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Introduction

SOURCES OF INFORMATION

There are many factors you must consider when reviewing an application 
for aid from the FSA programs, such as whether the student is a U.S. citi-

zen or permanent resident, whether the applicant is making satisfactory aca-
demic progress, and whether he or she has a defaulted FSA loan. To answer 
these questions, you will receive information about the student from different 
sources, including the Department of Education’s Central Processing System 
(CPS) for financial aid applications and the National Student Loan Data Sys-
tem (NSLDS).

Throughout the year, the Department of Education (The Department)
provides updates for schools in the form of Dear Colleague Letters (DCLs). 
These and other releases, such as Federal Register notices and electronic an-
nouncements, contain system updates and technical guidance, and are avail-
able on the FSA Partner Connect website (fsapartners.ed.gov). 

The FSA Handbook does not cover the operation of software. For 
schools using software provided by the Department, there are technical 
references on FSA Partner Connect that explain how the software operates.  
Schools using third-party software should consult the vendor’s reference ma-
terials for technical guidance.

Program and systems information on the Knowledge Center

Knowledge Center’s Software & Other Tools 
Software:
• Direct Loan Tools
• EDconnect
• EDExpress for Windows
• SSCR for Windows

Technical References and User 
Guides for:
• CPS (ISIR, Summary of Changes, etc.)
• COD
• Electronic Data Exchange
• EDExpress Packaging

This volume of the Federal Student Aid (FSA) Handbook discusses the eligibility 
requirements for students and parent borrowers and your responsibilities to en-
sure that recipients qualify for their aid awards.
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• Federal Registers
• Electronic Announcements
• Dear Partner/Colleague Letters
• FSA Assessment modules
   

FSA COACH Fundamentals
FSA COACH Fundamentals, a self-paced, comprehensive online guide to the Title 
IV programs, has been updated for domestic schools. For more information, see: 
https://www2.ed.gov/offices/OSFAP/training/newfaps.html

COVID-19 GUIDANCE AND WAIVERS
The Department of Education recognizes that the ongoing COVID-19 

pandemic has created many unique challenges for postsecondary institutions. 
The Department has provided a variety of special guidance and regulatory 
flexibilities due to the President’s declaration of the COVID-19 national 
emergency on March 13, 2020. In addition, Congress has passed legislation 
offering relief from certain statutory requirements related to the Title IV, 
HEA programs. 

Generally speaking, the COVID-19 flexibilities and waivers remain in 
effect until September 30, 2021, or until otherwise extended. As of the date 
of publication of this Volume of the FSA Handbook, the COVID-19 national 
emergency is still in place. For more details, see the Electronic Announce-
ment of January 15, 2021, and the websites listed below.

For COVID-19 related guidance, including waivers and exemptions of 
normally applicable Title IV rules, please see the following webpages:   

• The Department of Education’s COVID-19 Informa-
tion and Resources for Schools and School Personnel:                                   
https://www.ed.gov/coronavirus?src=feature

• Office of Postsecondary Education COVID-19 Title IV FAQ:                             
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/covid19faq.html

https://www.ed.gov/coronavirus?src=feature
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/covid19faq.html
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RECENT CHANGES
Here are some of the significant changes to Volume 1 for 2021-2022: 

Chapter 1: 

• Clarified methods of checking the validity of a high school diploma 
and added regulatory citation (34 CFR 668.16(p))

• Noted that state processes for Wisconsin and Washington have been 
approved for ATB alternatives purposes

• Added information on new approved ATB tests, including updates 
to the ATB chart and Electronic Announcement & Federal Register 
citations

• Added guidance on rounding for SAP purposes

• Clarified SAP guidance on pass/fail coursework, maximum time-
frame, and COVID-19-related SAP flexibilities

• Added Q&A item to SAP Practices FAQ—Late disbursements for 
students who fail SAP and become ineligible 

• Added description of enrollment status for subscription-based pro-
grams; full discussion of subscription-based terms will be in Volume 
3

• Clarified and updated guidance on incarcerated students. Added 
definition of juvenile justice facility and added regulatory citation to 
34 CFR 600.2

• Moved “Eligibility requirements for specific educational programs” 
chart from the end of this chapter to chapter 6 of Volume 1

• Deleted the section on “Religious order student eligibility,” which 
described restrictions on the Title IV need of students in religious 
orders. These restrictions have been rescinded; the changes are de-
scribed more fully for each Title IV program in chapter 6 of Volume 
1.   

Chapter 2: 

• Updated and clarified guidance on the Battered immigrants-quali-
fied aliens category of eligible noncitizen

• Updated guidance on “ineligible statuses” in the “Interpreting the 
SAVE response” section of the chapter

• Updated references for students who need to update or replace DHS 
documents 
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Chapters 3: 

• Clarified Parent PLUS credit check, default, and adverse credit his-
tory guidance 

• Added additional guidance for the DI (disability) and DS (defaulted, 
then disabled) NSLDS loan status codes: For each of these, students 
may be eligible for further Title IV aid, but for each, disbursing fur-
ther aid within the three-year monitoring period may revoke the 
discharge

Chapter 4: 

• Clarified SSN guidance for students from the Freely Associated 
States

Chapter 5: 

• Added a note on the 2021 Consolidated Appropriations & Emer-
gency Coronavirus Relief Act and Selective Service requirements: 
The Department is aware of the rescission of certain Selective Service 
requirements for Title IV purposes in the 2021 Consolidated Appro-
priations Act, passed in December, 2020. We will provide updated 
guidance on these changes in law as soon as possible. Until that time 
you are required to continue following the guidance outlined in this 
chapter

Chapter 6:

• Clarified and updated guidance on eligibility for incarcerated stu-
dents, including regulatory definition of juvenile justice facility

• Added note on Pell eligibility for incarcerated students: The Depart-
ment is aware of changes to the HEA made by the Appropriations & 
Emergency Coronavirus Relief Act (passed December, 2020), which 
restores Pell eligibility for certain individuals incarcerated in State 
and Federal penal institutions. This change has not yet been imple-
mented. We will provide further guidance at a later date. 

• Clarified adverse credit history and default guidance in the Adverse 
credit history for Direct PLUS section

• Updated guidance on potential eligibility for students who are mem-
bers of religious orders for Pell Grants, Direct Loans, and Campus-
Based programs, as a result of the regulatory package published on 
August 14, 2020: Previous regulations had considered members of 
religious orders to have no financial need. These students can now be 
considered to have financial need, in accordance with Part F of Title 
IV of the HEA, and can be eligible to receive Pell, Direct Loan, and 
Campus-Based funds, if they meet all other student and program-
specific eligibility criteria
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• Added notes for Children of Fallen Heroes and the Iraq & Afghani-
stan Service Grant: The Department is aware of the Appropriations 
& Emergency Coronavirus Relief Act (passed Dec. 2020), which 
changes the age qualifiers for CFH/IASG from 24 to 33; however this 
change has not yet been implemented. We will provide further guid-
ance at a later date.

• Added note regarding Pell LEU restoration and related issues: The 
Department is aware of the Appropriations & Emergency Coro-
navirus Relief Act (passed Dec. 2020), which codifies Pell LEU res-
toration when a student’s school closes, but extends eligibility for 
restoration when eligibility for the Pell Grant was “falsely certified” 
and when the recipient also has a loan discharged due to borrower 
defense; however this change has not yet been implemented. We will 
provide further guidance at a later date.

• Added note on the pending elimination of the SULA/150% rule: The 
Department is aware of the Appropriations & Emergency Coronavi-
rus Relief Act (passed Dec. 2020), which eliminates the SULA / 150% 
rule; however this change has not yet been implemented. We will 
provide further guidance at a later date.

• Revised and updated guidance on TEACH Grant eligibility, includ-
ing information about eligibility for individual students, the agree-
ment to serve or repay, and fulfilling the service obligation

• Added several specific regulatory citations for the various aspects of 
administering the TEACH Grant program

• Moved “Eligibility requirements for specific educational programs” 
chart from chapter 1 of Volume 1 to the end of this chapter

• Updated guidance on defining correspondence courses

• Updated guidance on distance education coursework and instruction

Questions or comments? 
If you have any comments regarding the FSA Handbook, please contact Research 
and Publications via email at fsaschoolspubs@ed.gov.
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School-Determined 
Requirements
In this chapter, we discuss student eligibility requirements that don’t require information from 
the Department’s systems. The school determines on its own whether the student meets these 
eligibility requirements. In some cases, the financial aid office will need to get information from 
other school offices, such as the admissions office or the registrar, or from other organizations, 
such as high schools or testing agencies. 

REGULAR STUDENT IN AN ELIGIBLE PROGRAM

Aperson must be enrolled as a regular student in an eligible program to 
receive Federal Student Aid (FSA) funds (exceptions are discussed later 

in this chapter). A regular student is someone who is enrolled or accepted for 
enrollment in an eligible institution for the purpose of obtaining a degree or 
certificate offered by the school. The requirements for an eligible program are 
discussed in Volume 2, Chapter 2.

A school must document a student’s enrollment in an eligible program 
at the time of admission, and it must have a system to notify the financial aid 
office if the student leaves the program. It must also document that an aid 
recipient is a regular student.

▼ Conditional acceptance.  Some schools admit students provisionally, 
for example, until they provide further documentation, such as academic 
transcripts or test scores, or demonstrate an ability to succeed in the program 
by receiving acceptable grades in program coursework. Typically, the school 
will limit these students’ enrollment in terms of number of courses or 
enrollment status until they meet the necessary conditions.

Students admitted as conditional are regular students only if the school 
officially accepts them into the eligible degree or certificate program.  The 
Department does not define official acceptance or admission.  If the student 
is merely allowed to take some courses before being officially admitted to the 
program, she is not considered a regular student and is not eligible for Title 
IV funds until she is officially admitted.

Conditional acceptance examples 
1.  Waveland University allows students to take graduate courses before 

they have taken the GRE, but it limits them to no more than three courses 
and does not admit them into its graduate programs until they have submit-
ted acceptable GRE scores. They aren’t regular students, and because the 
school hasn’t admitted them, they aren’t eligible for Title IV funds.

2.  When Wrigley University accepts students into its graduate programs, 
it requires that the students receive no grade lower than a “B” in the first 

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b77732b217218b901208072d3ecd740c&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34chapterVI.tpl
https://ifap.ed.gov/ilibrary/document-types/dear-colleague-letters
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three courses.  During this time, the school considers students to be admitted 
into the program, so they are eligible for Title IV aid. If, however, students 
receive a grade lower than a B in any of the first three classes, their admit-
tance will be withdrawn and they then will be ineligible for further Title IV 
funds. 

Regular student example
Northside Community College (NSCC) allows anyone with a high 

school diploma or the equivalent to enroll in any course.  Many of NSCC’s 
students do not intend to receive a degree or certificate; they are not regular 
students.  NSCC requires those who want to receive a degree or certificate to 
complete a form stating the degree or certificate for which they are studying 
and to meet periodically with an academic advisor.  NSCC considers them to 
be regular students.

Regular students  
HEA Sec. 101(a)(1),(b(2)(A), HEA Sec. 484(a)(1), (b)(3), (4), 34 CFR 668.32(a)(1), 34 
CFR 668.24(c)(iii)

Student eligibility
34 CFR 668.32. See Volume 2, Chapter 2 for eligible program requirements.

Schools may offer a trial or conditional period during which a student 
attends a program without incurring program charges or receiving Title IV 
funds.  If the student continues beyond the trial period and enrolls as a regu-
lar student, the school can pay him FSA grants for the entire payment period 
and loans for the period of enrollment. See Dear Colleague Letter GEN-11-12 
for more information.

▼ Continuing education.  Regular students may receive aid for classes 
they take in a school’s continuing education department as long as the classes 
apply to their degree or certificate program.

Continuing education examples
Sheffield University has a continuing education department that offers 

many online courses that students enrolled in other programs at the school 
may take and that apply to the degree or certificate program in which the stu-
dents are enrolled as regular students. 

Windy City University has a continuing education department that of-
fers many courses. Some students enroll in these courses without being ad-
mitted to the university. These students are not regular students and are not 
eligible for Title IV funds.

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b77732b217218b901208072d3ecd740c&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34chapterVI.tpl
https://ifap.ed.gov/ilibrary/document-types/dear-colleague-letters
https://ifap.ed.gov/dear-colleague-letters/06-07-2011-gen-11-12-subject-trial-periods-enrollment
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Remedial coursework
Remedial coursework prepares a student for study at the postsecondary 

level (as opposed to preparatory coursework, which prepares a student 
for a given program). A student enrolled solely in a remedial program is 
not considered to be in an eligible program. If acceptance into an eligible 
program is contingent on completing remedial work, a student cannot be 
considered enrolled in that program until she completes the remedial work.

However, if the student is admitted into an eligible program and takes 
remedial coursework within that program, they can be considered a regular 
student, even if he is taking all remedial courses before taking any regular 
courses. You may count up to one academic year’s worth of these courses in 
his enrollment status for Title IV funds. For the purpose of this limit, that is 
30 semester or trimester hours, 45 quarter hours, or 900 clock hours.  If the 
remedial classes are non-credit or reduced-credit, you must determine how 
many credit hours they are worth to count toward the student’s enrollment 
status (see “Enrollment status” section in this chapter).

A remedial course cannot be below the educational level needed for a 
student to successfully pursue their program after one year in that course.  
Also, remedial courses must be at least at the high school level, as determined 
by the institution (i.e. your school), its state legal authority and its accrediting 
agency, or state agency recognized for approving public postsecondary 
vocational education.  If any of those parties determine that a remedial class 
is below the secondary level, the school must abide by that determination, 
and the class cannot be included for FSA purposes. Additionally, Title IV 
funds cannot be used for any remedial course that uses direct assessment of 
student learning instead of credit or clock hours.

You cannot use non-credit remedial hours to determine a student’s 
enrollment status if the course is part of a program that leads to a high school 
diploma or its recognized equivalent. A student is never permitted to receive 
funds for training or for coursework prior to the completion of high school, 
even if the high school equivalency training is offered at postsecondary 
schools or is required for the postsecondary program.

Similar to other remedial coursework, a student may receive Title IV 
funds for English as a second language (ESL) courses that are part of a larger 
eligible program. There are differences though: ESL courses don’t count 
against the one-year limitation on remedial coursework, and they need not 
be at the secondary school level.

If your school permits a student to enroll in ESL or other remedial  
courses that don’t apply to his degree or certificate, be aware that awarding 
FSA loans or Pell Grants over a series of semesters for such work can exhaust 
his eligibility for Pell Grants and/or FSA loans before he completes his pro-
gram.

Remedial coursework
34 CFR 668.20

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b77732b217218b901208072d3ecd740c&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34chapterVI.tpl
https://ifap.ed.gov/ilibrary/document-types/dear-colleague-letters
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Preparatory coursework
A student not enrolled in a degree or certificate program is eligible for 

Direct Subsidized/Unsubsidized Loans (and a parent may receive Direct 
PLUS Loans on behalf of a dependent student) for up to one year if she is 
taking coursework necessary for enrollment in an eligible program. See the 
discussion under Direct Loans in Chapter 6 of this volume.

Teacher certification coursework
A student may receive Federal Work-Study (FWS), as well as Direct 

Subsidized/Unsubsidized Loans (and a parent may receive Direct PLUS 
Loans on behalf of a dependent student) if he or she is enrolled at least half 
time in required teacher certification coursework, even if it does not lead to a 
degree or certificate awarded by the school. For more details on Direct Loan 
eligibility criteria, see Chapter 6 of this volume. 

To qualify, the coursework must be required for elementary or secondary 
teacher certification or recertification in the state where the student plans 
to teach and must be offered in credit or clock hours. Courses using direct 
assessment in lieu of credit or clock hours are not eligible. An otherwise 
eligible student may also receive a TEACH Grant. Optional courses that 
the student elects to take for professional recognition or advancement, and 
courses recommended by your school but not required for certification, do 
not qualify. You should document that the courses are required by the state 
for teacher certification.

A student with a bachelor’s degree who is enrolled in a postbaccalaureate 
teacher certification program can receive a Pell Grant in limited situations.  
See Chapter 6 of this volume.

Teacher certification coursework 
34 CFR 668.32(a)(1)(iii),DCL GEN-16-10, HEA Sec. 484(b)(4), HEA Sec. 401(c)(4)(B)

Graduate or professional student definition 
For Title IV student eligibility purposes, a graduate or professional stu-

dent is defined as a student who is enrolled in a program or course above 
the baccalaureate level or in a professional program and has completed the 
equivalent of three academic years of full-time study, either prior to entering 
the program or as part of the program itself. Also, a student who is receiving 
Title IV aid as an undergraduate student cannot be considered a graduate/
professional student for that same period of enrollment. For more detail, see 
34 CFR 668.2(b).

Students with intellectual disabilities
Students with an intellectual disability (see definition below) can receive 

funds from the Pell Grant, FSEOG, and FWS programs. They must be en-
rolled or accepted for enrollment in a comprehensive transition and postsec-
ondary program (as defined in 34 CFR 668.231) for students with intellectual 
disabilities and must maintain satisfactory academic progress as determined 
by the school for this program.  These students:     

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b77732b217218b901208072d3ecd740c&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34chapterVI.tpl
https://ifap.ed.gov/ilibrary/document-types/dear-colleague-letters
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•  do not have to be enrolled for the purpose of obtaining a degree or 
certificate, and

•  are not required to have a high school diploma or its recognized 
equivalent.

Students who meet both of the following conditions may be considered 
students with intellectual disabilities for Title IV purposes: 

•  have a cognitive impairment characterized by significant limitations 
in intellectual and cognitive functioning and adaptive behavior as 
expressed in conceptual, social, and practical adaptive skills; and

•  are currently or were formerly eligible for special education and re-
lated services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA) (20 U.S.C. 1401), including students who were determined 
eligible for special education or related services under the IDEA 
but were homeschooled or attended private school. See 668.233(c) 
for documentation requirements.  

Except for the provisions governing need analysis, the Secretary has the 
authority to waive any Pell Grant, FSEOG, FWS, or institutional eligibility 
provisions necessary to ensure that programs enrolling students with intellec-
tual disabilities are eligible for these three types of federal student aid and that 
eligible students receive those funds.

Students with intellectual disabilities 
HEA Sec. 484(s), 34 CFR 668.230–233, 20 U.S.C. 1091, 1140

ELEMENTARY OR SECONDARY ENROLLMENT
A student enrolled in elementary or secondary school is not eligible 

for aid from the FSA programs, even if she is simultaneously enrolled in an 
eligible college program. A student is considered to be enrolled in secondary 
school if she is pursuing a high school diploma or if she has completed the 
requirements for a diploma, has not yet received it, and either she is taking 
college coursework for which her high school gives credit or her high school 
still considers her to be enrolled there.

An adult pursuing a high school equivalency certificate (not a high 
school diploma) is not considered to be enrolled in secondary school.  
However, as stated earlier, a student cannot get aid for high school 
equivalency training. However, an adult can take a course offered by a high 
school, such as a driver’s education course, without being considered enrolled 
there.

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b77732b217218b901208072d3ecd740c&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34chapterVI.tpl
https://ifap.ed.gov/ilibrary/document-types/dear-colleague-letters
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Secondary school enrollment examples 
Marie is a junior in high school and enrolls in an electronics technician 

program at Lakeshore Community College (she is above the age of com-
pulsory school attendance for her state and therefore can be admitted as a 
regular student). The coursework is offered evenings and weekends, so she 
can still attend her high school classes.  The electronics technician program is 
an eligible postsecondary program, and Marie will receive a certificate from 
Lakeshore when she completes the program. However, she is not eligible for 
aid because she is still enrolled in high school.

Elementary/secondary enrollment
HEA Sec. 484(a)(1), 34 CFR 668.32(b)

ACADEMIC QUALIFICATIONS
To receive Title IV funds, a student must be qualified to study at the 

postsecondary level. A student qualifies if she:

• has a high school diploma (this can be from a foreign school if it is 
equivalent to a U.S. high school diploma);

• has the recognized equivalent of a high school diploma, such as a 
general educational development (GED) certificate or other state-
sanctioned test or diploma-equivalency certificate;

• has completed homeschooling at the secondary level as defined by 
state law; 

• has completed secondary school education in a homeschool set-
ting which qualifies for an exemption from compulsory attendance 
requirements under state law, if state law does not require a home-
schooled student to receive a credential for their education; or

• has completed one of the ability-to-benefit (ATB) alternatives and 
is either currently enrolled in an eligible career pathway program or 
first enrolled in an eligible postsecondary program prior to July 1, 
2012.

A student may self-certify on the FAFSA that he has received a high 
school diploma or high school equivalency certificate or that she has com-
pleted secondary school through homeschooling as defined by state law.  If a 
student indicates that he has a diploma or high school equivalency certificate, 
your school isn’t required to ask for a copy (except as noted below), but if 
your school requires a diploma for admission, then you must rely on that 
copy of the diploma or high school equivalency certificate and not on the stu-
dent’s certification alone. 

Awards submitted to the Common Origination and Disbursement 
(COD) system for all students require a Student Eligibility Code (previously 
Ability to Benefit Code) to report how the student (including graduate and 

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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professional students) is qualified to study at the postsecondary level (e.g. 
by obtaining a high school diploma or its recognized equivalent). For more 
detail on submitting the appropriate Student Eligibility Code, see the COD 
Technical Reference on the Knowledge Center.

