might be 
warranted

possible circumstances considered in professional judgement review
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possible circumstances considered in professional judgement review

• Identify special circumstances

• Student or family reports change

• College/Univ publicizes the availability of special circumstance review

• Determine validity and scope of circumstances

• Collect adequate documentation

• Maintain consistent practice when considering and adjusting

• Provide notification of PJ review outcome

Professional Judgment – How?

• When it will not result in any change to financial aid eligibility
• When documentation is not supplied or insufficient
• When the circumstance is not reasonable

• Refusal to pay for college

• Expense documented was common (standard in most households)

• Expense documented was not essential, not discretionary

When a PJ does not happen:
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Other Types of Special Circumstance Consideration

• Cost of Attendance
- Unusually high book and supply costs
- Child care costs

• Dependency Status from Dependent to 
Independent

• Appeal of Academic Progress Deficiencies

When a student cannot answer YES to any of the FAFSA 
dependency questions but has a unique living situation

• I don’t live with a biological or adoptive parent by no choice of my own

Was kicked out of the family home

Was removed by legal, court or other authority

Left the home because of an unsafe environment (abuse, neglect)

• Dissolution of family unit (imprisonment, abandonment)

• Parent whereabouts are unknown, no contact
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Summary of Dear Colleague Letter  Gen‐11‐15

The Financial Aid Administrator must prepare a written statement of why a 
dependency override is warranted. This statement must describe the 

unusual circumstances that led to the decision to perform an override and 
can be supported by documentation

Four conditions that do not qualify as unusual circumstances:

 Parents refusing to contribute to student’s education;

 Parents unwilling to provide information on the application for 
verification;

 Parents not claiming student as dependent for income tax purposes

 Student demonstrating total self‐sufficiency

Kerry Lubold
luboldkl@plattsburgh.edu

(518) 564-2072

We are here to help students:

Application questions

Explaining the award package

Borrowing and paying options

Special circumstances 
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