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	 When a student applies after the award year has begun, in order to 
count a person not her child as a dependent, the support already given 
that year plus the future support must total more than 50% for the 
whole year. See the margin example.

■	 Orphan, foster child, or ward of the court (53). A student who 
was an orphan—both her parents were dead—when 13 or older is 
independent even if she was subsequently adopted. Likewise, a student 
who was at any time since the age of 13 a foster child or a ward of the 
court is independent even if her status changed later.

	 A student is a ward of the court if it has assumed legal custody of her. 
In some states the court may impose its authority over a juvenile who 
remains in the legal custody of her parents; such a student is not a 
ward of the court. Also, incarceration of a student does not qualify 
her as a ward of the court. In some states the phrase “ward of the 
state” is used. This is considered the same as a ward of the court for 
dependency status as long as the student is a ward of the state not due 
to incarceration.

■	 Emancipation and legal guardianship (54 and 55). Students are 
independent if they are, or were upon reaching the age of majority, 
emancipated minors (released from control of their parent or 
guardian) or in legal guardianship, both as adjudicated by a court of 
competent jurisdiction in the state of the students’ legal residence at 
the time of the adjudication. While the basis for emancipation can vary 
by state, the emancipation must be determined by a court, not by an 
attorney. Students in legal guardianship to their parents—for instance, 
if they are disabled adults and under their parents’ care—are not 
independent for Title IV program purposes by this criterion and would 
answer “No” to Question 55. They should also answer “No” and contact 
your school if custody was awarded by a court and the court papers say 
“custody” instead of “guardianship.” Most states have a clear definition 
of legal guardianship that is distinct from custody, but if a given state 
does not, you should consult your school’s legal counsel for help with 
this question.

■	 Unaccompanied homeless youth (56–58). A student is independent 
if at any time on or after July 1, 2017 (irrespective of whether he is 
currently homeless or at risk thereof), he is determined to be an 
unaccompanied youth who is homeless or is self-supporting and at 
risk of being homeless. This determination can be made by: a school 
district homeless liaison, the director (or designee) of an emergency 
shelter or transitional housing program funded by the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development, or the director (or designee) of a 
runaway or homeless youth basic center or transitional living program. 
Depending on the district, these authorities may choose to make this 
determination only if the student is receiving their programs’ services 
or if, in the case of a school district homeless liaison, the student 
is in high school. An FAA may also determine this; see Chapter 5. 
Beginning in 2018–2019, students who are 22 or 23 years old may also 
answer “Yes” to these questions.

Student living with relatives 
example
Millie’s father is dead, and her mother 
can’t support her, so she is living with 
her grandmother. Her mother doesn’t 
pay any money for her support. Millie 
doesn’t meet any of the independence 
criteria, so she has to provide parental 
information. Because her grandmother 
hasn’t adopted her, her grandmother 
isn’t her parent. Millie will have to pro-
vide information about her mother 
on the form unless there are unusual 
circumstances that would warrant a de-
pendency override or her receiving only 
unsubsidized loans. In any case, the 
school might use PJ to account for the 
grandmother’s support.

STEP 4
Questions 53–58

Dependency status

Dependent student household 
size example
Lydia is a dependent student, and 
her parents are married. Her brother 
Ron is 26, but his parents still provide 
more than 50% of his support, so he 
is included in the household size. Her 
sister Elizabeth is attending college but 
is an independent student and isn’t 
supported by their parents, so she isn’t 
included in the household size. Her 
sister Susan is not attending college 
but is working and supporting herself. 
However, if Susan were to apply for 
student aid, she would be considered a 
dependent student, so she is included. 
Therefore, the household size that Lydia 
reports for her parents is five.
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