Academic qualifications 
HEA Sec. 484(d), 34 CFR 668.32(e), COD Technical Reference

Checking the validity of a high school diploma
If your school or the Department has reason to believe that the high 

school diploma is not valid or was not obtained from an entity that provides 
secondary school education, you must evaluate the validity of the student’s 
high school completion. In order to satisfy the requirements of the regulation 
on this issue (34 CFR 668.16(p)), your school may:

1) check with the high school to confirm the validity of the student’s   
 diploma; and

2)  confirm with the relevant department or agency in the state in   
 which the secondary school is located that the secondary school is   
 recognized as a provider of secondary school education. 

The above two-part description satisfies the high school validity require-
ment. Other approaches used by schools are also valid if they comply with 
the language of 34 CFR 668.16(p). Students who indicate on their FAFSA 
that they graduated high school must give the name, city, and state of the 
high school.  FAFSA on the Web will not allow students to skip these items, 
and it will have a drop-down list of both public and private high schools 
populated by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Inclusion 
on the list does not mean that a diploma from the school is valid, nor does 
exclusion from the list mean that the diploma is invalid. Acceptable docu-
mentation for checking the validity of a student’s high school completion 
can include the diploma and a final transcript that shows all the courses the 
student took.    

Diplomas from unaccredited high schools can be valid and qualify 
students to receive Title IV funds, as well as to meet college admission stan-
dards. One resource that a school may consider using to determine if a high 
school diploma is valid is the department of education of the state in which 
the high school is located, if that agency has jurisdiction over the high school. 
Colleges are also free to consult with each other as they develop their pro-
cedures for checking the validity of high school diplomas. For students who 
completed their secondary schooling outside the United States, comparable 
documents can help, as can the services of companies that determine the va-
lidity of foreign secondary school credentials.  

A student’s self-certification is not sufficient to validate a high school 
diploma that is in question. If there is conflicting information between the 
student’s certification on the FAFSA and other documentation or informa-
tion obtained from the student, the institution must resolve this conflict. For 
an institution to be a Title IV eligible institution, it must admit as regular 
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students only those with a high school diploma or the recognized equivalent 
and/or those who are beyond the age of compulsory school attendance in the 
State where the institution is located. As in other areas of FSA administra-
tion, schools have final authority in meeting this requirement. The Depart-
ment does not plan to have an appeal process or to intervene in reasonable 
judgments of school administrators, such as a decision to move a high school 
from a college’s acceptable to unacceptable list or a case where one school has 
different lists than another.

Checking the validity of high school completion
E-Announcement July 23, 2019, 34 CFR 668.16(p)

Foreign high school diplomas  
High school diplomas/transcripts from other countries are acceptable 

toward the student eligibility general requirement, as long as the diploma is 
equivalent to a U.S. high school diploma.  

A school that is qualified to evaluate the credential may do so. A school 
that is not qualified or chooses not to evaluate the credential can instead 
require students to have their credential evaluated by a company that offers 
such a service. The school may pay for the evaluation, but if it does so, it can 
only have students reimburse it for the cost if it requires the evaluation as 
part of its admission process for all students who have a foreign credential. 

You may not require only students who are applying for federal student 
aid to pay the school to have their credential evaluated be cause that would 
amount to the school charging a fee to complete the FAFSA, which is pro-
hibited under HEA 483(a)(6). In such cases, be cause the cost of evaluating 
a foreign credential is incurred as a charge of admission prior to enrollment 
in an eligible program, it cannot be included in students’ cost of attendance 
(COA).

You may accept self-certification that a student has completed a foreign 
high school (or equivalent) education if: 

•  The student is selected for verification tracking groups V4 or V5 
(see the Application and Verification Guide for more information), 
in which the student must provide proof of high school completion; 
and 

•  It is impossible for a refugee, asylee, or victim of human trafficking 
to obtain documentation of his or her completion of a secondary 
school education in a foreign coun try. 

In these cases, the applicant must:

•  Present their entry status documentation that demonstrates their 
current or prior status as a refugee, asylee, or victim of human traf-
ficking who entered the U.S. after the age of 15; AND 

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b77732b217218b901208072d3ecd740c&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34chapterVI.tpl
https://ifap.ed.gov/ilibrary/document-types/dear-colleague-letters


1–15

Chapter 1—School-Determined Requirements

FSA HB Apr 2021

Glossary     CFR      DCL

•  Provide proof of their attempt to obtain documentation of their 
completion of a secondary school education in a foreign country, i.e. 
a copy of an e-mail or letter (including proof of mailing) (see item 
FHD-Q2/ A2 at www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/reg/hearulemak-
ing/2009/hsdiploma.html).

Foreign diplomas 
www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/reg/hearulemaking/2009/hsdiploma.html

Recognized equivalents of a high school diploma
The Department recognizes several equivalents to a high school diploma:

•     A GED certificate;
•       a certificate or other official completion documentation     

 demonstrating that the student has passed a state-authorized   
 examination (such as the Test Assessing Secondary Completion   
   (TASC) the High School Equivalency Test (HiSET), or, in   
 California, the California High School Proficiency Exam) that   
 the state recognizes as the equivalent of a high school diploma   
 (certificates of attendance and/or completion are not included in   
 this qualifying category);

•      an associate’s degree;
•   successful completion of at least 60 semester or trimester   

  credit hours or 72 quarter credit hours that does not result in          
 the awarding of an associate’s degree, but that is acceptable for full      
 credit toward a bachelor’s degree at any institution; or

•   enrollment in a bachelor’s degree program where at least 60   
 semester or trimester credit hours or 72 quarter credit hours have  
 been successfully completed, including credit hours transferred   
 into the bachelor’s degree program;

•   for a student who enrolls without completing high school, a   
 transcript indicating the student has excelled in high school. The   
 student must no longer be enrolled in high school, must satisfy   
    your school’s written policy for admitting such students, and must  
 be starting a program that leads at least to an associate’s degree or  
 its equivalent.

Note that merely possessing a certificate of attendance and/or high-
school completion is not sufficient for a student to be Title IV aid eligible. 
Such a certificate may be issued without a student having completed all of the 
academic graduation requirements, including passing any required examina-
tions. A state must consider a certificate or high-school-completion-equiva-
lency test as equivalent to a high school diploma in that state in order for it to 
be considered equivalent to a high school diploma for Title IV aid eligibility 
purposes.

High school documentation not yet received
Kris enrolls in the bachelor’s degree program at Maddon College.  Kris 

completes his high school requirements early, but the high school does not 
formally issue the high school diploma until a later time. Maddon can award 
Kris Title IV funds if Maddon obtains a statement signed by an official from 
Kris’s high school attesting that Kris has completed all of the required course-
work and has successfully passed any required proficiency examinations 
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for the high school diploma. The statement must include the date when the 
actual high school diploma will be issued. For more detail, see 34 CFR 600.2, 
DCL GEN 16-09 and https://www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/reg/hearulemak-
ing/2009/hsdiploma.html.

When a student incorrectly states diploma status
When a student incorrectly states an eligible diploma status, for example, 

stating one year that they had a high school diploma, and in a subsequent 
year either notifying you that the previous submission was a mistake, or 
simply answering “no” to the high school diploma question, then the student 
was ineligible for all TitIe IV aid in the prior award year, and is ineligible for 
all Title IV aid going forward. Before removing all aid, you should verify their 
answer.

In this case, the student is responsible for any overpayment they received 
when ineligible, including aid received for completed award years. You (the 
school) must communicate to the student that they have the responsibil-
ity for repaying the overpayment(s). You may also be required to report the 
overpayment to NSLDS; for more details, see Volume 4, Chapter 3. You may 
refer the case to the Department for collection if the student does not repay 
the overpayment(s). See Volume 4, Chapter 3 for a sample report form.

Homeschooling
Though homeschooled students are not considered to have a high school 

diploma or equivalent, they are eligible to receive Title IV funds if their sec-
ondary school education was in a homeschool that state law treats as a home 
or private school. 

Some states issue a secondary school completion credential to home-
schoolers. If this is the case in the state where the student was homeschooled, 
he/she must obtain this credential to be eligible for Title IV funds if the state 
requires it. You may rely on a homeschooled student’s self-certification that 
they completed secondary school in a homeschool setting. The student can 
include in his/her homeschooling self-certification that he/she received this 
state credential. 

An eligible institution is defined in part as one that admits as regular stu-
dents only those who have a high school diploma or equivalent, are beyond 
the compulsory age of attendance for the school’s state, or are dually enrolled 
at the college and a secondary school. For students who finish homeschool-
ing at a younger age, the Department considers them to be beyond the age of 
compulsory attendance if: 

• your school’s state would not require them to obtain a secondary 
completion credential as provided under state law; or

• the student has completed a secondary school education in a home-
school setting that qualifies as an exemption from compulsory atten-
dance under state law. 

See also Volume 2, Chapter 1.
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Homeschooled students and institutional eligibility
HEA Sec. 102(a)(b)(c)

Homeschooled students
HEA Sec. 484(d)(3), 34 CFR 668.32(e)(4)

State regulations (for home-schooling and other purposes) 
www2.ed.gov/admins/comm/choice/regprivschl/index.html

Ability-To-Benefit (ATB) Alternatives  &  Eligible Career              
Pathway programs (ECPP)

Students may become eligible for Title IV aid through the ATB alterna-
tives in one of two ways. If a student first enrolled in an eligible postsecond-
ary program prior to July 1, 2012, the student may enroll in any eligible pro-
gram and can become eligible through one of the ATB alternatives. However, 
if a student first enrolled in an eligible postsecondary program on or after 
July 1, 2012, the student may only become eligible through one of the ATB 
alternatives if the student is enrolled in an “eligible career pathway program” 
(see below for more details about eligible career pathway programs). An ATB 
student need not be enrolled concurrently in both the eligible postsecondary 
program and the component for attaining a high school diploma or its recog-
nized equivalent.

The ATB alternatives include: 

• Passing an independently administered Department of Education 
approved ATB test (see chart at the end of this section). 

• Completing at least six credit hours or 225 clock hours that are ap-
plicable toward a Title IV-eligible degree or certificate offered by 
the postsecondary institution (neither remedial nor developmental 
coursework count toward this requirement. The coursework must 
demonstrate that the student has the ability to benefit from the 
postsecondary program in which the student is enrolled or intends 
to enroll, but need not be applicable to the specific degree or pro-
gram in which the student is enrolled.

• Completing a state process approved by the Secretary of Education.  
Note: To date, state processes have been approved by the Secretary 
for the states of Washington and Wisconsin.

▼ Eligible Career Pathway Programs.  An eligible career pathway pro-
gram is a program that combines rigorous and high-quality education, train-
ing, and other services that:

1.  Align with the skill needs of industries in the economy of the state or 
regional economy involved;

2.  Prepare an individual to be successful in any of a full range of second-
ary or postsecondary education options, including apprenticeships registered 
under the Act of August 16, 1937 (commonly known as the “National Ap-
prenticeship Act”; 50 Stat. 664, chapter 663; 29 U.S.C. 50 et seq.);
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3.  Include counseling to support an individual in achieving the individu-
al’s education and career goals;

4. Include, as appropriate, education offered concurrently with and in the 
same context as workforce preparation activities and training for a specific 
occupation or occupational cluster;

5.  Organize education, training, and other services to meet the particular 
needs of an individual in a manner that accelerates the educational and ca-
reer advancement of the individual to the extent practicable;

6.  Enable an individual to attain a high school diploma or its recognized 
equivalent, and at least one recognized postsecondary credential; and

7.  Help an individual enter or advance within a specific occupation or 
occupational cluster. 

You must make a determination on whether a program meets these 
criteria, and you are responsible for documenting that your career pathway 
program(s) meet each of the requirements described above. The Department 
does not require that you receive approvals or endorsements from a State or 
local workforce agency to fulfill these requirements, although that may be 
one way that you document your compliance. 

You must maintain documentation that each eligible career pathway 
program that you use as a basis for determining a student’s eligibility under 
the ATB alternatives meets the above requirements. This must include docu-
mentation that the program(s) in question include workforce preparation 
activities and training for a specific occupation or occupational cluster, and 
that the program is aligned with the skill needs of the U.S. state or regional 
economy in which your school is located. 

Additional information regarding the requirements for eligible career 
pathway programs can be found in Dear Colleague Letter GEN-16-09 on the 
Knowledge Center.

▼ Eligibility of Other Students Without a High School Diploma (Grandfa-
thered Students). As discussed in Dear Colleague Letter GEN-12-09, students 
who were enrolled in an eligible program of study prior to July 1, 2012 may 
continue to establish Title IV eligibility in any eligible program under one of 
the ATB alternatives by using the following grandfathering test:

Question 1: Did the student attend an eligible program at any Title IV 
institution prior to July 1, 2012? If yes, the student may use any of the ATB 
alternatives (as described above) to become eligible for Title IV funds. If no, 
continue to Question 2.
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Question 2: Did the student, prior to July 1, 2012, officially register at 
a Title IV institution, and is the student scheduled to attend an eligible pro-
gram? If yes, the student may use any of the ATB alternatives (as described 
above) to become eligible for Title IV, HEA student assistance. If no, the stu-
dent may not use the ATB alternatives to become eligible for Title IV, HEA 
student assistance, unless the student is enrolled in an eligible career pathway 
program.

For a student who qualifies to use one of the ATB alternatives through 
enrollment in an eligible program prior to July 1, 2012, you must document 
that the student successfully completed one of the approved ATB alternatives 
described above. Such documentation could include documentation from 
NSLDS that shows a student’s prior receipt of Title IV funds, or a transcript 
or other receipt that demonstrates enrollment in an eligible program. 

ATB & ECPP Eligibility timing 
When a student becomes eligible through enrollment in an Eligible Ca-

reer Pathway program or by completing “at least 6 credit hours or 225 clock-
hours that are applicable to a degree or certificate offered by your school,” 
ATB alternative, the student does not gain eligibility during the period in 
which he/she is completing those hours. The student only becomes eligible 
for Pell Grants and Campus-Based aid in payment periods following the 
period in which the hours were completed, and a school may only originate 
a Direct Loan for a period which follows the period in which the hours were 
completed. 

Ceasing to be an ATB student 
A student who gained Title IV eligibility under one of the ATB alterna-

tives ceases to be an ATB student when they obtain a high school diploma or 
its recognized equivalent. At that point, the student is no longer subject to the 
restrictions on ATB students, including that the student be enrolled in an eli-
gible career pathway program in order to be (potentially) Title IV-eligible.

ATB options & Eligible Career Pathway Programs 
34 CFR 668.32(e)(2,3,5)
Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2016 (Public Law 114-113)
DCL GEN-12-09, DCL GEN-15-09, DCL GEN-16-09, HEA Sec. 484(d)
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (29 U.S.C. 3102(7))
ATB/ECPP FAQ: Electronic Announcement Jan 15, 2021

ATB tests 
34 CFR Part 668 Subpart J (Sections 141–156), 
Electronic Announcement June 24, 2015
Revised ATB regulations were published in the Federal Register on Oct. 29, 2010.
Guidance on implementation of requirements for tests in languages other than 
English was given in GEN-11-08. 
For the latest list of approved ATB tests and passing scores, see the Federal 
Register notice of November 9th, 2020 and the chart below.
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 Wonderlic Basic Skills Test (WBST) Verbal Forms VS-1 and       
 VS-2, Quantitative Forms QS-1 and QS-2. This is a paper test.

   Wonderlic, Inc., 400 Lakeview Parkway, Suite 200, Vernon Hills, IL 60061
   Contact: Chris Young,  847-247-2544
   Passing Scores: Verbal 200, Quantitative 210

 Wonderlic Basic Skills Test (WBST) Verbal Forms VS-1 and     
 VS-2, Quantitative Forms QS-1 and QS-2. This is an online 
 version of the tests. 

   Wonderlic, Inc., 400 Lakeview Parkway, Suite 200, Vernon Hills, IL 60061
    Contact: Chris Young,  847-247-2544
    Passing Scores: Verbal 200, Quantitative 210

 Spanish Wonderlic Basic Skills Test (Spanish WBST)  
 Verbal Forms VS-1 and VS-2, Quantitative Forms QS-1 and 
 QS-2. This is a paper test.

   Wonderlic, Inc., 400 Lakeview Parkway, Suite 200, Vernon Hills, IL 60061
    Contact: Chris Young,  847-247-2544
    Passing Scores: Verbal 200, Quantitative 200

 Spanish Wonderlic Basic Skills Test (Spanish WBST) 
 Verbal Forms VS-1 and VS-2, Quantitative Forms QS-1 and 
 QS-2. This is an online version of the tests.

    Wonderlic, Inc., 400 Lakeview Parkway, Suite 200, Vernon Hills, IL 60061
    Contact: Chris Young,  847-247-2544
    Passing Scores: Verbal 200, Quantitative 200

Combined English Language Skills Assessment (CELSA),  
Forms 1 and 2.
 

   Association of Classroom Teacher Testers (ACTT), 1187 Coast Village Road, Suite  1,              
   #378, Montecito, CA 93108
   Contact: Pablo Beuckelew,  805-965-5704
   Passing Scores: CELSA Form 1: 97,  Form 2: 97.

ACCUPLACER Computer-adaptive tests and Companion 
ACCUPLACER Forms J & K: Reading, Writing, Arithmetic 

   The College Board, 250 Vesey Street, New York, NY 10281
   Contact: The ACCUPLACER Program,  800-607-5223
   Passing Scores: Reading 233, Writing 235, and  
   Arithmetic 230

 Approved ATB Tests                      |   Publishers  &  Passing Scores               

Approved ATB Tests

Texas Success Initiative (TSI) Assessment
Computer-adaptive tests and COMPANION TSI Forms T and V: 
Reading Placement Test, Writing Placement Test, Mathematics 
Placement Test

The College Board, 250 Vesey Street, New York, NY 10281 
Contact: The TSI Assessment,  800-607-5223
Passing Scores: Reading Placement Test 336, Writing 
Placement Test 345, Mathematics Placement Test 326
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SATISFACTORY ACADEMIC PROGRESS (SAP)
To be eligible for Title IV funds, a student must make satisfactory aca-

demic progress, and your school must have a reasonable policy for monitor-
ing that progress. The Department considers a satisfactory academic progress 
policy to be reasonable if it meets both the qualitative and quantitative crite-
ria explained in this section.

Your SAP policy must be at least as strict (in terms of the qualitative and 
quantitative standards discussed below, not the frequency with which these 
are checked) as your SAP policy for students enrolled in the same program of 
study who are not receiving Title IV funds at your school, and it must apply 
equally to all students within categories, e.g., full-time, part-time, undergrad-
uate, and graduate students. A school may create different SAP policies for 
different categories or groups of students, e.g. full-time vs. part-time, under-
graduate vs. graduate students, and students enrolled in different academic 
programs.  

You may use standard rounding rules on any SAP measurements for 
both qualitative and quantitative components (i.e. round up .5 and higher, 
round down if below .5). If you choose to round any SAP measurements, 
your policy for doing so must be included in your school’s general SAP pol-
icy. A student is either making SAP for all Title IV programs, or is not. You 
cannot say a student is making SAP for Pell but not for Direct Loans.  

Your policy(ies) must include an academic progress evaluation at the 
end of each payment period for students in programs lasting one year or less. 
For all other programs, the policy must include annual reviews which must 
correspond with the end of a payment period. For programs greater than 
one year, your policy may also call for progress reviews after each payment 
period. If you review at each payment period, you must review SAP after ev-
ery term, (including any summer terms) the student was enrolled. You may 
have reasonable rules for students who initially enroll in specific courses but 
modify that enrollment within a limited time. 

Grades and pace of completion
Your school’s policy must specify that both the quantitative (pace) and 

qualitative (grade-based) standards are reviewed at each evaluation point. 
Each component may include a payment period-based standard but is re-
quired to include a cumulative standard. You may review SAP via satisfactory 
progress checks more frequently, (for example, monthly), but the more fre-
quent reviews are considered informal checks and cannot replace the review 
that is required to be conducted at the end of the payment period.

Your policy must specify the qualitative standard (grade point average or 
GPA) that a student must have at each evaluation or, if GPA is not an appro-
priate qualitative measure, a comparable measure against a norm. In addi-
tion, the HEA requires a specific qualitative review at the end of the student’s 
second academic year. Students enrolled in a program of more than two aca-
demic years must have a GPA of at least a “C” or its equivalent or must have 
an academic standing consistent with your school’s graduation requirements.
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Having a standing consistent with the requirement for graduation means 
you could use an escalating GPA instead of a fixed one. For example, if your 
school uses a 4-point scale, it could require students to have a 2.0 average 
by graduation but allow their average to be lower earlier in their program. If 
your policy permits such a progression and a student falls below a C average, 
you must be able to document that her average is consistent with the aca-
demic standard required for graduation.  

Remedial coursework must be included in the qualitative assessment of 
SAP. The courses need not be included in the student’s GPA; however, your 
school must have some means of assessing a student’s qualitative academic 
progress in remedial coursework. Similarly, you must have a means of assess-
ing student progress in programs comprised entirely of pass/fail coursework. 
Courses attempted on a pass/fail basis count as attempts for SAP purposes 
(see the guidance below on pace), but are not factored into a student’s GPA 
for SAP purposes. When there are just a few pass/fail courses in the overall 
program, such courses do not have to be included in the qualitative/grades 
SAP component as long as they are counted in the quantitative/pace compo-
nent. However, a program comprised primarily or 100% of pass/fail course-
work must be counted in both qualitative and quantitative components.  

Your SAP policy must also specify the quantitative standard (pace) at 
which students must progress through their program to ensure that they will 
graduate within the maximum timeframe (see below for full definition of 
maximum timeframe), and each satisfactory progress check must measure 
this. Nonterm credit and clock-hour programs are now exempt from the 
quantitative/pace evaluation. Your school may, at its option, include them in 
your SAP calculation for the quantitative component of SAP (see the 9/2/20 
final regulation). 

For credit-hour programs using standard or nonstandard terms that are 
not subscription-based programs, you calculate the pace at which a student is 
progressing by dividing the total number of hours the student has successful-
ly completed by the total number they have attempted, or by determining the 
number of hours that the student should have completed by the evaluation 
point in order to complete the program within the maximum timeframe. 
You may include, but aren’t required to include, remedial courses when mak-
ing the assessment of the quantitative component of SAP. Subscription-based 
programs are exempt from measurement in the quantitative/pace compo-
nent as part of SAP evaluation, however, a student in a subscription-based 
program is not eligible to receive a subsequent disbursement until the credit-
hours (or equivalent) associated with all prior payment periods have been 
completed. Students are allowed one additional subscription period to catch 
up without losing eligibility for Title IV aid.
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You may exclude from the SAP quantitative/pace calculations any credits 
a student attempted, but could not complete due to the COVID-19 national 
emergency. It is not necessary for a student to have filed a SAP appeal for a 
school to exercise this flexibility, but you must have reasonably determined 
that the student’s failure to complete those credits was the result of a  CO-
VID-19 related circumstance. Allowable circumstances include, but are not 
limited to: illness of the student or family member, need to become a care-
giver or first responder, economic hardship, added work hours, loss of child-
care, inability to continue with classes via distance education, and inability to 
access wi-fi due to closed facilities. 

Checking a student’s pace of completion allows for variations of enroll-
ment status since you look at the percentage of classes successfully completed 
rather than a time-frame in which courses are taken. Also, you can use a 
graduated completion percentage for each year of a program. For instance, 
your policy can permit students to complete a lower percentage of their 
classes in the first academic year but require them to complete an increasing 
percentage in subsequent years so that they finish their program in time. A 
student is ineligible (via the maximum timeframe element) when it becomes 
mathematically impossible for them to complete the program within 150% 
of its length if it is an undergraduate program, or within the maximum time-
frame established by the school if it is a graduate program. In this situation, 
an appeal would be possible if your school allows appeals.

Your policy must explain how GPA and pace of completion are affected 
by incomplete courses, withdrawals, and repetitions, and by transfer credits 
from other schools. Generally, all periods of the student’s enrollment count 
when assessing progress, even periods in which the student did not receive 
Title IV funds. However, only transfer credits that count toward the student’s 
current program must be counted (as both attempted and completed hours; 
credits not counted toward the student’s program may also be counted at 
your school’s discretion, as described in your SAP policy). Your policy may 
permit that for students who change majors, credits and grades that do not 
count toward the new major will not be included in the satisfactory progress 
determination. You may limit how many times a student can change majors, 
for SAP purposes.

Your SAP policy cannot exclude from the satisfactory progress check 
courses in which a student remained past the add/drop period and earned a 
grade of “W” (or its equivalent), nor can it exclude a specific type of hours 
attempted, such as those taken during a summer session. A review of SAP is 
not complete until both the qualitative and quantitative measures have been 
reviewed. If a satisfactory progress check shows that a student does not have 
the required GPA or is not maintaining the required pace, she becomes ineli-
gible for Title IV funds unless your school reviews SAP after every payment 
period or permits SAP appeals, as explained below. 
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You may monitor SAP throughout the payment period, for example, at 
the end of each month, but an official review (i.e., for Title IV eligibility pur-
poses) may only occur at the end of a payment period. A monthly evaluation 
that contains the end of a payment period (such as hour 450) cannot count as 
the official evaluation for the entire payment period. After an official evalu-
ation, a student not meeting SAP standards must be placed on termination 
(i.e., immediate loss of Title IV eligibility), warning, or probation (if the stu-
dent submits a successful appeal) status. You may not put someone on warn-
ing or probation for less than a payment period.

SAP matching progress and published length of program
A school’s attendance policy may be more strict than the quantitative 

(pace) standard for SAP. However, if the standards do not match, a student 
may continue to meet SAP progress requirements for one standard and not 
for the other, which can result in the student being charged over-contract 
hours due to failing to meet the stricter standard. If, in a program to which 
these standards apply, a substantial majority of students graduate after the 
published length of the program (while retaining Title IV eligibility & incur-
ring overtime charges), ED would expect the school to revise the published 
length of the program.

Satisfactory progress definitions 
Appeal—A process by which a student who is not meeting SAP stan-

dards petitions the school for reconsideration of his eligibility for Title IV 
funds.

Financial aid probation—A status a school assigns to a student who is 
failing to make satisfactory academic progress and who successfully appeals. 
Eligibility for aid may be reinstated for one payment period.

Financial aid warning—A status a school assigns to a student who is 
failing to make satisfactory academic progress. The school reinstates eligibil-
ity for aid for one payment period and may do so without a student appeal. 
This status may only be used by schools that check SAP at the end of each 
payment period and only for students who were making SAP in the prior 
payment period for which they were enrolled or who were in the first pay-
ment period of their program. 

Maximum timeframe:

• For an undergraduate program measured in credit hours, a period no 
longer than 150 percent of the published length of the program, as measured 
in credit hours, or expressed in calendar time. If your school chooses to use 
calendar time for maximum timeframe, you evaluate a student’s pace by 
determining the number of hours that the student should have completed at 
the evaluation point in order to complete the program within the maximum 
timeframe. 

At each official SAP evaluation point, you must evaluate whether it is 
possible for each student to complete their program within the maximum 
timeframe. Students fail the maximum timeframe measure at the point at 
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which it is determined that it is not possible for them to complete their pro-
gram within the maximum timeframe, not at the point they actually reach 
the maximum timeframe point. 

• For an undergraduate program measured in clock hours, a period no 
longer than 150 percent of the published length of the program as measured 
by the cumulative number of clock hours the student is required to complete 
and expressed in calendar time.  (Note that a student in a clock hour pro-
gram cannot receive aid for hours beyond those in the program; the maxi-
mum timeframe applies to the amount of calendar time the student takes to 
complete those hours.)

• For a graduate program, a period the school defines that is based on the 
length of the program.

SAP new/conflicting information requirements
SAP calculations are to be performed at established intervals which must 

coincide with the end of a payment period as prescribed in 34 CFR 668.34(a)
(3). You are not required to recheck SAP and/or recalculate as the result of 
grade changes that occur between formal SAP evaluations. 

However, a school may have a policy of recalculating to account for sub-
sequent grade changes. If your school has a policy to recalculate, you may 
make disbursements of Title IV aid for which the student becomes eligible 
as a result of the grade changes. However, there are limitations on when a 
school can make a disbursement in these circumstances: 

• For Pell and TEACH Grants, you may only make a disbursement 
based on a grade change during the payment period immediately 
following the SAP evaluation that was affected by the change. 

• For all other types of Title IV aid, you may only make a disburse-
ment based on a grade change during the academic year in which 
the SAP evaluation takes place, or, if the evaluation takes place at the 
end of an academic year, during the academic year following that 
SAP evaluation. 

For example, consider a student who was deemed ineligible for Title IV 
aid in the spring term due to failing an SAP evaluation at the end of the fall. 
If the school changes the student’s grades during the spring term, it could 
pay the student Pell or TEACH Grant funds for the spring. However, if the 
school decided to change the student’s grades after the spring term ended, it 
could not disburse Pell or TEACH Grant funds to the student for the spring 
term. 

Schools should not alter aid already disbursed to students based on SAP 
evaluations that were accurate at the time they were performed. For example, 
consider a student who was deemed eligible for Title IV aid in the spring 
term after passing a SAP evaluation that included incomplete classes, but the 
school changes those incomplete grades to failing grades during the spring 
term. Had the student failed those courses prior to the SAP evaluation, he or 
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she would have failed the evaluation and been ineligible for aid during the 
spring term. However, in this situation, the school should not return the stu-
dent’s Title IV aid for the spring term because the student was eligible on the 
basis of a SAP evaluation that was accurate at the time it was performed.

Whether or not your school has a policy of rechecking SAP between 
evaluation points, any grade changes must be accounted for in the next 
scheduled SAP evaluation. Although schools have the option of recalculat-
ing SAP due to grade changes, these changes should be a rare occurrence. If 
changes to student eligibility on the basis of grade changes occur on a regu-
lar, consistent basis, FSA may have compliance concerns. 

Financial aid warning
Only schools that check satisfactory progress at the end of each payment 

period may place students on financial aid warning as a consequence of not 
making satisfactory progress. A school may use this status without appeal or 
any other action by the student. Warning status lasts for one payment pe-
riod only, during which the student may continue to receive Title IV funds.  
Students who fail to make satisfactory progress after the warning period lose 
their aid eligibility unless they successfully appeal and are placed on proba-
tion. Schools do not need to use the warning status; they can instead require 
students to immediately appeal to be placed on probation.

Appeals, financial aid probation, and academic plans
All schools may use financial aid probation as part of their satisfactory 

progress policy. When a student loses FSA eligibility because he failed to 
make satisfactory progress, if the school permits appeals, he may appeal that 
result on the basis of: his injury or illness, the death of a relative, or other 
special circumstances. His appeal must explain why he failed to make satis-
factory progress and what has changed in his situation that will allow him to 
make satisfactory progress at the next evaluation.  

If you determine, based on the appeal, that the student should be able to 
meet the SAP standards by the end of the subsequent payment period, you 
may place him on probation without an academic plan. You must review 
the student’s progress at the end of that one payment period, as probation 
status is for one payment period only. If you determine, based on the appeal, 
that the student will require more than one payment period to meet progress 
standards, you may place him on probation and develop an academic plan 
for the student. You must review the student’s progress at the end of one 
payment period as is required of a student on probation status, to determine 
if the student is meeting the requirements of the academic plan. 

If the student is meeting the requirements of the academic plan (or the 
universally applicable SAP requirements, outside of any individualized aca-
demic reinstatement plan), the student is eligible to receive Title IV aid as 
long as the student continues to meet those requirements and is reviewed ac-
cording to the requirements specified in the plan. Your school determines the 
process and documentation required for an appeal. 
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Your school may decide to require more extensive information on an 
initial appeal and some type of an update statement on a subsequent appeal. 
The regulations do not specify what must be included in an academic plan. 
The school and the student must develop a plan that ensures that the student 
is able to meet the school’s satisfactory progress standards by a specific time, 
though an academic plan could instead take the student to successful pro-
gram completion. Students must also appeal to change their plan. They must 
explain what has happened to make the change necessary and how they will 
be able to make academic progress.

Reestablishing aid eligibility
Your policy, even if it does not permit appeals, must explain how stu-

dents who are not making satisfactory academic progress can restore their 
eligibility for Title IV funds. Other than when a student is placed on finan-
cial aid warning or probation or has agreed to an academic plan as outlined 
above, he can regain eligibility only by taking action that brings him into 
compliance with your school’s satisfactory progress standards. The require-
ment that a student complete a number of credits or enroll for a number of 
academic periods without receiving Title IV funds, or that he interrupt his 
attendance for one or more academic periods, may be part of your academic 
progress policy. However, paying for one’s classes or sitting out for a term 
does not affect a student’s academic progress status, so neither is sufficient to 
reestablish aid eligibility. 

Grades and SAP: Academic amnesty/renewal
Some schools have academic amnesty/renewal procedures through 

which a student can apply to have credits attempted and grades earned in 
previous semesters excluded from the calculation of the student’s grade point 
average. The FSA program regulations make no provision for the concept of 
academic amnesty or academic renewal. Therefore, a school must always in-
clude courses applicable to a student’s major (whenever taken) in evaluating 
a student’s satisfactory academic progress (both quantitative and qualitative 
components). However, a student may be able to appeal loss of eligibility due 
to special circumstances. 

Completed program, no degree
A student who completes the academic requirements for a program but 

does not yet have the degree or certificate is not eligible for further additional 
Title IV funds for that program. 

SAP for test-based credits
Some schools have developed tests in accord with their academic stan-

dards, such as language proficiency tests, which students can take and receive 
course credit. If such credits count toward the student’s program, the grades-
for those credits count in the student’s GPA for all FSA purposes. Such cred-
its must be counted towards SAP for quantitative/pace purposes, and may, 
according to the school’s written policy, be counted towards the student’s 
qualitative/grades SAP measurement.
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Four-year credit-hour program with appeal 
Students in a bachelor’s degree program at 
National College must complete 120 credits and 
may attempt up to 180 credits (120 x 150%). 
National reviews a student’s academic progress 
once per year and has a pace of completion of 2/3 
or 66.67% of the classes that students attempt; it 
requires a cumulative GPA of 1.50 after the first 
year, 1.75 after the second year, and 2.0 after the 
third year and beyond.

In his first semester, Danny fails one course and 
withdraws (late in the term) from one of his 
five courses (15 credits).  He takes four courses 
in his second semester and again fails one and 
withdraws from one.  Though his GPA is 1.71, 
he isn’t making SAP by the end of the first year 
because he completed only 15 credits out of the 
27 he attempted, and two-thirds (2/3) of 27 is 18.  
Danny applies for an appeal, but because his only 
reason for not making SAP is that he wasn’t able to 
concentrate on college after being in high school, 
and because he doesn’t offer evidence showing 
what has changed, the aid administrator at National 
denies his appeal, and he is ineligible for aid in his 
second year.

Even if Danny had a more convincing reason for 
failing at SAP, such as being injured and being 
rendered unable to participate effectively in his 
normal activities, the administrator might still 
have denied his appeal because she saw little 
improvement or variation in Danny’s pace of 
completion and did not determine that he would 
likely be making SAP a year later. If Danny’s 
academic performance improves by the end of his 
second year so that he is meeting the SAP criteria, 
he can again receive Title IV funds.

4-year credit-hour program with warning and 
appeal 
Krieger University checks SAP every quarter, which 
permits it to use financial aid warnings. Students 
must complete 144 credit hours to receive a BA or BS 
degree, and they may attempt up to 216 credit hours 
to complete a program. Students must complete at 
least half of the credits they attempt in their first year 
and 75% of their credits in each year after that. They 
must have no less than a 2.0 GPA at all times.

Gina finishes her first year at Krieger with a 2.25 GPA 
and completes all of the credits that she attempts, 
so she is making SAP. After the first quarter in her 
second year, she again completes all of her classes 
but poor grades leave her with a 1.94 GPA. The aid 
administrator places her on financial aid warning for 
one quarter and informs her that she is not meeting 
the SAP standards. Gina does poorly in the next 
quarter as well, and her GPA drops to 1.85.  The aid 
administrator informs her that she can’t continue 
on warning status and needs to submit an appeal 
explaining why she is failing to make SAP and why 
she thinks that will change and allow her to again 
make SAP.

Gina brings the administrator an obituary showing 
that her mother died recently, which required that 
she help with family affairs and caused her to lose 
her focus at school. She asserts that is over now. The 
administrator places her on probation and suggests 
that she might take fewer courses.  But Gina enrolls 
full time and again receives poor grades, causing her 
GPA to drop to 1.80. The administrator informs Gina 
that she has become ineligible for Title IV funds but 
that she can become eligible again if she raises her 
GPA to 2.0 or that she can submit another appeal (the 
latter appeal must be based on a reason different 
from the first appeal) and this time request to be 
placed on an academic plan.

Satisfactory Academic Progress Examples: Four-Year Programs

Satisfactory Academic Progress
HEA Sec. 484(c), 34 CFR 668.16(e), 34 CFR 668.32(f), 34 CFR 668.34 
Q&A: www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/reg/hearulemaking/2009/sap.html
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1-year credit-hour program with financial aid 
warning  Carver University has a program that a 
full-time student can complete in 24 semester hours.  
Because this is a one-year program, Carver must check 
SAP every payment period. Their policy is that students 
must complete the program by the time they have 
attempted 36 (150% of 24) hours, and the pace of 
completion is 2/3 or 66.67%. They require a 2.0 GPA at 
all times.

Suzie plans to take two classes (eight hours) each 
semester.  In the first term, she fails one class and 
gets a B in the other.  Her GPA is 1.5 and her pace of 
completion is 50%, so Carver automatically places her 
on financial aid warning and informs her of this. In her 
second semester, Suzie gets a C (in the class she failed 
in the first semester) and an A, raising her GPA to 2.25 
(Carver counts all grades for retaken classes), and she 
has completed 75% of her classes, so she restores her 
aid eligibility.  

Clock-hour program with appeal
Fowler Community College has a 900-clock-hour 
program that normally takes eight months to complete.  
Fowler allows a maximum timeframe of 12 months to 
complete the program, and students must complete 
at least 300 clock hours out of the 450 clock hours of 
each payment period (four months) and maintain a 2.0 
GPA. Because the program is so short and financial aid 
warnings would delay a rigorous review of students’ 

academic performance until late in (or the end of) 
the program, Fowler decides not to use warnings.  
Instead, it requires students to submit an appeal 
when they are not meeting SAP standards.

After the first four months, Anthony’s GPA is 3.0, 
but he completes only 250 of the 300 clock hours 
that were required for the payment period. Fowler 
informs him that he must submit an appeal to 
continue to receive Title IV funds. Anthony tells 
the administrator that he was diagnosed with 
depression, which prevents him from doing as much 
as he’d like. He provides a note from his psychiatrist 
and affirms that he is doing better since he has 
received regular treatment. The administrator grants 
his appeal and puts him on financial aid probation 
since she determines that Anthony can finish the 
program in the remainder of the year. She drafts a 
plan that allows him some flexibility in his pace of 
completion and that requires him to check with her 
once a month to inform her of his progress in his 
classes.

After four more months, Anthony’s GPA is 3.3, and 
he has completed 580 hours out of the 600 required 
under Fowler’s published SAP policy, which would 
normally make him ineligible for Title IV funds. But 
because he is progressing according to his personal 
SAP plan and is predicted to complete the program 
within the maximum timeframe, he may continue to 
receive aid.

Satisfactory Academic Progress Examples: One-Year Programs

SAP  Practices  FAQs

Q.     If a student fails SAP at the end of a payment period and becomes ineligible for aid in the next payment period, can the school still  
         provide a late disbursement of aid for eligible coursework associated with the previous payment period? 
A. Yes, if the student meets all of the late disbursement requirements (and was in all other ways eligible at the time). SAP is forward   
 looking and impacts student eligibility in subsequent payment periods.   

Q. After my school makes an SAP evaluation, can a student be placed on warning or probation status (if the appeal is successful) for a  
 period that is one month, i.e. until the next evaluation?  
A. No, the warning or probation must last for a payment period. 

Q.   When determining SAP, is it permissible to only include coursework applicable to the student’s program in the qualitative calculation,  
 while including all coursework in the quantitative calculation?
A. No, coursework assessed must be the same for both qualitative and quantitative measures.

Q.   May we have a policy in our larger SAP policy that when a student changes majors or program, only the credits still applicable to the  
 student’s new major count towards SAP?
A.  Yes. The treatment of a student who changes majors is determined by the school. You must specify in your SAP policy whether or not  
 you will include all coursework taken by a student, or only the coursework towards the degree in which the student is enrolled.

Q.   May we have an SAP policy of having a different set of credits evaluated for qualitative and quantitative purposes?
A.  No, the credits assessed for each must be the same.
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ENROLLMENT STATUS
A student must be enrolled at least half time to receive aid from the Di-

rect Subsidized/Unsubsidized and Direct PLUS Loan programs. The Pell, 
TEACH Grant, and Campus-Based Programs don’t require half-time enroll-
ment, with three exceptions: 

•  students must be enrolled at least half-time in the payment period(s)  
  for which the student receives the additional Pell Grant funds in ex  
  cess of 100 percent of the student’s Pell Grant Scheduled Award;

• students must be enrolled at least half-time in a post-baccalaureate 
program for teacher education; and 

• students must be enrolled at least half-time in a teaching credential 
program to be eligible for Federal Work Study (FWS). 

Enrollment status does affect the amount of Pell a student receives; see 
Volume 3, Chapter 3. Students in nonterm programs are always considered 
full-time for Pell purposes.

To be enrolled half time, a student must be taking at least half of the 
course load of a full-time student. Your school defines a full-time workload, 
but it must meet the minimum standards in the FSA regulations. The defini-
tion of full time for FSA purposes can differ from that used for other pur-
poses at your school, such as the definition used by the registrar’s office. Your 
definition of a full-time workload for a program must be used for all students 
in that program and must be the same for all FSA-related purposes, including 
loan deferments. You can’t accommodate a student with a learning disability 
or other handicap by allowing her a full-time enrollment status lower (for 
Title IV financial aid purposes) than the minimum standard (see the section 
earlier in the chapter on students with intellectual disabilities). Note that for 
students in Comprehensive Transition and Postsecondary (CTP) programs, 
the scope of activity that may be counted for full-time status is broader than it 
is for students in traditional programs.  

A school may choose to define half time as half of the minimum full-
time standard established in the regulations even if this is less than half the 
full-time standard established by the school. For example, if a school sets 14 
semester hours as full time, it could use 6 semester hours (one-half of the 
regulatory full-time minimum of 12) as half time instead of 7. 

▼ Minimum standards for full-time enrollment.  A student’s workload 
may include any combination of courses, work, research, or special studies 
that your school considers sufficient to classify them as full time. This 
includes, for a term-based program that is not subscription-based, no 
more than one repetition of a previously passed course that is not due to 
the student failing other coursework. The regulations specify a minimum 
standard for undergraduate students but not for graduate students. For 
undergraduates, full-time status must be at least: 

• 12 semester hours or 12 quarter hours per academic term in an 
   educational program using a semester, trimester, or quarter system;

• 24 semester hours or 36 quarter hours per academic year for an 
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   educational program using credit hours but not using terms, or the prorated 
equivalent for a program of less than one academic year;

• 24 clock hours per week for an educational program using clock-
   hours;

• A series of courses or seminars equaling 12 semester or quarter-hours 
  over a maximum of 18 weeks;

• For a program that measures credit hours and uses nonstandard 
   terms, the number of weeks of instruction in the term divided by the 
   number of weeks of instruction in the academic year, multiplied by 
   the number of credit hours in the program’s academic year;

• The work portion of a cooperative education program in which the 
   amount of work performed is equivalent to the academic workload of 
   a full-time student; or

• For correspondence coursework, a courseload commensurate with the 
   full-time definitions listed here, and at least half of that load must be 
   non-correspondence coursework that meets half of the school’s       
   requirement for full-time students.

• For subscription-based programs, a full-time course load commensurate with 
the full-time definitions for standard and nonstandard term programs listed 
here. For a full discussion of subscription-based programs and terms, see 
the 2021-22 edition of Volume 3. 

Note that the regulatory definitions of credit-hour and clock-hour have 
been updated. For more details, see Volume 2, Chapter 2, and the Septem-
ber 2, 2020 Distance Education and Innovation regulatory package (34 CFR 
600.2). The definition of academic year has also been updated. For more de-
tails, see the September 2, 2020 Distance Education and Innovation regulatory 
package (34 CFR 668.3) and Volume 3, Chapter 1. 

Your school must have a written policy stating what enrollment 
status the work portion of a co-op program is equivalent to. If it equals or 
exceeds a full-time academic load, the co-op student is considered full time 
regardless of how many credits are earned for the co-op work. A student 
taking only correspondence courses is never considered to be enrolled more 
than half time. See Volume 3 for more on Pell and enrollment status and 
correspondence courses. If a student is enrolled in courses that do not count 
toward his degree, certificate, or other recognized credential, they cannot be 
used to determine enrollment status unless they are eligible remedial courses.  

This means you cannot award the student aid for classes that do not 
count toward his degree, certificate, or other recognized credential. Also, 
federal student aid can be awarded only for learning that results from 
instruction provided or overseen by the school. It cannot be awarded for any 
portion of a program based on study or life experience prior to enrollment 
in the program, or based on tests of learning that are not associated with 
educational activities overseen by the school.

Eligibility and enrollment status for retaking coursework
The regulatory definition for full-time students (for undergraduates)     

allows a student, in a term-based program only, to retake any previously 
passed course (a maximum of once per course). For this purpose, passed 
means any grade higher than an “F,” regardless of any school or program 
policy requiring a higher qualitative grade or measure to have been consid-
ered to have passed the course. This retaken course may be included in the 
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student’s enrollment status, and would count toward the student’s eligibility 
for Title IV aid.  

SAP regulations allow a student to receive Title IV funds for retaking 
a course he or she failed, and if a student withdraws before completing the 
course that he or she is being paid Title IV funds for retaking, that is not 
counted as his or her one allowed retake for that course. However, if a stu-
dent passed a class once, then is repaid for retaking it, and fails the second 
time, that failure counts as their paid retake, and the student may not be paid 
for retaking the class a third time.  

If your school has a policy that requires students to retake all of the 
coursework for a term in which a student fails a course, only the first retake 
of any previously passed course is eligible for Title IV aid (see the preamble 
to the October 15, 2015 Program Integrity regulation; page 67127). If a stu-
dent withdraws from all Title IV eligible courses in the payment period or 
period of enrollment and continues to attend only the course(s) that they are 
completing or repeating for which they may not receive Title IV aid during 
that period, the student is a withdrawal for Title IV purposes. This is because 
a student is considered to be attending a Title IV eligible program only if he 
or she is attending one or more courses in that program for which the stu-
dent is receiving Title IV funds. For more details on eligibility for retaking 
coursework, see 34 CFR 668.2(b).

Counting non-credit or reduced-credit remedial work in enrollment 
status

A student can receive aid for a limited amount of remedial coursework 
that is included as part of a regular program. As long as the student qualifies 
for aid for remedial courses, you must include the remedial courses in the 
student’s enrollment status. Some schools give no credit or reduced credit 
for remedial classes. To determine enrollment status, credit hours for the 
remedial class should be the same as for the comparable full-credit class. If 
you’re using credit hours, you can compare the number of classroom and 
homework hours of study that the remedial course requires with the hours 
required for similar courses offered for full credit. Clock-hour schools should 
use the number of classroom hours attended in the remedial program. For 
more details, see 34 CFR 668.20.

Enrollment status for students with intellectual disabilities
Because a comprehensive transition and postsecondary (CTP) program 

for students with intellectual disabilities can include work for which the 
school awards no credit, such as audited courses, the school must develop 
equivalencies in credit hours for such work, just as it must do with non-credit 
remedial coursework.  This will allow the school to determine the enrollment 
status for students in these programs.

Full-time student definition
34 CFR 668.2(b)

Half-time enrollment
HEA Sec. 428(b)(1)(A), 34 CFR 668.2(b)
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STUDENTS CONVICTED OF POSSESSION 
OR SALE OF DRUGS

A federal or state drug conviction (but not a local or municipal convic-
tion) can disqualify a student for Title IV funds. The student self-certifies in 
applying for aid that he is eligible; you’re not required to confirm this unless 
you have conflicting information. The Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988 includes 
provisions that authorize federal and state judges to deny certain federal 
benefits, including student aid, to persons convicted of drug trafficking or 
possession. The Central Processing System (CPS) maintains a hold file of 
individuals who have received such a judgment. All applicants are checked 
against this file to determine if they should be denied aid. This is separate 
from the check for a drug conviction via question 23; records matching the 
drug abuse hold file receive a rejected application (reject 19 and comments 
009 or 055 on the SAR and ISIR). See the ISIR Guide on the Knowledge Cen-
ter Library page for more information. 

Convictions only count against a student for aid eligibility purposes 
(FAFSA question 23c) if they were for an offense that occurred during a 
period of enrollment for which the student was receiving federal student 
aid—they do not count if the offense was not during such a period, unless 
the student was denied federal benefits for drug trafficking by a federal or 
state judge. Also, a conviction that was reversed, set aside, or removed from 
the student’s record does not count, nor does one received when she was a 
juvenile, unless she was tried as an adult.

The chart below illustrates the period of ineligibility for Title IV funds, 
depending on whether the conviction was for sale or possession and whether 
the student had previous offenses. A conviction for sale of drugs includes 
convictions for conspiring to sell drugs.

Possession of 
illegal drugs

Sale of illegal 
drugs

1st offense 1 year from date of 
conviction

2 years from date of 
conviction

2nd offense 2 years from date of 
conviction

Indefinite period

3+ offenses Indefinite period

If the student was convicted of both possessing and selling illegal drugs, 
and the periods of ineligibility are different, the student will be ineligible for 
the longer period. Schools must provide each student who becomes ineligible 
for Title IV funds due to a drug conviction a clear and conspicuous notice, 
in written form, of his loss of eligibility and the methods whereby he can 
become eligible again.

A student regains eligibility the day after the period of ineligibility 
ends (i.e., for a 1st or 2nd offense); or when the student successfully 
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completes a qualified drug rehabilitation program that includes passing two 
unannounced drug tests given by such a program. Further drug convictions 
will make the individual ineligible again.

Students denied eligibility for an indefinite period can regain eligibility 
after completing any of the following options:

• Successfully completing a rehabilitation program, as described 
below, which includes passing two unannounced drug tests from 
such a program; 

•  Having the conviction reversed, set aside, or removed from the 
student’s record so that fewer than two convictions for sale or three 
convictions for possession remain on the record; or 

•  Successfully completing two unannounced drug tests which are part 
of a rehab program (the student does not need to complete the rest 
of the program).  

In such cases, the nature and dates of the remaining convictions 
will determine when the student regains eligibility. It is the student’s 
responsibility to certify to you that she has successfully completed the 
rehabilitation program; as with the conviction question on the FAFSA, 
you are not required to confirm the reported information unless you have 
conflicting information. When a student regains eligibility during the award 
year, you may award Pell Grant, TEACH, and Campus-Based aid for the 
current payment period and Direct Loans for the period of enrollment.

Standards for a qualified drug rehabilitation program
A qualified drug rehabilitation program must include at least two unan-

nounced drug tests and satisfy at least one of the following requirements:

• Be qualified to receive funds directly or indirectly from a federal, 
   state, or local government program;

• Be qualified to receive payment directly or indirectly from a federally 
   or state-licensed insurance company;

• Be administered or recognized by a federal, state, or local government 
   agency or court; or

• Be administered or recognized by a federally or state-licensed        
hospital, health clinic, or medical doctor.

If you are counseling a student who will need to enter such a program, 
be sure to advise the student of these requirements. If a student certifies that 
he has successfully completed a drug rehabilitation program, but you have 
reason to believe that the program does not meet the requirements, you must 
find out if it does before paying the student any Title IV funds.  
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Question 23 Student Aid Eligibility Worksheet
E-Announcement October 1, 2019 
You may distribute this worksheet to students to help them determine and document their eligibility 
or ineligibility, based on their responses to question 23 on the FAFSA (i.e., drug convictions): 
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/worksheets-schedules-and-tables/2019-
10-01/2020-21-free-application-federal-student-aid-fafsar-fafsa-web-worksheet-and-student-
aid-eligibility-worksheet-question-23 

Drug convictions
HEA Section 484(r), 34 CFR 668.40
A student who self-certifies that he or she has P56, 058, or 052 on his or her SAR 
and ISIR. See the SAR Comment Code and Text Guide on the Knowledge Center. 
For questions, contact the CPS/SAIG Technical Support at 800-330-5947, or 
CPSSAIG@ed.gov.
 

INCARCERATED STUDENTS
A student is considered to be incarcerated if he or she is serving a crimi-

nal sentence in a federal, state, or local penitentiary, prison, jail, reformatory, 
work farm, or similar correctional institution (whether it is operated by the 
government or a contractor). No student who is incarcerated in a Federal or 
State penal institution may be eligible to receive Pell Grant funds, however, 
such students may still be potentially eligible for FSEOG and FWS. Halfway 
houses, periods of home detention, and/or serving only weekends are not 
considered incarceration for Title IV eligibility purposes. 

An incarcerated student is still potentially eligible for Pell, FSEOGs, and 
FWS, but not Direct Loans, if he or she is incarcerated in a juvenile justice 
facility, a local or county jail, or a local or county penitentiary or correctional 
facility, regardless of which governmental entity operates or has jurisdiction 
over the facility. However, a student in such an institution is still considered 
incarcerated for purposes of calculating cost of attendance (COA) under sec-
tion 472 of the HEA when determining eligibility for and the amount of the 
Pell Grant (See Volume 3, Chapter 2 for more on COA).  

You may accept the student’s written self-certification that he is no lon-
ger incarcerated (be sure to explain to the student the differences in what is 
considered incarcerated status, per the above). See Chapter 6 for more infor-
mation on this and on sex offenders who were incarcerated but are now sub-
ject to an involuntary civil commitment.  

Incarcerated students
HEA Sec. 401(b)(6) and 484(b)(5), 34 CFR 600.2 and 668.32(c)(2), DCL GEN-14-21
Juvenile Justice Facility: A public or private residential facility that is operated 
primarily for the care and rehabilitation of youth who, under state juvenile 
justice laws, are accused of committing a delinquent act, have been adjudicated 
delinquent, or are determined to be in need of supervision. 
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CONFLICTING INFORMATION
In addition to reviewing data provided by the Department’s application 

system and NSLDS (as discussed in the rest of this volume), your school 
must have an internal system to share information relevant to the student’s 
eligibility, such as his or her academic standing. The FSA program regula-
tions require a school to develop an adequate system to ensure the consis-
tency of any data related to a student’s application or eligibility for Federal 
Student Aid regardless of the source of that data.

The best way to avoid generating conflicting information is to encour-
age those filing FAFSAs to use the IRS Data Retrieval Tool (DRT); for those 
items which can be transferred. 

If your school has conflicting information for a student or you have any 
reason to believe his application is incorrect, you must resolve such discrep-
ancies before disbursing Title IV funds. If you discover a discrepancy after 
disbursing Title IV funds, you must reconcile the conflicting information 
and require the student to repay any aid for which he wasn’t eligible, un-
less he is no longer enrolled for the award year and will not re-enroll. Your 
school is responsible for reconciling all inconsistencies that it receives with 
one exception: if the student dies during the award year, you aren’t required 
to resolve conflicting information. 

In addition to efforts your school undertakes to identify and eliminate 
conflicting information, there is one additional type of potential conflicting 
information which will be identified automatically by the CPS. On 2021-22 
ISIRs, when a potential conflict in parent or student data is detected, the CPS 
will issue a “400” or “401” code. When a 400 or 401 code is issued, you will 
need to determine if the code represents conflicting information and, if so, 
resolve the conflict and repackage any affected 2021-22 aid.  

If you are unable to resolve the conflicting information, you must con-
sider the student to be in overaward status for any 2021-22 need based aid 
(i.e., Title IV grants and Direct Subsidized Loans) that was disbursed. FWS 
money does not need to be repaid, but you must immediately cease paying 
any further unearned FWS funds.

 For more information on conflicting information, please refer to the Ap-
plication and Verification Guide and Volume 2.

Resolving 400 & 401 SAR codes
July 31, 2019 E-Announcement 20-21 
2021-22 SAR Comment Code Guide: https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/
library/electronic-announcements/2019-07-31/2020-2021-sar-comment-codes-and-
text-guide

Conflicting information
34 CFR 668.16(b)(3) and (f)
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CHANGE IN ELIGIBILITY STATUS
A student’s eligibility status can change during the award year, which 

almost always affects whether he can be paid. The special rules for changes in 
satisfactory academic progress status were discussed in the SAP section. For 
more details on Pell Grant status changes within and between terms, see Vol-
ume 3, Chapter 3.

Gaining eligibility
A student who gains eligibility is one who was previously ineligible for 

some reason. In general, a student who gains eligibility may receive Pell 
Grant, TEACH Grant, and Campus-Based funds for the entire payment 
period and Direct Loan funds for the period of enrollment or loan period in 
which he or she becomes eligible.

A student is eligible for Pell Grant, TEACH Grant, and Campus-Based 
aid for the entire award year, not just the payment period, in which he or 
she becomes eligible by meeting the requirements for citizenship (including 
becoming an eligible noncitizen), having a valid Social Security number, or 
being registered for Selective Service.

To illustrate how students can gain eligibility, we can look at two hypo-
thetical students, Roy and Leon. Roy enrolls in a one-year certificate program 
at Carver University. Carver won’t officially admit Roy before he provides an 
academic transcript from his previous school, but it lets him start classes in 
the fall. Carver receives Roy’s transcript after he’s attended for a month and 
officially admits him. He’s still in his first payment period when admitted, so 
he can receive Pell and Campus-Based funds for his entire period of enroll-
ment. The school can also use the program length of one year as the period of 
enrollment for which Roy can receive a loan.

Leon is finishing his senior year in high school; his classes end June 4. He 
decides to start classes in the winter at Carver on January 11. The second pay-
ment period begins on May 17. Leon isn’t eligible for aid when he first starts 
classes at Carver. However, when he becomes eligible after June 4, Carver can 
disburse Pell and Campus-Based funds to Leon retroactively for the current 
payment period that started on May 17 (but not for the payment period that 
started in January) and a Direct Loan for the current period of enrollment, 
which does include the payment period that began in January.

Losing eligibility
A student cannot receive any federal student aid after losing eligibility for 

it unless he or she qualifies for a late disbursement.

To illustrate the rule on losing eligibility, we’ll look at a student named 
Steve. Steve is a student at Waveland University. At the end of September, 
after the start of the fall term, he is convicted in a state court for possession of 
drugs. It is his first offense, and he isn’t incarcerated, but he is ineligible for 
aid. Waveland gave Steve his first Direct Subsidized loan disbursement at the 
beginning of the semester in September and was going to disburse a Direct 
Unsubsidized Loan to him in October.  
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Now Waveland can’t disburse the Direct Unsubsidized Loan, since the 
first disbursement was scheduled after he lost eligibility. Steve doesn’t have to 
pay back the first disbursement of his Direct Loan immediately (though he 
will have to pay it back once he enters repayment), but he can’t receive ad-
ditional Title IV funds until one year elapses or he successfully completes a 
qualified drug rehabilitation program.

DEFENSE OF MARRIAGE ACT
DCL-GEN-13-25, DCL-GEN-14-14

For purposes of Title IV aid, the Department considers any legal mar-
riage which was recognized by the jurisdiction in which it was performed as 
recognized without regard to whether the marriage is between persons of the 
same or opposite sex, and without regard to where the couple resides.

This has implications for dependency status and will impact how appli-
cants fill out the FAFSA. For more details, see the Application and Verifica-
tion Guide, Chapter 2.  
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U.S. Citizenship & 
Eligible Noncitizens

U.S. CITIZENSHIP AND ELIGIBLE CATEGORIES
A student must be one of the following to be eligible to receive federal 

student aid:

• A U.S. citizen or national;

• A citizen of the Freely Associated States: the Federated States of          
 Micronesia and the Republics of Palau and the Marshall Islands.   
 (These students can only receive aid from some of the FSA programs   
 and do not have an A-number/ARN, see “Citizens of the Freely               
 Associated States” section later in this chapter); or

• A U.S. permanent resident or other eligible noncitizen.

The Department of Education (The Department) matches all applica-
tions with the Social Security Administration (SSA) on U.S. citizenship sta-
tus. If the status cannot be confirmed, the student must provide documents 
proving U.S. citizenship, citizenship of the Freely Associated States, or eligible 
noncitizen status in order to be potentially Title IV aid-eligible. If the student 
provides an alien registration number (ARN) on the FAFSA, their record is 
also sent to DHS to check noncitizen immigration status. The results of both 
matches appear on the Institutional Student Information Report (ISIR), and 
a failed match with either agency will produce a “C code” on the student’s 
ISIR. 

A student’s U.S. citizenship (or eligible noncitizen) status only needs 
to be checked once for the award year; if the status is eligible at that time, it 
remains so for the rest of the award year (with the exception of parolees and 
VAWA prima facie cases; see the “Third Step Verification (Formerly Form 
G-845)” section below). 

If a parent wants to take out a PLUS loan for a dependent undergraduate 
student, both the parent and the student must be a U.S. citizen, national or 
eligible noncitizen.

A student has to be a U.S. citizen, a citizen of the Freely Associated States, or an eligible non-
citizen to be potentially eligible for federal student aid. In this chapter we describe how the 
student’s FAFSA information is matched with other agencies to determine citizenship sta-
tus. We also describe the immigration documents that you may need to collect to ensure the    
student’s eligibility.

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b77732b217218b901208072d3ecd740c&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34chapterVI.tpl
https://ifap.ed.gov/ilibrary/document-types/dear-colleague-letters


1–40

Vol. 1—Student Eligibility 2021–22

FSA HB Apr 2021

Glossary     CFR      DCL

U.S. citizenship
A person is a U.S. citizen by birth or by naturalization or by operation of 

law. Persons (except for the children of foreign diplomatic staff) born in the 
50 states, the District of Columbia, and, in most cases, Puerto Rico, the U.S. 
Virgin Islands, Guam, and the Northern Mariana Islands are U.S. citizens, as 
are most persons born abroad to parents (or a parent) who are citizens. All 
U.S. citizens are considered U.S. nationals, but not all nationals are citizens.  
Persons who are not U.S. citizens, but were born in American Samoa, Swains 
Island, or the U.S. Minor Outlying Islands are not U.S. citizens but are U.S. 
nationals, and therefore may also receive Title IV funds. 

Child Citizenship Act (CCA) 
The CCA became effective on February 27, 2001. As of that date, foreign-

born children who are not U.S. citizens at birth become citizens once these 
conditions are met:

• At least one parent (biological or adoptive) is a U.S. citizen; 
• the children live in the legal and physical custody of that parent; 
• they are under 18 years of age; and 
• they are admitted as immigrants for lawful permanent residence.

Children newly entering the country who are adopted abroad prior to 
the issuance of their IR-3 visa (for orphans) or IH-3 visa (for children from 
Hague Convention countries) become citizens upon arrival. They should 
receive a Certificate of Citizenship within 45 days instead of receiving a per-
manent resident card and then filing Form N-600 to request a certificate. 
Children who are adopted after being admitted to the U.S. with an IR-4 visa 
(for orphans) or IH-4 visa (for children from Hague Convention countries) 
become citizens once their adoption is full and final. Parents of these and 
other children who do not automatically receive a certificate of citizenship 
can get one by filing Form N-600. For more information, contact the USCIS, 
visit the website at www.uscis.gov, or see the State Department’s intercountry 
adoption website at http://adoption.state.gov/.

Citizenship
HEA Sec. 484(a)(5), 34 CFR 668.32(d), 34 CFR 668.33, and Subpart I of Part 668.
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U.S. CITIZENSHIP MATCH WITH THE SSA
All applications are matched with SSA records to verify U.S. citizenship 

status, name, date of birth, and Social Security number (SSN) (see Chapter 4). 
The Central Processing System (CPS) will reject the application for insuffi-
cient information if name, date of birth or SSN is not provided. The student’s 
match result is reported in the “SSA Citizenship” field on the SAR, and on 
the Match Flags section of the SAR and ISIR. If the student leaves the citizen-
ship question on the FAFSA blank, the CPS will still attempt the citizenship 
match with the SSA. If there is a complete match with the student’s SSN, 
name, date of birth, and U.S. citizenship, the CPS will report the student to 
be a U.S. citizen.

▼ Successful match.  The SAR and ISIR will have a match flag (but no 
comment) indicating that the student’s U.S. citizenship status was confirmed.

▼ Data doesn’t match.  If the student’s SSN, name, or date of birth 
doesn’t match SSA records, his U.S. citizenship status can’t be confirmed and 
a C code and a comment will appear on the output document (SAR or ISIR). 
If the student misreported their SSN, name, or date of birth (see Chapter 4 
for more on SSN match problems), they should correct the appropriate field 
and re-submit it. The CPS will perform the match again, and you must see if 
the new ISIR confirms the student’s U.S. citizenship status; if it does, the C 
code will no longer appear.

▼ U.S. citizenship not confirmed.  The SAR and ISIR will include a C 
code and a comment (code 146) explaining that the SSA was unable to con-
firm the student is a U.S. citizen and that they need to provide their financial 
aid office with documents proving U.S. citizenship (see below). If the student 
provides eligible noncitizen documentation, you or the student must make a 
correction by entering his/her Alien Registration Number (ARN) on the ISIR 
(Question 15), and changing his/her citizenship status to “No, but I am an 
eligible noncitizen” (Question 14). If you are making the correction, also click 
“yes” on the drop-down box in the “Resend Record to Matches” field before 
clicking the “submit” button, which will attempt a match with DHS records 
to confirm the student’s immigration status. 

Note that U.S. citizens born abroad might fail the citizenship check, un-
less they have updated their citizenship information with SSA (see “Updating 
status for U.S. citizens born abroad” later in this chapter).

U.S. citizenship documentation
If a student must prove their status as a U.S. citizen or national, only cer-

tain types of documentation are acceptable. The Department doesn’t specify 
all of the acceptable documents, but here are some documents you might 
choose to use to prove U.S. citizenship:

• A Certificate of Naturalization (N-550 or N-570) issued by USCIS 
(or, prior to 1991, a federal or state court), or through administrative 
naturalization after December 1990 to those who are individually 
naturalized. You must copy this document for the student’s file and 
tell the student to update their status with DHS, see https://uscis.gov/
about-us/contact-us.
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• A Certificate of Citizenship (N-560 or N-561) is issued by USCIS to 
individuals who derive U.S. citizenship through a parent.

• A copy of the student’s birth certificate showing that the student 
was born in the U.S., which includes Puerto Rico (on or after Janu-
ary 13, 1941), Guam, the U.S. Virgin Islands, American Samoa, 
Swains Island, or the Northern Mariana Islands, unless the person 
was born to foreign diplomats residing in the United States. If a stu-
dent has a birth certificate from a U.S. jurisdiction showing that the 
student was born abroad (i.e., not in the U.S. or its territories), that 
birth certificate is not acceptable documentation. See below for ac-
ceptable State Department documentation.

• A U.S. passport, current or expired, (except “limited” passports, 
which are typically issued for short periods such as a year and which 
don’t receive as much scrutiny as a regular passport when applying).  
In the case of nationals who are not U.S. citizens, the passport will 
be stamped “Noncitizen National” (keeping in mind that nation-
als are potentially eligible for Title IV aid). Five-year-duration U.S. 
passports (commonly issued to younger students) are considered ac-
ceptable documentation, and are not considered “limited”.  Passport 
cards are also acceptable; however, one-year-duration U.S. passports 
are NOT acceptable documentation.

• A wallet-sized passport card, issued by the State Department, is a 
fully valid attestation of the U.S. citizenship and identity of the bear-
er, but can only be used for land and sea travel between the U.S. and 
Canada, Mexico, the Caribbean, and Bermuda. 

• A copy of Form FS-240 (Consular Report of Birth Abroad), FS-
545 (Certificate of Birth Issued by a Foreign Service Post), or DS-
1350 (Certification of Report of Birth). These are State Department 
documents.

Before you can disburse aid, the student must present documentation 
that verifies that they are a U.S. citizen. If the documents indicate that the 
student is a U.S. citizen or national, you may award and disburse aid to the                    
student and the C-code may remain on the student’s ISIR. Keep a copy of the 
documentation in the student’s file, even though older versions of the Certifi-
cate of Citizenship and of the Certificate of Naturalization instruct the holder 
not to photocopy them. Citizenship documentation must be kept in the stu-
dent’s file but does not need to be verified by any outside agency. Handling 
of documents for eligible noncitizens differs, and is discussed later in this 
chapter. The student can also contact the Social Security Administration to 
update the student’s record. This updating is not required to receive aid, but 
may prevent issues with SSA matching in the future.

Updating status for U.S. citizens born abroad
Students born abroad to U.S. citizen parents are U.S. citizens if they meet 

certain requirements, and their status is usually noted in the SSA’s database 
when they receive an SSN. But occasionally, a student may not have provided 
sufficient proof of U.S. citizenship to SSA in order for the record to be updat-
ed. Therefore, these students will fail the U.S. citizenship match even if they 
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have an SSN. If this occurs, the student must provide the school proof of U.S. 
citizenship as outlined below. The student should contact the SSA to have 
their record corrected, however, this update is not required to receive aid.

Such students can document US. citizenship by providing a “Consular 
Report of Birth Abroad” (Form FS-240, which is proof of U.S. citizenship), 
a “Certification of Report of Birth” (Form DS-1350, which is evidence 
of U.S. citizenship and equivalent to a birth certificate), or a Certificate of 
Citizenship issued by USCIS. The DS-1350 is no longer issued, but is still 
accepted as documentation of U.S. citizenship. If the birth of the student 
was registered with the American consulate or embassy in a foreign country 
before they turned 18, they can request the FS-240 or Certificate of Citizen-
ship by sending a written, notarized request to the U.S. Department of State’s 
Passport Vital Records Section. The State Department does not reissue new 
DS-1350s. If the student had a DS-1350 and lost it, or never received a FS-
240 or Certificate of Citizenship before turning 18, the student may apply for 
a Certificate of Citizenship using form N-600 at the State Department web-
page: https://www.uscis.gov/n-600. 

For pictures of the U.S. citizen documents listed above, see the end of 
this chapter.

Passport cards & passports
A student may apply for a U.S. passport card, which may be considered 

acceptable documentation of U.S. citizenship, at the U.S. State Department 
website: https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/passports/apply-renew-pass-
port/card.html. For more detail, see 22 CFR 51.4(b)(2).

Example: citizenship not confirmed 
Anthony is a U.S. citizen, but SSA doesn’t confirm his U.S. citizenship 

status. The aid administrator asks him to submit documentation of his status. 
Anthony first submits a Social Security card, but the administrator explains 
that the card doesn’t document his status because noncitizens can have Social 
Security cards. Anthony then brings in his Certificate of Naturalization.  The 
administrator makes a copy of the certificate for his file and tells Anthony his 
citizenship has been documented. She also advises Anthony to have the SSA 
correct its database so that he won’t have this problem again.

Suspect documents
If you are able to discern that a document is fraudulent, you must deny 

the student Title IV aid. If the student submits conflicting information re-
garding immigration status on the FAFSA, you must resolve any discrepan-
cies before disbursing Title IV aid.  Report altered or misreported informa-
tion to the Department’s Office of Inspector General at 1-800-MIS-USED or 
the OIG’s website at: www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/index.html.  

Mandatory name changes 
Whenever a student legally changes their name because of marriage, di-

vorce, court order or any other reason, they must tell the Social Security Ad-
ministration so they can get a corrected card and have correct SSN matches 
in the future. The student must bring the appropriate documents to prove the 
change to their local SSA office. See https://secure.ssa.gov for more informa-
tion. 
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Parent signature on certificate
Because documents such as a certificate of citizenship can go to minors, 

they may be signed by a parent or guardian instead of the minor child. This 
does not affect the legitimacy of the document.

CITIZENS OF THE FREELY ASSOCIATED STATES
The Compact of Free Association (P.L. 99-239) created three political 

entities from the former Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands. Two of these 
entities, the Marshall Islands and the Federated States of Micronesia, voted in 
1986 to end political ties with the U.S.. The third entity, Palau, voted to ratify 
the compact in 1994; its independence was effective October 1, 1994. These 
three entities are the Freely Associated States. See 34 CFR 600.2.

Students who are citizens of the Freely Associated States—the Federated 
States of Micronesia and the Republics of Palau and the Marshall Islands—
are eligible for Pell Grants (citizens of Palau are also eligible for FWS and 
FSEOG; see below) but are not eligible for Title IV loans. These students 
should have a passport from the Freely Associated States or an I-94. 

The student should indicate on the FAFSA that he/she is an eligible non-
citizen and leave the ARN item blank. If the student doesn’t have an SSN, he 
enters 666 and ED will give him a number to use, or if he was given a num-
ber in the previous year, he must continue to use the same ED-assigned pseu-
do-SSN due to Pell Lifetime Eligibility Used (LEU) rules (see the November 
20, 2013 Electronic Announcement for more details). 

Because he isn’t providing an ARN, the student’s application won’t go 
through the DHS match. Do not complete a third step verification for these 
students—they will fail the match. Instead, request documentation of his 
Freely Associated States citizenship. Once you have received the student’s 
document establishing his status, as a citizen of the Freely Associated States, 
make a copy of the document and place it in the student’s file. You can reuse 
the original document in future years if it hasn’t expired.  

No FSEOG and FWS/Compact Act 
The Compact of Free Association Amendments Act of 2003, or the 

Compact Act, eliminated eligibility for citizens of the Republic of the Mar-
shall Islands (RMI) and the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM) for FSEOG 
and FWS funds. To mitigate this loss, the Compact Act authorizes Supple-
mental Education Grants (SEGs) that are awarded to the FSM and RMI. For 
more information, students of the FSM and RMI should contact their local 
education authority. Also under the Compact Act and the Palau Compact 
Review Agreement, students who are citizens of the Republic of Palau con-
tinue to be eligible for FWS and FSEOG funds through the 2021-22 award 
year.

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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ELIGIBLE NONCITIZEN MATCH WITH THE DHS
The DHS assigns to all legal aliens an Alien Registration Number (ARN), 

which FSA uses to identify which applications must be sent to DHS for im-
migration status verification. If the applicant indicates on the FAFSA that 
he is an eligible noncitizen and provides an ARN, identifying information 
is sent to the DHS for eligible noncitizen matching.

The results of the match are shown by a match flag in the “FAA Informa-
tion” section of the output document, under the headings “DHS Match Flag,” 
“DHS Sec. Conf. Flag (Secondary Confirmation Flag), and “DHS Verification 
Number” on the ISIR and SAR. There will also be a comment about the re-
sults on the output document.

Because all applications are matched with the SSA, an application with 
an ARN will be matched with both DHS and SSA records. When results are 
received from both matches, a positive SSA match will indicate that the stu-
dent is a U.S. citizen. If the SSA match is negative, the DHS match flag will 
determine the student’s eligible noncitizen status. 

▼ Successful match.  (Y Flag) If the match confirms the student’s immi-
gration status as an eligible one, he/she can receive aid if the other eligibility 
criteria are also met. Comment code 143 will appear on the SAR and ISIR, 
and the successful match results are documentation of the student’s eligibil-
ity.  Of course, if you have other information about his status that seems to 
contradict the successful match result, you must resolve the conflict before 
paying the student (see “Conflicting Information” in Chapter 1) by going 
through the third step verification process. 

▼ Record was not sent to DHS due to data entry errors. (Blank flag) 
The match won’t be attempted if the student left the citizenship question 
blank (code 068), if the student said they were an eligible noncitizen but 
provided either no ARN or an illegible or invalid one (code 142), or if they 
changed their response to the citizenship question or changed his/her ARN 
after previous verification by the DHS (code 141). Instead, the student will 
receive a C code and a comment explaining the problem and directing them 
to provide the school with his/her most recent immigration documentation 
to support their eligibility. Compare the student’s immigration document 
with the SAR/ISIR to determine the appropriate resolution action. If you 
or the student corrects the ARN and resubmits it so that the match can be 
conducted, and his/her eligibility is confirmed as an eligible noncitizen, the 
C code will not appear on the new ISIR. To match the corrected ISIR with 
DHS, click “yes” on the drop-down box in the “Resend Record to Matches” 
field before submitting the correction. If the student’s eligibility is not con-
firmed, (match flag = N), check their DHS secondary Confirmation Flag to 
determine how to proceed.
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▼ Student’s noncitizen status has not yet been confirmed.  (N Flag 
and C code) DHS will continue to check its records in a process called auto-
mated secondary confirmation. The SAR and ISIR will have comment code 
144 and a DHS match flag of “P” (indicating that the procedure is still in 
process). Within three to five business days, the CPS should generate a SAR 
and ISIR indicating the result in the “DHS Sec. Conf.” Flag field. The “DHS 
second step verification match flags...” subsection below explains each flag, its 
translation and how to proceed.

A correction to the student’s name, date of birth, or ARN made while 
the DHS is conducting the automated secondary confirmation may start 
the process over; i.e., the correction may be sent through primary confirma-
tion. Though unlikely, if the new primary confirmation match yields a “Y,” 
the transaction can be used to award aid. The new transaction may have a 
new DHS verification number assigned. A correction made to a transaction 
that contains secondary confirmation results of “Y” or “C” (or a transaction 
with a primary confirmation result of “Y”) will not be sent through the DHS 
match again. Otherwise the record will be re-sent for matching.

DHS second step verification match flags and comment codes
• Y, 120: Student’s eligibility confirmed. You can process his/her aid.

• C, 105: Student’s eligible noncitizen status has not yet been verified. 
You must wait 10 business days for another ISIR with an updated 
match result.  If there is no update, begin the third step verification 
process.

• N, 046: The student’s immigration status was not confirmed. The 
school must now perform third step verification.

• X, 109: The DHS did not have enough information to determine the 
student’s status. The school begins third step verification.

Example of eligible noncitizen not confirmed
On his original application, Theo didn’t give his ARN and reported 

that he was a citizen.  When the SSA didn’t confirm this, Theo told the aid 
administrator at Fowler University that he was a permanent resident.  He 
added his ARN and changed his citizenship status to eligible noncitizen, but 
SAVE didn’t confirm his status as an eligible noncitizen.  He explained to 
the aid administrator that he had applied for permanent resident status but 
didn’t have documentation yet. The aid administrator told him that when he 
received documentation that his application was approved, he should bring 
it to Fowler so that it could be submitted to the USCIS for confirmation. The 
aid administrator told him to bring any information supporting his current 
immigration status to Fowler so that it could be submitted to the USCIS for 
confirmation. Depending on the documentation Theo provides, its possible 
he will be considered an eligible noncitizen in a class other than permanent 
resident.
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DHS verification number on the ISIR
When a record is processed through the CPS match with DHS, a 15-digit 

verification number is assigned to the student and printed in the “FAA In-
formation” section of the SAR and ISIR.  This 15 digit number is needed to 
access the student’s SAVE record, and to submit a third step verification re-
quest through SAVE. 

ARN corrections and additions to the FAFSA
• If the citizenship question is blank but there is an ARN, the CPS 

will send the record to DHS for matching.  

• If both the citizenship question and the ARN are blank, the record 
will not be sent to DHS. The output document will explain that SSA 
was unable to confirm that the student is a U.S. citizen. The student 
must submit a correction to the citizenship status and ARN if he/she 
is an eligible noncitizen.

• If U.S. citizen or national is selected, but the student provides an 
eligible noncitizen document, correct question 14 on the ISIR to 
“eligible noncitizen” and enter the ARN in question 15 and click 
“yes” on the drop-down box in the “Resend Record to Matches” 
field. This correction will tell CPS to send the record to the DHS Pri-
mary match (for the first time). Ignore comment code 146 from SSA 
on the current ISIR. Wait for the DHS Match flags on the student’s 
next ISIR to determine if the student is an eligible noncitizen or if a 
third step verification is necessary. 

• If the ARN on the ISIR does not match the ARN on the student’s 
immigration document, correct the ARN in field 15 and click “yes” 
on the drop-down box in the “Resend Record to Matches” field.
This will send the corrected record (which DHS considers a new 
record because of the new ARN) to the DHS Primary match. Ignore 
DHS comment codes 046, 105, and 109 on the current ISIR. Do not 
complete third step verification unless the DHS Match flags on the 
resulting ISIR indicate that third step verification is necessary. For 
more detail on these codes, see the 2021-22 SAR Comment Code and 
Text guide on FSA Partner Connect.

Conditions requiring secondary confirmation
34 CFR 668.133(a)

School policies and procedures on secondary confirmation
34 CFR 668.134–135

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b77732b217218b901208072d3ecd740c&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34chapterVI.tpl
https://ifap.ed.gov/ilibrary/document-types/dear-colleague-letters


1–48

Vol. 1—Student Eligibility 2021–22

FSA HB Apr 2021

Glossary     CFR      DCL

THIRD STEP VERIFICATION (FORMERLY FORM G-845) 
 If the student didn’t pass secondary confirmation or if you have conflict-

ing information about his immigration status after receiving a primary or 
secondary match result, you must review the record for third step verifica-
tion. 

Third step verification preparation
1. Request the student’s most current, unexpired immigration document. 

When it is submitted, make a copy of it.

2. Carefully review the student’s immigration documentation against the 
status and document descriptions below. 

3. Determine whether the student’s immigration documentation sup-
ports eligibility for Title IV aid. If it does not support an eligible status, 
you can tell the student that he is not eligible now, but may be eligible 
if/when he provides eligible noncitizen documentation. You should 
not complete third step verification for this student. 

For more on using the SAVE system to complete third step verification, 
see the section titled “Using the SAVE System for third step verification” later 
in this chapter.  

ELIGIBLE NONCITIZENS AND DOCUMENTATION
Certain non-U.S. citizens may be eligible for Title IV aid. The following 

types of “eligible noncitizens” are among the classes of persons who may be 
eligible (see bulleted list below).  

For classes of eligible noncitizens other than permanent residents, evi-
dence of their status is typically on the I-94, but other documentation may 
also be acceptable. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) no longer issues a 
paper I-94 form, with the exception of asylees and certain parolees. In Sep-
tember 2015, CBP automated the refugee admission process. Refugees will no 
longer receive a paper form I-94, but will have access to an electronic form. 
Students without paper I-94 documentation may have their status confirmed 
by the electronic I-94 printout and/or a CBP stamp, showing class of admis-
sion and date admitted or paroled in their passport to confirm this status. 

Form I-797 is USCIS’s formal communication with customers, and is is-
sued when an application or petition is received or approved, or to confer an 
immigration benefit. 

Only when students fail the citizenship match or have conflicting infor-
mation must you perform third-step verification using the SAVE system to 
confirm that their documentation supports one of the following noncitizen 
status categories: 

•  Lawful permanent residents (LPRs) are noncitizens who are legally 
permitted to live and work in the U.S. permanently. The standard docu-
ment is the Permanent Resident Card (Form I-551 since 1997) or Resi-
dent Alien Card (Form I-551 before 1997). Both forms are referred to 
colloquially as “green cards,” though they have changed colors over the 
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years. Possessors of the older Alien Registration Receipt Card (Form 
I-151, issued prior to June 1978) should have replaced it with a newer 
card, but for receiving Title IV funds it is acceptable as evidence of per-
manent residence. In general, students whose LPR card has expired 
may still be considered lawful permanent residents for FSA eligibility 
purposes; therefore, if they submit expired documentation, submit it 
to SAVE and base eligibility on the response.

 Permanent residents may also present an Arrival/Departure Re-
cord (Form I-94) or the Departure Record (Form I-94A), with the 
endorsement “Processed for I-551. Temporary Evidence of Lawful 
Admission for Permanent Residence. Valid until ____________. 
Employment Authorized.” This is used at land border ports of entry.
If available, an I-551 (also known as a “green card”) is preferable to es-
tablish LPR status. The form will have an ARN annotated on it and is 
acceptable if the expiration date has not passed.

 The U.S. Department of State issues a machine readable immigrant 
visa (MRIV) in the holder’s passport. The MRIV will have a U.S. CBP 
inspector admission stamp, and the statement “UPON ENDORSE-
MENT SERVES AS TEMPORARY I-551 EVIDENCING PERMA-
NENT RESIDENCE FOR 1 YEAR” will appear directly above the ma-
chine readable section. An MRIV with this statement, contained in an 
unexpired foreign passport and endorsed with the admission stamp, 
constitutes a temporary I-551, valid for one year from the date of en-
dorsement on the stamp.

 The USCIS issues the U.S. Travel Document (mint green cover), 
which contains the Reentry Permit (Form I-327) and the Refugee 
Travel Document (Form I-571). It is used by lawful permanent resi-
dents, as well as refugees and asylees, and is annotated with “Permit to 
Reenter Form I-327 (Rev. 9-2-03).”

 If the student has an I-551 with a baby picture, they should update 
the I-551 with the USCIS. Permanent residents are expected to get a 
new picture and be fingerprinted at the age of 14. But you can submit 
the documents to USCIS and pay a student who has an I-551 with a 
baby picture as long as you can confirm that it belongs to the student. 
You can do this by comparing the I-551 to a current photo ID that has 
the student’s name, date of birth, and signature. The current ID must 
also be consistent with any identifying information in the student’s 
file. 

 A student who has an approved application for permanent residence 
on file with the USCIS and who is waiting for a permanent resident 
card should have an I-797, Notice of Action from USCIS with “No-
tice Type: Approval Notice”, as well as an alien number, which will give 
notice of current status. Note that an application for permanent resi-
dent status alone is not sufficient for determining eligibility for Title 
IV funds.

 If a person is applying to suspend deportation, they must request a 
hearing before an immigration law judge who will render an oral or 
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written decision. If that is favorable, the USCIS will give the applicant 
a Form I-551, which will certify lawful permanent resident status.  
There is no special category for persons who have been granted sus-
pensions of deportation.

•  Conditional resident aliens are eligible for aid if their documentation 
has not expired. They may have a valid I-551, I-94, I-94A, or a pass-
port with an MRIV bearing the statement, “Upon endorsement serves 
as temporary I-551 evidencing permanent residence for 1 year.”

 The Marriage Fraud Amendments established a two-year conditional 
permanent resident status for alien spouses of U.S. citizens or legal 
immigrants whose marriage took place less than two years before the 
spouse applied for permanent resident status. This status may also ap-
ply to any of the spouse’s children who are aliens.

 A Form I-551 of a conditional permanent resident alien is the same 
I-551 that is issued to regular permanent residents, except that the 
card for a conditional permanent resident expires in two years, as op-
posed to 10 years for the regular card. A conditional permanent resi-
dent must file a petition for removal of this restriction in the 90 days 
before the end of the two years.  The USCIS will review the petition 
and, if the result of the review is satisfactory, drop the restriction and 
issue new documents.  

•  Conditional entrants are refugees who entered the U.S. under the 
seventh preference category of P.L. 89-236 or whose status was ad-
justed to lawful permanent resident alien under that category. Students 
may have an I-94 with a stamp displaying “Section 203(a)(7)” and 
indicating that the person was admitted to the U.S. as a conditional 
entrant. Because DHS stopped using this category after enacting 
the Refugee Act on March 31, 1980, you should not disburse Title 
IV funds if the student has an I-94 with conditional entrant status 
granted after that date.

 The stamps mentioned use blue security ink. The stamp contains three 
codes: the first is a two-digit code to the left of the date that desig-
nates the field office with jurisdiction over the port of entry. On most 
stamps, this code will be two numbers and no letters. Letters are cur-
rently only used on HQ stamps. The three-letter code located under 
the word “ADMITTED” shows the port of entry. The third code, to the 
right of the date, is the unique four-digit number. When referring to a 
particular stamp, the port of entry code and the stamp’s unique num-
ber should be used.

 The endorsement or stamp can be placed anywhere on the I-94. If the 
original stamp does not copy well due to the ink color, you should 
replicate it by hand on the photocopy. Because CBP offices don’t have 
uniform procedures or stamps, you should contact the local office with 
questions regarding acceptable immigration documents.

•  Refugee status continues unless revoked by DHS. Refugees are re-
quired to apply for Lawful Permanent Residency (LPR) status after 
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one year, and continue to be refugees even after the grant of LPR sta-
tus. In September 2015, CBP automated the refugee process. A refugee 
will have an electronic I-94 showing “RE” as the class of admission 
and “DS” as the “admit until” date. The refugee travel letter provided 
by the Department of State will be annotated with a stamp showing 
admission under Section 207 of the Immigration and Nationality Act 
(INA). While the form is now automated, a refugee may be in posses-
sion of an older paper I-94 or I-94A form or be provided a paper form 
upon request. The paper form I-94 or I-94A is annotated with a stamp 
showing admission under Section 207 of the Immigration and Nation-
ality Act (INA). They may also have the old Refugee Travel Docu-
ment (Form I-571) or the newer U.S. Travel Document annotated 
with “Refugee Travel Document Form I-571 (Rev. 9-2-03).” 

•  Persons granted asylum can apply for permanent residence after one 
year. Asylee status continues unless revoked by DHS or until perma-
nent resident status is granted. Asylees will have an I-94 or I-94A with 
a stamp showing admission under Section 208 of the INA. They may 
also have the same travel documents described for refugees. Asylees 
who leave the U.S. for an extended amount of time without USCIS 
approval forfeit their current immigration status, therefore it may be 
difficult for them to be considered an eligible noncitizen for FSA pur-
poses. 

•  Persons paroled into the U.S. for at least one year must provide doc-
umentation of their parole status (such as an I-94) and it must have a 
stamp indicating that the student has been paroled into the U.S. for at 
least one year, with a date that has not expired (Title IV funds cannot 
be disbursed after the document has expired). They also must provide 
evidence (such as having filed an Application to Register Permanent 
Residence or Adjust Status [I-485] or being the named alien relative 
from a petitioner, I-130) from the DHS that they are in the U.S. for 
other than a temporary purpose and intend to become a citizen or 
permanent resident. DHS will usually respond to the filing of an I-485 
with an I-797 and a parolee must provide this I-797 or any other im-
migration document from DHS showing the student is in the U.S. for 
other than a temporary purpose and intends to become a citizen or 
LPR. If the student does not submit an I-797, send his alternative doc-
umentation to SAVE and ensure that the SAVE response is “Parolee-
Expires” or “Parolee-Indefinite” and that the SAVE comments indicate 
“Application Pending I-485.” (Form I-485 is an application for Lawful 
Permanent Resident status). Note that one particular type of paroles, 
Advance paroles, are never considered potentially eligible for Title IV 
aid. 

•  Cuban-Haitian Entrant (CHE) as defined by Section 501(e) of the 
Refugee Education Assistance Act of 1980. All Cuban-Haitian entrants 
are potentially eligible for Federal Student Aid. Note that certain docu-
ments showing that the holder is a Cuban-Haitian entrant continue to 
convey CHE status even if the expiration date has passed. When sub-
mitting CHE documentation (typically an I-94 with a “Cuban-Haitian 
Entrant” stamp), click on the Cuban/Haitian Entrant button in SAVE 
for CHE status verification. 

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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• Victims of human trafficking have the same eligibility for federal 
benefits as refugees under the Victims of Trafficking and Violence Pro-
tection Act, though the Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS), rather than the DHS, is responsible for certifying this status. 
Because of this, these students will not pass the DHS match, and the 
normal paper third-step confirmation does not apply. These individu-
als may have an I-94 with a T1, T2, T3, or T COA code for principal, 
spouse, child, or parent, respectively. You must instead review the stu-
dent’s certification or eligibility letter from the HHS and call the Office 
on Trafficking in Persons at 1-866-401-5510, as noted on the letter, to 
verify its validity and confirm that the eligibility has not expired. You 
must note the date, time, and results of the call and retain a copy of 
the letter. If the student applies for federal student aid in a subsequent 
year at your school, you must call again to ensure that the student’s 
status is still in force. 

 The spouse, child, or parent of a trafficking victim might be eligible for 
aid. They will not have a certification letter but will have a T-visa (e.g., 
T2 or T3). They will also likely fail the DHS match; if so, you must call 
the same office as noted above, verify the validity of the T-visa as well 
as the victim’s certification letter, note the time and results, and save a 
copy of both documents.

Victims of human trafficking
DCL GEN-06-09

•  Battered immigrants-qualified aliens are victims of domestic  
violence by their U.S. citizen or lawful permanent resident (LPR) 
spouses or parents. They may, with their designated children, be eli-
gible under the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) for federal 
public benefits, including federal student aid.  Note that both men and 
women may be approved as victims under VAWA.

 These applicants can indicate on the FAFSA that they are eligible non-
citizens, though they will not pass the automated DHS match. Instead, 
they will need to obtain and provide you with documentation based 
on their case type: self-petition, prima facie, suspension of deporta-
tion, or cancellation of removal. Check the student’s documentation 
carefully. If the immigration documents match the description below 
for an approval of petition or a prima facie case, the student should be 
considered an eligible noncitizen. Third-step verification through the 
SAVE system is not required. 

 If you have reservations about the documentation provided, or are 
unclear about the outcome reflected in the documentation, you must 
submit the student’s documentation for third-step verification through 
the SAVE system. In SAVE, click on the “VAWA” button (in the “Agen-
cy Requests” section) for VAWA Verification. You will determine the 
student’s eligibility for aid based on the result of the submission. 

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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 In self-petitioning cases under VAWA, the immigrant submits a peti-
tion (form I-360) to USCIS, which will then either deny the petition, 
approve it, or make a finding that a “prima facie” case has been estab-
lished. Either an approval or a prima facie finding makes a student 
potentially eligible for Title IV aid, though the latter has an expiration 
date after which the person becomes ineligible. In some cases, the US-
CIS will acknowledge receipt of a petition, which does not establish 
eligibility for Title IV aid.

 With an approval of a petition, the USCIS will provide a Form I-797, 
which will indicate it is an approval notice (with “Notice Type: Ap-
proval Notice”) for a self-petitioning spouse of a U.S. citizen or LPR 
(with Section: Self-Petitioning Spouse of U.S.C. or L.P.R.), and that 
the petition has been approved. A separate I-797 will be issued with 
the names and dates of birth of children listed by the applicant, and it 
will indicate that they are named on the approved petition. These chil-
dren are potentially eligible for Title IV aid, and because their USCIS 
status continues after reaching the age of majority, their eligibility for 
aid continues as well. In some cases, a dependent child can petition 
for battered immigrant status; the I-797 would then indicate a self-
petitioning child of a U.S. citizen or LPR.

 If you submit a self-petitioner’s documentation for third-step verifica-
tion, the “VAWA Self-Petitioner” response supports their eligibility. 
The “DHS Comments” field may indicate, “Approved VAWA Self-Pe-
titioner.” If you did not receive this response or have questions about 
the response, contact applicationsystemsdivision@ed.gov.

 With a prima facie case, the USCIS will sometimes issue an I-797, 
which indicates the establishment of a prima facie case. Notice of 
a prima facie determination may be for a period of up to one year, 
though the USCIS may extend that period until the case is approved 
or denied. Petitioners can submit a written request for extension. As 
long as the deadline has not expired, the person is eligible for Title IV 
funds. Children may be included on the I-797, though their eligibility 
is subject to the same expiration date. If a spouse is ultimately denied 
approval, their children on the I-797 would also be denied and be in-
eligible for aid.

 If you submit prima facie documentation for third-step verification, 
SAVE may return the “VAWA Self-Petitioner” response with the 
“DHS Comments” field indicating “Pending Prima Facie VAWA Self-
Petition.” This response and comment indicate that the applicant has 
established a prima facie case and is therefore eligible until the prima 
facie determination expires. If the “DHS Comments” indicate “I-360 
Application Filed,” the applicant is not eligible. If you have questions 
about the response, contact  applicationsystemsdivision@ed.gov. 

 An immigration judge may issue a suspension of deportation or 
cancellation of removal of the abused person under the VAWA. For 
a suspension of deportation, the applicant will receive a copy of the 
court order. As long as it has not expired and clearly indicates sus-
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pension of deportation by the judge, an otherwise eligible person can 
receive Title IV funds. For a cancellation of removal, the applicant will 
receive a copy of the court order. As long as it has not expired and 
clearly indicates cancellation of removal by the judge, an otherwise eli-
gible person can receive Title IV funds. Suspension of deportation or 
cancellation of removal documentation alone does not make a student 
eligible for Title IV funds. The documentation must reference a self-
petition or prima facie determination for the student to be considered 
potentially eligible.

 You must carefully examine the USCIS document and keep a copy in 
the student’s file. If it indicates that the student is an approved self-
petitioner or has an unexpired prima facie determination, you may 
award aid if the student is otherwise eligible. If a self-petitioner applies 
for Title IV funds in a subsequent year, you may rely on their original 
document. For a student with a prima facie determination, you may 
rely on their document as long as it is still unexpired, but you must 
have the student provide a dated, written statement affirming that 
their case remains pending.  VAWA prima facie determination notices 
generally expire after one year. If the documentation has expired, the 
student must renew it and provide documentation indicating that 
their status has been extended. 

•  Jay Treaty students. Section 289 of the Immigration and Nationality 
Act (INA) gives persons with at least 50% Native American blood who 
were born in Canada the legal right to live and work indefinitely in the 
U.S. This is based on the Jay Treaty of 1794 and subsequent court deci-
sions. Such individuals are not subject to the legal restrictions typically 
imposed on aliens by the DHS, are not required to obtain documenta-
tion from the DHS, and are considered “lawfully admitted for perma-
nent residence.” They must obtain an SSN for purposes of applying for 
Title IV aid. 

Students who may be eligible for Title IV funds should enter their valid 
ARN (or “A999999999” if they don’t have an ARN) on the FAFSA and in-
dicate they are eligible noncitizens. If they fail the DHS match, you must 
submit a third step verification with the documentation. If they fail third step 
verification, they can still be considered eligible if they meet the documenta-
tion requirements below for students without an ARN. Students who enter 
all 9’s for their ARN will receive comment 144 on the output document. 
The school must obtain proof that such a student has 50% Native American 
blood and was born in Canada. To do so, the student should provide one or 
more of the following documents:

• A “band card” issued by the Band Council of a Canadian Reserve, or   
    by the Department of Indian Affairs in Ottawa;

• Birth or baptism records;

• An affidavit from a tribal official or other person knowledgeable about  
   the applicant’s or recipient’s family history;
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• Identification from a recognized Native American provincial or                
   territorial organization.

If the student can provide this documentation and is otherwise eligible, 
the school must note this in the student’s file and can award Title IV funds.

I-94 website
Customs and Border Protection (CBP) creates admission records elec-

tronically. The I-94 website allows travellers (and schools, if the traveller 
grants permission) to access admission records online (the website contains 
records from April 2011 to present). Legacy paper I-94s are also still valid. 

DHS-Customs and Border Patrol began issuing I-94s with an alpha char-
acter in the 10th position of the 11-character identifier beginning in May, 
2019. See https://i94.cbp.dhs.gov/I94.

Photocopying immigration docs 
 In most cases you will examine and copy original immigration docu-
ments, and you must keep a copy in the student’s file with the results from 
the third step verification/SAVE. While generally not permitted, for the 
purpose of applying for Title IV aid, students may legally photocopy, scan, 
or otherwise image immigration documents (such as Forms I-551 or I-94) to 
complete the third step verification process. See DCL GEN-15-08.

Eligible noncitizen name changes 
When an eligible noncitizen student changes his or her name, the stu-

dent needs to update it with SSA and DHS. To update their name with DHS, 
students can schedule an appointment by contacting their local USCIS office 
or by scheduling an online appointment online at https://my.uscis.gov. For 
the SSA update, the student must bring the appropriate documents to prove 
the change to their local SSA office. Visit https://ssa.gov for more informa-
tion. 

SAVE Guide to Immigration Documents 
The USCIS’s Systematic Alien Verification for Entitlements (SAVE) Pro-

gram office publishes the SAVE Guide to Immigration Documents. To access 
the Guide, go to: https://save.uscis.gov/web/media/resourcesContents/SAVE-
GuideCommonlyusedImmigrationDocs.pdf

Use of I-94 or I-94A copy 
Note that a refugee or an asylee may apply for permanent resident status. 

During the period in which the application is being reviewed, the student 
may have a copy of the I-94 that includes the endorsement “209a (or 209b) 
pending. Employment Authorized.”  Students with this form of documenta-
tion are eligible for Title IV funds as long as the I-94 has not expired. For 
more sample citizenship documents which may be used to substantiate vari-
ous types of citizenship status, see the end of this chapter.

USCIS retires red ink 
U.S. Citizenship & Immigration Services (USCIS) uses blue colored ink 

for its secure stamps. The red ink previously used for such stamps has been 
retired and is no longer used (note also that some stamps still use black ink). 
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Ineligible statuses and documents
Several types of documentation do not prove a student’s eligible nonciti-

zen status. Below, we list a variety of forms and their related statuses which 
are ineligible. If a student does not provide a document that proves his eligi-
bility for Title IV aid, he is not eligible with these documents alone. Gener-
ally, if a student has both an eligible noncitizen status as well as an ineligible 
status, the eligible status will trump the ineligible status, and the student will 
be potentially eligible for Title IV aid (pending other aspects of student eligi-
bility as discussed in this Volume). 

• A Social Security card or driver’s license isn’t acceptable for docu-
menting U.S. citizenship or national status since ineligible individu-
als can also have these forms of identification. “Enhanced” driver’s 
licenses (provided by a limited number of states to permit non-air 
travel entry to the U.S. from Canada, Mexico, and the Caribbean) 
are also not acceptable. 

• Someone who has only a “Notice of Approval to Apply for Perma-
nent Residence (I-171 or I-464)” cannot receive Title IV funds. The 
State Department publishes a list of nonimmigrant visas at:       

 https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/tourism-visit.html.   

• Employment authorization card. Employment authorization alone 
does not support Title IV eligibility. However, a student with an-
other eligible status and employment authorization can potentially 
be eligible. 

• Nonimmigrant visas include those with work visas, students, 
visitors, and foreign government officials. Someone with a nonim-
migrant visa isn’t eligible for Title IV funds unless he/she has a Form 
I-94 with one of the endorsements given in the eligible document 
section. Nonimmigrant visas include (but are not limited to) the: 

•  F-1, F-2, or M-1 Student Visa, 
•  NATO Visas (NATO), 
•  A2 and A3 Visas (foreign official, including attendants), 
•  B-1 or B-2 Visitor Visa, 
•  J-1 or J-2 Exchange Visitors Visa, 
•  H series or L series Visa (which allow temporary employment 

in the U.S.), or 
•  G series Visa (pertaining to international organizations).
  

 •     Form I-817, Application or approval for Family Unity Benefits. 

 •     Temporary residents are allowed to live and work in the U.S. un-
der  the Legalization or Special Agricultural Worker program. This 
usually is recognized on an I-688 form.  These residents are no longer 
eligible for Title IV funds.

 •     Illegal aliens under the legalization (also called the amnesty) pro-
gram established by the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 
(IRCA).  These individuals were given documentation that allowed 
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them to work while their application for permanent resident status 
was being processed, but they aren’t eligible for aid unless their appli-
cation was approved.  

 •      I-94 forms stamped with “Temporary Protected Status.”  

 • Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) status is con-
ferred by the USCIS office of DHS. Students granted DACA often are 
assigned an SSN, and they are not eligible for Title IV aid, but may be 
eligible for state or college aid, and submitting a FAFSA can help them 
access those other types of aid. To complete the FAFSA, DACA status 
students must enter their SSN and answer the “Are you a U.S. citizen?” 
question as “No, I am not a U.S. citizen or eligible noncitizen.” After 
submitting the FAFSA, the student should check with the school’s 
financial aid office to see what types of non-federal financial aid they 
may be eligible to receive.  

 •      “Withholding of removal” order issued by an immigration judge 
or by the Board of Immigration Appeals. This is used to protect a 
person from return to a country that threatens the person’s life or free-
dom. 

 •      “U-Visa” holders are not designated as qualified aliens under          
the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
(PRWORA) and are therefore not eligible for Title IV program funds. 
However, U-Visa holders may convert to lawful permanent resident 
(LPR) status after they have physically been present in the U.S. for a 
continuous period of at least three years after the date of admission 
given on their U-Visa. Documentation is usually on a form I-797. It 
is important for you to inspect the content of the document since the 
I-797 is used for a variety of purposes.

 If the student becomes an LPR, he or she becomes a qualified alien 
under the PRWORA (see above), and thus potentially eligible for 
Title IV funds (assuming they meet all other eligibility requirements.        
U-Visa holders should be encouraged to explore non-federal aid op-
tions to help them pay for school while waiting for their application 
for LPR status (I-485) to be approved. FSA’s studentaid website con-
tains information to help students search for possible scholarships and 
other resources. 

• An I-797C, Notice of Action with Notice Type: Approval Notice that 
shows a receipt of the student’s application, or instructs the student 
to schedule a biometrics appointment with USCIS, may be an eli-
gible form of documentation if it approves the student’s application 
for one of the eligible statuses listed above. 

• Form I-512, Advance Parole. This status allows aliens with pending 
applications for certain immigration benefits to re-enter the U.S. 
after traveling abroad. Students with Advance Parole status are not 
eligible for Title IV funds.
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If the document a student submits is for an ineligible status, you 
shouldn’t submit the documentation for third step verification, unless you 
have conflicting information or the student compels you to do so. USCIS will 
only confirm current immigration status based on the document presented; 
it doesn’t determine whether the student is eligible for Title IV funds. Un-
less the student can submit documentation for an eligible status, as described 
above, or USCIS confirms the student’s status as an eligible student, the stu-
dent can’t receive aid. 

U-Visa information 
More information on U Visas may be found on the following website:      
www.uscis.gov/green-card/other-ways-get-green-card/green-card-victim-crime-u-
nonimmigrant.

USING THE SAVE SYSTEM FOR THIRD STEP VERIFICATION 
If the student’s immigration documentation appears to support an eli-

gible noncitizen status, or if you have conflicting information after receiving 
a secondary match result, you must complete a third step verification request 
through the SAVE system. What was once known as the “Paper Secondary 
Confirmation” step, which required you to submit a paper form G-845, is 
now performed electronically, and is called “third step verification.” USCIS 
now returns third step verification responses via the SAVE system. 

To access the SAVE system, go to: https://save.uscis.gov/save. In a col-
laborative effort, DHS and the Department of Education designed and imple-
mented special functionality for schools to submit third step verification 
requests through the SAVE system, to check students’ eligibility for Title IV 
aid. To access the SAVE system, a unique SAVE user ID was issued to the 
Primary Destination Point Administrator (PDPA) at each school.

 All the instructions you need to access and navigate the SAVE system 
are available on the DHS-SAVE, Eligible Noncitizen page on the Knowledge 
Center, including:

•   SAVE Instructions for U.S. Department of Education (School)   
  Users Version 3.0 document

•   Volume 1, Chapter 2: U.S. Citizenship & Eligible Noncitizens.

Third step verification preparation & submission
1. Request the student’s most current, unexpired immigration document. 

When it is submitted, make a copy of it.

2. Carefully review the student’s immigration documentation against the 
status and document descriptions above. 

3. Determine whether the student’s immigration documentation sup-
ports eligibility for Title IV aid. If it does not support an eligible status, 
you can tell the student that he/she is not eligible now, but may be 
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eligible if/when they provide eligible noncitizen documentation. You 
should not complete third step verification for this student.

Resend record to matches process  
If you determine that third-step verification cannot be completed for a 

student, for example, when the case status is “closed,” or the SAVE response 
doesn’t match the immigration documentation provided by the student, you 
must complete the “resend record to matches” process in the FAA Access 
to CPS Online system. This replaces the “requesting a new DHS verification 
number” process. See the “Resend Record to Matches to Generate a new ISIR 
with a new DHS Verification Number” section of the SAVE instructions for 
U.S. Department of Education (School) Users Version 3.0 document. 

SAVE Third Step Responses 
 A USCIS status verifier will search the SAVE databases, and enter 

the student’s immigration status in the SAVE system within three to five 
business days of the request. If you don’t receive a response from the USCIS 
after at least 15 business days from the date you sent the third step verifica-
tion request, if you have sufficient documentation to make a decision, and 
if you have no information that conflicts with the student’s documents or 
claimed status, you should review his file and determine whether they meet 
the eligible noncitizen requirements. If they do meet the requirements, make 
any disbursement for which they are eligible and note in their file that SAVE 
exceeded the time allotment and that noncitizen eligibility was determined 
without their verification.

When third step verification results in an eligible status, you must keep 
a copy of the SAVE response screen. If the confirmation process indicates 
a discrepancy, you must ask the student to correct the discrepancy with the 
USCIS.  No certification of loans or further disbursement of funds can be 
made until the discrepancy is corrected.  If the discrepancy isn’t reconciled, 
the student must repay all aid except wages earned under FWS. Whenever 
the student is able to provide new information, it must be submitted to the 
USCIS as a third step verification request.

If you have followed the procedures outlined here, including notifying 
the student of the discrepancy and withholding further payments and loan 
certifications as soon as a discrepancy is found, your school isn’t liable for aid 
disbursed prior to third step verification. This assumes that you had no other 
conflicting information prior to making the disbursement and had reviewed 
the available documentation and concluded that the student was otherwise 
eligible.

Lack of response example 
Javier is a refugee and received aid from Schwarber University.  His 

status wasn’t confirmed through the DHS match, so Schwarber performed 
third step verification. The DHS didn’t respond in time, so Schwarber paid 
Javier without any response. When Javier applies again, the CPS still doesn’t 
confirm his status. Even though Schwarber began third step verification for 
Javier last year and his documents haven’t expired, because the school never 
received a DHS response, it must perform third step verification again.
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15 business day USCIS timeframe 
34 CFR 668.136(b)(3)

Interpreting the SAVE response 
SAVE is responsible for verifying the student’s imigration documenta-

tion. The SAVE response does not directly state whether the student is eli-
gible for Title IV funds. It is the school’s responsibility to determine if the 
student is eligible, based on the student’s immigration documentation and 
the SAVE response. When you receive the SAVE response, compare it with 
the list of responses below. If it matches with a response, and the student’s 
documentation, but does not support an eligible status tell the student they 
are ineligible until/unless they can provide documentation that supports an 
eligible status, and stop third step verification for the student. 

If the student’s documentation supports an eligible noncitizen status but 
the SAVE system response shows an ineligible status, read the DHS com-
ments and resolve issues raised there (for example, provide a cleaner copy of 
the student’s documentation if instructed by USCIS). Once resolved, use the 
Resend to Matches process (see above) and resubmit third step verification. 
If you have questions about the SAVE response or about the student’s docu-
mentation, contact applicationsystemsdivision@ed.gov and briefly describe 
your issue.  

The following list explains whether a response means the student is eli-
gible or ineligible for Title IV aid. For descriptions of the following immigra-
tion statuses, see the earlier sections on eligible and ineligible noncitizens and 
their documentation:

Potentially eligible statuses: 

“Lawful Permanent Resident”

“Conditional Resident”  

“Asylee or Refugee status”   

“Parolee-Expires or Parolee-Indefinite”  The student is eligible for aid 
if paroled into the U.S. for one year or more. The SAVE response will 
include a comment in the DHS Comments section or the Pending Appli-
cations section that the student’s I-485 application is pending. Note that 
if the SAVE response does not include this comment, then the student is 
not eligible.   

“U.S. citizen”  Third Step Verification is for verifying immigration docu-
mentation for eligible noncitizens. If the student provided U.S. citizen 
documentation, do not complete third step verification. If you acciden-
tally submitted U.S. citizen documentation to SAVE, proceed with veri-
fying the student as a U.S. citizen as instructed in the “U.S. Citizenship 
Match with the SSA” section earlier in this chapter. 

“Cuban/Haitian Entrant” Before submitting documentation for these 
students through SAVE, click the “Cuban-Haitian Entrant” button under 
the “Additional Requests” section. 
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“American Indian born in Canada”  For details, see the Jay Treaty sec-
tion earlier in this chapter.

“Texas or Oklahoma Band of Kickapoo Indians”  If this response is 
received, the financial aid administrator must contact U.S. Department 
of Education staff by emailing applicationsystemsdivision@ed.gov. 

“VAWA Self-Petitioner”  See the information for battered immigrations-
qualified aliens earlier in this document. If you have questions about 
VAWA status, contact applicationsystemsdivision@ed.gov. 

Ineligible statuses:
Each of the following statuses are by themselves insufficient to make a 

student eligible for Title IV funds. If the SAVE response is an eligible status, 
followed by an ineligible status (for example, Lawful Permament Resident 
- Employment Authorized), ignore the ineligible status portion of the re-
sponse. Unless an eligible status is also submitted, or the student can provide 
other documentation that can be confirmed by the USCIS, students with the 
following types of status are not Title IV eligible:

“Employment Authorized”   

“Not Employment Authorized”  

 “Application Pending”  In the majority of cases, a student with only a 
pending application for an eligible noncitizen status will not be eligible 
for Title IV aid. The student must have documentation showing that the 
their status is approved in order to be considered eligible.

 “Nonimmigrant” 

 “Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)” 

 “Family Unity”
 
 “Temporary Protected Status (TPS)” 

 “Deferred Action Status”  

 “Withholding of Removal”  

 “Document Expired, Altered, or Counterfeit.”  Notify the student 
that unless corrective action is taken with the USCIS, the case will be 
submitted to the Office of Inspector General (OIG). Until this is re-
solved, no further aid may be disbursed, awarded, or certified. If the 
student does not take corrective action in a timely manner, you must 
report the case to the OIG (part of which will include resubmitting the 
document). 
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 “Unable to verify status based on the document provided.” DHS-
USCIS was not able to verify the student’s status based on the docu-
mentation provided. Carefully read the SAVE response and the DHS 
Comments section to determine why the student’s status could not be 
verified and proceed according to the information provided. For exam-
ple, SAVE may indicate: 

   
•  Resubmit request with both sides of the applicant’s immigration 

document. Perform the “Resend Record to Matches” process in FAA 
Access to CPS Online and resubmit the student’s immigration docu-
ments through SAVE with copies of both sides of each document. 

•  Applicant’s Immigration document is illegible.  Resubmit the 
student’s immigration documents with higher quality copies of the 
original documentation.

Note, if you see the “Resubmit Doc” response, this means that this case 
is available for you to submit the student’s immigration documentation for 
third step verification. If you have questions about how to proceed, contact 
applicationsystemsdivision@ed.gov and provide a brief description of the is-
sue and the student’s DHS Verification Number.

Student rights  
You must allow the student at least 30 days from the time you receive the 

SAVE response to provide documentation of his immigration status.  Dur-
ing this period and until the results of the third step verification are received, 
you can’t deny, reduce, or terminate aid to him. Unless you can determine 
that the documentation doesn’t support an eligible noncitizen status, you 
must submit the student’s immigration documents within ten business days 
of receipt. If the documentation supports the student’s status as an eligible 
noncitizen, and if at least 15 business days passed since the date on which the 
documentation was submitted to the USCIS, you can disburse aid to an oth-
erwise eligible student pending the USCIS response.

Your school isn’t liable if you erroneously conclude that a student is an 
eligible noncitizen, provided that you had no conflicting data on file and you 
relied on: 

•  A SAR or ISIR indicating that the student meets the requirements for 
federal student aid; 

•  A USCIS determination of an eligible immigration status in response 
to a request for third step verification; or 

•  An immigration document, submitted by the student, that supports an 
eligible status, if the USCIS did not respond in a timely fashion. 

The student (or parent borrower of a PLUS loan) is liable for any Title 
IV funds received if he is ineligible. If you made your decision without hav-
ing one of the documents above, your school is held responsible for repaying 
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Title IV funds to the Department. Your school should establish procedures to 
ensure due process for the student if Title IV funds are disbursed but the aid 
office later determines (using third step verification) that the student isn’t an 
eligible noncitizen. 

The student must be notified of his ineligibility and given an opportunity 
to contest the decision by submitting to your school any additional docu-
ments that support his claim to be an eligible noncitizen. If the documents 
appear to support the student’s claim, you should submit them to USCIS us-
ing third step verification. You must notify the student of your office’s final 
decision based on the third step verification results. 

For every student required to undergo third step verification, you must 
furnish written instructions providing:

•  An explanation of the documentation the student must submit as evi-
dence of eligible noncitizen status;

•  Your school’s deadline for submitting documentation (which must be 
at least 30 days from the date your office receives the results of the pri-
mary confirmation); 

•  Notification that if the student misses the deadline, they may not re-
ceive Title IV funds for the award period or period of enrollment; and

•  A statement that you won’t decide the student’s eligibility until they 
have a chance to submit immigration status documents.
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DOCUMENTING IMMIGRATION STATUS  
IN LATER AWARD YEARS

There are several cases in which you must document a student’s im-
migration status in a subsequent award year if that student is not confirmed 
as an eligible noncitizen on the SAR/ISIR. For example, a student who pre-
sented a Temporary Form I-551 in a prior award year should have received 
a permanent I-551 by the next year and shouldn’t still have a temporary card. 
You should refer the student to USCIS to obtain a permanent I-551 or an up-
dated endorsement on the previous card.  

You must also document the eligible noncitizen status each award year 
for a conditional permanent resident, a refugee, a Cuban-Haitian entrant, 
or a person granted asylum. Students in any of these categories may have 
been redesignated to permanent-resident status or may have had their status 
revoked.  You will have to send the documents for third step verification if 
the student’s status isn’t confirmed through the DHS match. Also note that 
VAWA prima facie status generally expires after 1 year, and that parolees can 
potentially become Lawful Permanent Residents if their I-485 is approved. 

You don’t have to document a student’s eligible noncitizen status in 
subsequent award years if you’ve documented that the student is:

• a U.S. citizen or national; 

• a citizen of the Freely Associated States; 

• has a Form I-551 or I-151; or 

• if the SAVE response indicates that for the previous award year, the 
student was an eligible noncitizen and the documents supporting the 
status in question have not expired.  

You must also have no conflicting information or reason to doubt the 
student’s claim of having eligible noncitizen status. Also note that you must 
have confirmed the status in a previous award year. You may disburse aid 
without the USCIS response if the USCIS doesn’t respond in time for that 
award year, but you can’t count that lack of response as confirmation for the 
following year.

Exclusion from subsequent confirmation
34 CFR 668.133(b) 

Procedures when ineligibility is determined after disbursement 
34 CFR 668.136(c)
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REPLACING LOST DHS DOCUMENTS
If  a student can’t locate his official USCIS documentation, the student 

must request that the documents be replaced because noncitizens who are 18 
years and older must have immigration documentation in their possession 
at all times while in the United States. Requests for replacement documents 
should be made by the student to the nearest USCIS District Office.  

The student will be asked to complete a Form I-90, “Application to Re-
place Alien Registration Card” or a Form I-102, “Application for Replace-
ment/Initial Nonimmigrant Arrival-Departure Document.” PDF versions 
of these forms can be downloaded from the USCIS website at uscis.gov. A 
temporary I-94 may be issued while the replacement documents are pending. 
If the student needs to replace other documentation, they should go to uscis.
gov or contact their local USCIS office. 

In cases of undue hardship, where the student urgently needs documen-
tation of his status, the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) allows him to 
obtain photocopies of the documents from the USCIS District Office that is-
sued the original documents. The student can submit a Form G-639 to make 
this request or can simply send a letter to the district office. If they are not 
sure which district office issued the original documents, they can submit the 
request to the field office nearest to his place of residence.

A naturalized U.S. citizen student who lost documents or surrendered 
them when entering prison is responsible for getting copies of them so you 
can verify their status. You can request copies of immigration documents di-
rectly from penal institutions at the request of the student.  

EXAMPLES OF U.S. CITIZENSHIP AND ELIGIBLE                 
NONCITIZEN DOCUMENTS

Below, we show some common documents used to demonstrate citizen-
ship for various categories/types of citizenship and eligible non-citizenship. 
Note that not all documents shown satisfy citizenship requirements in all cas-
es. See the specific notes on each document shown, and also refer to the dis-
cussion of citizenship requirements described in detail earlier in this chapter. 
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U.S. Passport
Can be used to document

citizenship for citizens born at 
home or abroad.

For a noncitizen national, must be
stamped “Noncitizen National.”
(Note that a passport issued by 

another country may be used to 
document U.S. permanent resident 

status if it has the endorsement
“Processed for I-551” and has a

currently valid expiration date.)

U.S. Passport Card
This resembles a credit card in 

size and form. Though it cannot 
be used for international air 
travel, it is, like the passport 

book, proof of U.S. citizenship.

Certificate of 
Naturalization

The Certificate of Naturalization is 
issued to naturalized U.S. citizens.
A revised version of the Certificate 

of Naturalization (Form N-550) 
was created in 2010. 

All previously issued certificates 
remain valid.
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Certification of 
Birth Abroad

Issued to U.S. citizens 
born abroad. Must have 

embossed seal of the     
State Department.

Certificate of Citizenship
The Certificate of Citizenship is issued to persons who were 

born abroad of U.S. parent(s), who became citizens when their 
parents were naturalized, or who were adopted by U.S. parents.
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Form CBP I-94A
The computer-generated Form 
CBP I-94A replaces the paper 
Form I-94 that was completed 
manually. For eligible non-
citizens, it must be annotated 
as described earlier in this 
chapter.  

See also the I-94 website at: 
https://i94.cbp.dhs.gov/I94/#/
home. The website allows you 
to look up I-94  student data, 
if the student grants you per-
mission to do so. 

Form CBP I-94
Here is a sample paper form. 
Although such are no longer 
normally issued for air and 
sea arrivals, legacy paper 
forms are still valid and in 
use, and one may still en-
counter recently issued valid 
paper forms.

CU 6
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United States Travel Document
(front cover)
This contains the Reentry Permit (Form I-327) and 
the Refugee Travel Document (Form I-571). It is 
used by lawful permanent residents, refugees, and 
asylees.

I-94 Arrival-Departure Record
For permanent resident status, must be stamped “Processed for I-551” with expiration date or “Temporary Form 
I-551” with appropriate information filled in. For other eligible noncitizens, must be stamped with the proper 
information as described for Refugee, Asylum Status, Conditional Entrant (before April 1, 1980), Parolee, or Cuban-
Haitian Entrant.  

I-571 Refugee Travel 
document
Contained in the U.S. Travel 
document, the I-571 helps      
document the status of refugees.
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Machine Readable             
Immigrant Visa (MRIV)
The MRIV will appear in the holder’s 
(foreign) passport. If the passport 
is unexpired and endorsed with 
an admission stamp and the state-
ment, “Upon endorsement serves as 
temporary I-551 evidencing perma-
nent residence for 1 year,” it serves 
as a temporary I-551 and as valid 
documentation for establishing aid 
eligibility.

CBP I-94 Website                        
Printout
Travelers have access to their electronic 
I-94 via DHS’s I-94 website. The website 
printout serves the same purpose as any 
other I-94. A sample of what the printout 
looks like is shown here.

Re-entry permit
USCIS issues the Form I-327, Re-
Entry Permit to permanent resi-
dents and conditional residents to 
allow them to re-enter the U.S. for 
a period of two years. The re-entry 
permit is found in the U.S. Travel 
Document.
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Resident Alien Card
(two versions, front  only)
The I-551, Resident Alien 
Card is a revision of the 
Alien Registration Receipt 
Card. It was phased in 
beginning in January 1977 
and was revised in 1989. 
The “Conditional Resident 
Alien Card” is identified 
by a “C” on the front and 
an expiration date on the 
back.

Permanent residents are issued identification cards that they are required to have in their possession at all 
times. The first Alien Registration Receipt Card was introduced in 1946 and through various revisions was 
primarily green, which caused it to be known as a “green card.”  This term is still used, though the cards have 
changed color over the years.

Alien Registration 
Receipt Card 
(front and back)
Issued prior to June 1978 
to permanent residents.  
Form I-151 is no longer 
accepted by USCIS as 
evidence of permanent 
residence, though it may 
be used to receive Title 
IV funds.

Permanent         
Resident Card 
(front only for older ver-
sions, front and back for 
the current version)
The Permanent Resident 
Card (I-551) was intro-
duced in December 1997 
and revised in 2004 and 
2010. The current version 
has returned to using 
green in the design of the 
front of the card.

(1989)

(1997) (2004)

(2010 front) (2010 back)
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A person generally isn’t eligible for Title IV funds if he is in default on 
an FSA loan or he owes an overpayment on an FSA grant or loan 

and has not made a repayment arrangement for the default or overpayment.  
Also, for a parent to receive a PLUS Loan, neither the parent nor the student 
may be in default or owe an overpayment on an FSA loan or grant (though a 
parent in default on a PLUS loan does not make a student ineligible for Title 
IV aid). Exceptions to these general rules are noted in the discussion below.

Any student applying for Title IV funds must certify that he isn’t in 
default on any FSA loan and doesn’t owe an overpayment on any FSA grant, 
or that he has made satisfactory arrangements to repay the overpayment or 
default.  This certification statement is printed on the Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). Parent PLUS borrowers make this certification 
on the PLUS MPN.

A student is also ineligible if he inadvertently exceeded annual or 
aggregate loan limits. When this occurs, you must identify the loan(s) that 
resulted in the overborrowing and discuss the overborrowing with the 
student. The student can regain eligibility by repaying the extra amount 
borrowed or making arrangements, satisfactory to the loan holder, to repay 
it. See Dear Colleague Letter GEN-13-02 and Volume 4 for more details.

A student is ineligible if his property is subject to a judgment lien for 
a debt owed to the United States, and a parent can’t receive a PLUS loan 
if either the student or parent is subject to such a lien. For example, if the 
Internal Revenue Service (IRS) has placed a lien on a student’s property 
for failure to pay a federal tax debt or make satisfactory arrangements for 
repayment, the student would be ineligible for federal student aid.

A student who has been convicted of, or has pled no contest or guilty 
to, a crime involving fraud in obtaining Title IV funds must have completely 
repaid the fraudulently obtained funds to the Department or the loan holder 
before regaining aid eligibility. Any Perkins or Direct Loan so obtained is not 
eligible for rehabilitation. You can handle this requirement as you would a 
judgment lien—you don’t need to collect certification from each student but 
can deal with the situation when you become aware of it.

Students who have previously attended other colleges may have a financial aid history 
that affects their eligibility for FSA funds at your school. You can review a student’s 
financial aid history by using the National Student Loan Data System (NSLDS) For 
Financial Aid Professionals online at https://nsldsfap.ed.gov; for questions call 1-800-
999-8219. NSLDS will also help you track changes to the student’s financial aid history 
through the postscreening and transfer student monitoring processes.

NSLDS Financial Aid 
History
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 When the FAFSA is processed, the Central Processing System (CPS) 
matches the student against the National Student Loan Data System 
(NSLDS) to see if she is in default, owes an overpayment, or has exceeded the 
loan limits. The CPS doesn’t perform any matches to determine whether or 
not the student is subject to a judgment lien for a federal debt, and you aren’t 
required to check for such liens. The CPS also doesn’t check for fund fraud; 
however, if you know that the person in question is subject to such a lien or 
has committed fund fraud, you can’t pay them Title IV funds.

Note that the CPS does not match parent Direct PLUS Loan 
applicants against NSLDS. However, if your school requires all Direct 
PLUS Loan applicants to complete the Federal Direct PLUS Loan Request 
for Supplemental Information (also referred to as the Direct PLUS Loan 
Application) on ED’s StudentAid.gov website, ED will check NSLDS to 
determine if the applicant is in default on a Title IV loan and your school 
will be notified of the results of the default check. If the NSLDS match that 
is conducted as part of the Direct PLUS Loan Application process indicates 
that a PLUS applicant is in default, the individual is not eligible to receive 
any Title IV aid until the default is resolved. For more information about the 
Direct PLUS Loan Application and the notification of the default check result 
that is sent to schools, see Volume 3, Chapter 5.

Although a credit check is conducted on both student and parent Direct 
PLUS Loan applicants, if your school does not require Direct PLUS Loan 
applicants to complete the Direct PLUS Loan Application on StudentAid.
gov, you cannot assume that an approved credit check for a parent Direct 
PLUS Loan applicant is sufficient to confirm that the parent is not in default 
on a Title IV loan. As we explain under “Adverse credit history and default” 
in Chapter 6 of this volume, having an adverse credit history and being in 
default on a Title IV loan are separate eligibility issues, and the Direct PLUS 
Loan credit check cannot be relied upon to identify defaults. 

If your school does not require Direct PLUS Loan applicants to complete 
the Direct PLUS Loan Application on StudentAid.gov, then for all parent 
Direct PLUS Loan applicants you must check NSLDS to confirm that the 
parent is not in default before you originate a Direct PLUS Loan for that 
individual.

Judgment lien example
When Jake provides his parents’ tax return to the aid administrator at 

Hendricks College, he notices that they’ve reported business income but 
didn’t report a business asset on the FAFSA. Jake explains that they didn’t 
report the business as an asset because there’s a lien against the business for 
a federal loan. The aid administrator tells him that the asset must still be 
reported, and also that his parents won’t be able to borrow a PLUS Loan as 
long as they are subject to the lien.
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FSA loans in NSLDS
The following current types of loans are listed in NSLDS:
➔ Direct Subsidized Loans and Direct Unsubsidized Loans
➔ Direct PLUS Loans (for parents or for graduate/professional students)
➔ Direct Consolidation Loans

The following loan types from earlier programs also appear in NSLDS:
➔ Federal Stafford Loans (subsidized and unsubsidized)
➔ Federal PLUS Loans 
➔ Federal Perkins Loans
➔ Federal Consolidation Loans
➔ Federally Insured Student Loans (FISL)
➔  Guaranteed Student Loans 
➔ Supplemental Loans for Students (SLS)
➔ National Direct Student Loans and National Defense Student Loans                 
(predecessors of Perkins Loans)
➔ Income Contingent Loans (ICL)

No defense of infancy 
Students who are minors may receive federal student loans, and they 

may not refuse to repay those loans based on a “defense of infancy,” i.e., that 
they were too young to enter into the contract of signing the promissory 
note.  See HEA Sec. 484A(b)(2).

Financial aid history
34 CFR 668.19, Dear Colleague Letter GEN-96-13

Loan limits and eligibility
See Volume 3, Chapter 5 for loan limits
HEA Sec. 484(f), 34 CFR 668.32(g)(2), 668.35(d), DCL GEN-13-02

Federal default and debt 
HEA Sec. 484(a)(3), 484(f), 34 CFR 668.32(g), 668.35

Resolving grant overpayments
Because FSA grants have priority in packaging, aid overpayments can 

often be resolved by adjusting other types of aid in the package.  If neces-
sary, you can also adjust later grant payments for the same award year.  But 
if a student receives more grant money than she is eligible for and the excess 
can’t be offset, she must return the overpayment.  As noted at the beginning 
of the chapter, a student with an outstanding FSA grant overpayment is in-
eligible for aid until she repays it or makes satisfactory repayment arrange-
ments.  See Volume 4 for a complete discussion of resolving overpayments 
and overawards.
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NSLDS MATCH
To help you identify students with problems such as defaulted loans or 

overpayments, the CPS matches the student against the NSLDS database 
to obtain her financial aid history. You must resolve any conflicts between 
NSLDS and other information you have about the student before disbursing 
Title IV funds (for example, if NSLDS shows that a student isn’t in default 
but you have documentation showing that she is in default). The results of 
the NSLDS match are provided on the SAR and ISIR (also referred to as 
“output documents”) on the NSLDS Financial Aid History page. As with 
other matches, a “C” next to the student’s expected family contribution 
(EFC) indicates problems that must be resolved. See Appendix B of the ISIR 
Guide for the complete tables of NSLDS match results.

Successful match
The SAR and ISIR will contain the NSLDS financial aid history only 

if the student’s identifying information matches the database and there is 
relevant information for the student in the database. If the student has no 
defaults or overpayments or has made satisfactory repayment arrangements 
on a defaulted loan, the NSLDS match flag will be 1 and no C code will 
appear on the output document. A match flag of 2, 3, or 4 indicates that the 
student has defaulted loans, owes an overpayment, or both. You will need 
to document that the problem has been resolved before disbursing aid. Note 
that for “real-time” processing—if a student uses Corrections on the Web 
or an aid administrator uses FAA Access to CPS Online—the CPS does not 
match against the NSLDS database (except when a school is added, but the 
output document will show NSLDS data from the last transaction that did 
match against NSLDS. The ISIR might not, therefore, reflect the most current 
information.

Example of incorrect NSLDS data 
Lydia is a first-year undergraduate at Turner College and has never at-

tended college before. When Turner receives Lydia’s ISIR, it shows that there 
was a partial match, and there is some data associated with her SSN. Turner 
checks with NSLDS and learns that a guaranty agency is reporting a loan 
made years ago (when Lydia was in elementary school) under her SSN but 
with a completely different name and birth date.  Turner determines that this 
isn’t Lydia’s loan, so she has no financial aid history in NSLDS. Turner also 
suggests that Lydia provide documentation that the SSN belongs to her so the 
school can request that NSLDS data be corrected to prevent problems for her 
later.

Example of misreported information on the FAFSA  
When Lester University receives Ben’s ISIR, it shows that there was a dis-

crepancy with the NSLDS database, so no financial aid history information 
is provided.  The aid administrator at Lester asks Ben if he provided the cor-
rect name and birth date on the application. Ben says he wrote in the wrong 
month for his birth date, but his name is correct.  The administrator checks 
the NSLDS database using Ben’s first name, SSN, and date of birth.  NSLDS 
shows the correct birth date, but the first name of the student is Warren, not 
Ben.  She checks again with Ben, who explains that Ben is a nickname and 
Warren is his real name.  The administrator determines that the financial aid 
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history associated with the SSN belongs to Ben. She could disburse aid with-
out requiring a correction, but may also wait for the ISIR correction before 
disbursing aid.

No data from match 
There are several reasons why an output document may not have 

financial aid history information: for example, if the application was rejected 
for lack of a signature or if identifying information was missing. For other 
cases, you can check the NSLDS flags reported in the “FAA Information” 
section.

▼ Partial match.  If the student’s Social Security Number (SSN) is in 
the NSLDS database but the first name or date of birth don’t match what 
the student reported, no financial aid history will be reported and the output 
document will have an NSLDS match flag of “7” and a C code. There will 
also be a comment explaining why the financial aid history isn’t given and 
directing the student to work with the school to resolve any discrepancies. 
A partial match requires resolution; otherwise you won’t have information 
from the Department on defaults and overpayments. If the student originally 
reported incorrect identifying information, you can have them submit correct 
information, which will be sent through the match again. If the student 
did not submit incorrect identifying information, you can call the NSLDS 
customer support center for help with determining the identifiers associated 
with the SSN in the NSLDS database. If you discover the discrepancy is 
due to the student misreporting the name or date of birth on the FAFSA, 
you should have the student make a correction. However, you may use the 
NSLDS record to determine the student’s eligibility; you don’t need to wait 
for the corrected data to be reported.

If you find that the financial aid history associated with the student’s SSN 
doesn’t belong to the student, you should assume that the student has no 
relevant financial aid information. You may request that the data in NSLDS 
be corrected by providing relevant supporting documents. NSLDS will 
work with the previous data providers to correct the identifiers. You aren’t 
required to request a correction; however, doing so will prevent the same 
FAFSA response in subsequent award years.

▼ Student not in database.  If a match with NSLDS is completed but 
there’s no information on the student in the database, the output document 
will comment that the student’s SSN is not associated with any financial 
aid history. You can assume this is correct unless you have conflicting 
information. If you believe NSLDS should show a loan history, help the 
student by contacting the appropriate loan servicer or, for FFEL, guaranty 
agency.

▼ No relevant history.  If a student’s SSN matches a record in the 
NSLDS database but there’s no relevant financial aid history to report, no 
information will be on the output document, because it isn’t needed to 
determine the student’s aid eligibility for the current award year. Conversely, 
if a student has relevant prior data, for example a prior Pell award, that will 
appear on the SAR/ISIR. The SAR and ISIR will have a comment that the 
student’s record was matched with NSLDS but no information was found to 
print on the NSLDS page.
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▼ Processing problem.  If there was a problem with the match, the 
SAR and ISIR won’t include financial aid history information.  The output 
document will have a C code and a comment explaining that the CPS 
couldn’t determine whether the student has loans in default and will direct 
her to contact the financial aid administrator. You must get the student’s 
financial aid history before disbursing aid. If she has to make corrections 
of any kind, her information will go through the match again when the 
corrections are submitted, and you can use the results of that match to 
determine her eligibility.

Postscreening—changes after initial match
Once you receive the financial aid history through NSLDS, you aren’t 

required to check for changes to the data before disbursing funds to the 
student. But if you learn from NSLDS or another source that the student was 
not or is no longer eligible, you must not disburse any more Title IV funds 
and must help make sure the student arranges to repay the aid for which he/
she wasn’t eligible.

NSLDS uses a postscreening process to let you know when there are 
significant changes (such as a defaulted loan or an overpayment) to a 
student’s financial aid history. If postscreening identifies changes that may 
affect the student’s eligibility, the CPS will generate new output documents 
so schools that are listed for receipt of the student’s FAFSA information will 
automatically be notified. Items that have changed since the last transaction 
are marked on the output document with a “#” sign, and the reason code for 
the postscreening will be given.

To help you identify when NSLDS data has changed, the document will 
include an NSLDS transaction number in the “FAA Information” section 
with the other match flags. This is the number of the last transaction on 
which NSLDS data changed, so if you receive an ISIR on which that number 
is higher than the one on the ISIR you used to determine the student’s 
eligibility, you must review the NSLDS data on the new ISIR to be sure there 
are no changes affecting the student’s eligibility (be aware of the Pell Lifetime 
Eligibility Used (LEU) limits and codes; for more on Pell LEU, see Volume 3, 
Chapter 3). There will be postscreening codes (see The ISIR Guide for the list) 
to help determine what changed.

NSLDS Support Center 
1-(800)-999-8219          

Checking Discharge Status with loan servicer
When it is not possible to determine the precise status of a potentially disbursed 
loan in NSLDS, you should contact the Department’s Total and Permanent Disabil-
ity (TPD) servicer, Nelnet.
Phone: 1-888-303-7818
Fax: 303-696-5250
Nelnet is referred to in NSLDS as “DDP,” or the Disability Discharge Provider.
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Unusual enrollment history  (UEH)
There is a flag in NSLDS for students whose pattern of enrollment and/

or award history for either Federal Pell Grants or Direct Loans (other than 
a Direct Consolidation Loan or Parent PLUS Loan) is identified as unusual. 
You are required to respond to the unusual enrollment history (UEH) status 
for Pell and/or Direct Loans as described below.

The CPS will flag the UEH on the student’s SAR/ISIR. A value of “N” re-
quires no action, as it denotes no unusual history. A value of “2” or “3” in the 
UEH field (represented as SAR comment codes 359 and 360, respectively) 
requires review and resolution by your school (see below). UEH flags 2 and 
3 do not necessarily mean the student has improperly received Pell or Direct 
Loan funds, but it is a sign of unusual activity, for example, receiving Pell 
and/or Direct Loans at multiple schools in the same semester, or receiving 
aid and then withdrawing before earning any credit. 

To resolve a UEH flag of “2,” (SAR comment code 359) you must check 
the student’s enrollment and financial aid records to determine if, during any 
of the four award years prior to the current award year (i.e., 2017-18, 2018-
19, 2019-20, and 2020-21), the student received a Pell Grant or Direct Loan 
at your school. If so, no further action is required unless you have reason to 
suspect that the student in question remains enrolled just long enough to col-
lect student aid funds before withdrawing. In such a case, you must follow 
the guidance below for UEH flag “3.”

To resolve a UEH flag of “3,” (SAR comment code 360) you must check 
the student’s academic records to determine if they received academic credit 
at the schools attended during any one of the four award years prior to the 
current award year (i.e., 2017-18, 2018-19, 2019-20, and 2020-21). Using 
data from NSLDS, you must determine, for each prior attended institution 
for each student, whether academic credit was earned during the award year 
in which the student received Pell or Direct Loan funds. Academic credit is 
considered for this purpose to mean completing one (or more) clock-hour or 
credit-hour. 

For UEH flag 3, if the student did earn academic credit at all of the 
schools previously attended for a relevant award year, no further action is 
required unless you have reason to believe that the student has had a practice 
of enrolling just long enough to receive credit balances before withdrawing. 
In such cases, follow the guidance below for cases when academic credit is 
not earned (next paragraph).

For UEH flag 3, when academic credit is not earned at a previously at-
tended school, and, if applicable, at your school, you must obtain documen-
tation from the student explaining why the student failed to earn academic 
credit. You must determine whether the documentation provided supports 
the reasons described by the student and that the student did not enroll only 
to receive credit balance funds. Acceptable reasons may include personal ill-
ness, a family emergency, a change in where the student lived, and military 
obligations, or an academic complication, such as unexpected academic chal-
lenges, or the student having determined that the academic program in ques-
tion did not meet their needs. You should, to the maximum extent possible, 
obtain third party documentation to support the student’s claim. 
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In similar fashion to the exercise of professional judgment, you must 
determine whether the circumstances of the failure of the student to receive 
academic credit, as evidenced by the student’s academic records and docu-
mentation, support the continuation of Title IV eligibility. If the student with 
a UEH flag of 2 or 3 fails to provide compelling reasons and documentation 
for a failure to receive academic credit for a period for which they received 
Title IV funds, you must conclude that their eligibility is terminated. Your 
determination is final and is not subject to appeal to the Department. You 
must document and maintain a file of reason(s) for the decision for possible 
review. 

When a student’s eligibility is terminated in this way, you must provide 
information to the student on how they may subsequently regain eligibility, 
and the student must be given an opportunity to question and appeal the de-
cision to your school, consistent with the opportunities to question and ap-
peal similar determinations such as SAP and professional judgment determi-
nations. Since the basis for denial is lack of academic performance, successful 
completion of academic credit may be considered basis for renewing the 
student’s Title IV eligibility, assuming they are in all other ways eligible for 
the aid in question. This could include meeting the requirements of the plan 
that you established with the student, although such a plan is not necessarily 
required. When a student regains eligibility after losing it in this manner, the 
student’s eligibility is retroactive to the beginning of the current period of en-
rollment, for Direct Loans, and for all other types of Title IV aid, retroactive 
to the beginning of the current payment period.

If you approve the student’s continuing eligibility, you may choose to 
require the student to establish an academic plan, similar to the type of plan 
used to resolve SAP appeals. You may also wish to counsel the student about 
the Pell LEU limitation and the impact of the student’s attendance pattern on 
future Pell Grant eligibility (see Volume 3, Chapter 3 and DCL GEN-12-01 
and GEN-12-18).

Resolving UEH flags in a subsequent award year
  When a student receives a UEH flag that includes an award year(s) that 
was resolved by the reviewing school for a previous award year, that school 
must determine if there was a change in the schools the student attended 
for that award year(s).  If there were no changes to the schools the student 
attended, no further action is necessary.  If the student attended another 
school(s) that was not previously reviewed and received Pell Grant and/or 
Direct Loans at that school(s), the reviewing school must determine if the 
student earned academic credit at the additional school(s) under review.  If 
the student did not earn academic credit at the additional school(s) under 
review, the student must provide documentation explaining why academic 
credit was not earned.

UEH change for Undergraduate to Graduate Student Progression
UEH is assessed separately for undergraduate enrollment and graduate 

enrollment. This reduces the number of UEH flags, but still correctly flags 
students whom the UEH flags are intended to flag for further scrutiny. For 
more details on UEH and graduate students, see the Electronic Announce-
ment of Jan 20, 2016.
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Unusual enrollment history
Electronic Announcement Jan 10, 2017, DCL GEN-15-05, DCL GEN-13-09

Adding a school and the NSLDS match 
When a school is added after the FAFSA has been submitted, it goes 

through the NSLDS match again rather than being processed in real time. 
This ensures that the new school receives the latest financial aid history 
(FAH) on the ensuing transaction. This does not affect schools’ responsibility 
to use transfer student monitoring.  

To supplement the ISIR and ensure a student’s history is considered, 
some schools submit entire rosters of FAH requests.  See the TSM/FAH pro-
cesses and batch file layouts posted in the Knowledge Center.

Documenting credits earned when a school has closed
For UEH flag 3, or when you believe that the student remains enrolled 

just long enough to collect a credit balance (refund), you must review the 
student’s academic records to determine if the student earned any academic 
credit at each school the student attended during the prior four award year 
periods (i.e., for 2021-22, assess 2020-21, 2019-20, 2018-19, and 2017-18). 

If the student informs you that they previously attended and received 
Title IV aid at a school which has closed, you must first verify that the school 
has closed. You may determine this using the Department’s Closed School 
Reports page.

If the student states that academic credits were earned at the closed 
school, you must request documentation that indicates academic credits were 
earned. Acceptable forms of documentation could include a grade report, or 
an official or unofficial transcript.

If the student does not have any documentation of academic credit 
earned at the closed school, and you have obtained documentation that 
shows the student earned academic credit at all the other schools correspond-
ing with the UEH flag, you may accept a signed and dated statement from 
the student to substantiate their claim. The statement must provide the name 
of the closed school, the academic period or calendar year in which the aca-
demic credit was earned, and, if known, the type and number of academic 
credits which were earned. If the student is unsure of the number and/or 
type of academic credits earned at the closed school, the student must state, 
in general terms, that academic credit was earned at the closed school. If the 
student has not earned academic credits at the closed school, you must follow 
the guidance in Dear Colleague Letter GEN-15-05.   

Reporting data for students at closed schools 
Electronic Announcement Sept 21, 2016
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CHECKING THE FINANCIAL AID HISTORY  
FOR TRANSFER STUDENTS

Before disbursing Title IV funds to a transfer student, you must obtain 
his financial aid history if he may have received aid at another school 
since your latest ISIR. The NSLDS Transfer Student Monitoring Process 
was established to allow schools to use NSLDS information for its transfer 
students.

▼ Reviewing the student’s NSLDS financial aid history.  If a student 
transfers to your school during the award year, you’ll need to review his 
aid history on the ISIR or online at the NSLDS website.  From this, you can 
determine:

• Whether the student is in default or owes an overpayment on an FSA 
loan or grant;

• The student’s Pell Grant and the amount already disbursed for the 
award year;

• Data pertaining to TEACH grants, including those converted to loans;

• The student’s balance on all FSA loans; and

• The amount and period of enrollment for all FSA loans for the award 
year.

Usually the financial aid history on the ISIR will be enough, but there are 
cases where you might check NSLDS for more information. For example, if 
the student has more than six loans, the ISIR won’t have detailed information 
for some of the loans. If you need that level of detail for those loans, you can 
get the information from NSLDS. Or, as discussed previously, you might 
need to use NSLDS to resolve a partial match situation (see “Partial match” 
in “NSLDS match” section, earlier in this chapter).

▼ Transfer student monitoring process.  You must send NSLDS 
identifying information for students transferring to your school during the 
award year so that NSLDS can notify you of changes to their financial aid 
history.  You may send information for students who have expressed an 
interest in attending your school even if they have not yet formally applied 
for admission.

Through transfer student monitoring, NSLDS will alert you to any 
relevant changes in the transfer student’s financial aid history—other than 
the default and overpayment information reported in the postscreening 
process—that may affect the student’s current award(s). There are three steps: 
inform, monitor, and alert.

• Inform.  You must identify students who are transferring to your 
school by creating a list of transfer students on the NSLDS website or 
by sending the list to NSLDS as an electronic batch file through SAIG. 
You may use either or both methods, and a change in method does 
not require prior notification to the Customer Service Center.
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• Monitor.  NSLDS will monitor these students for a change in financial 
aid history that may affect their current awards and alert you when: a 
new loan or grant is being awarded, a new disbursement is made on 
a loan or grant, or a loan or grant (or a single disbursement) is can-
celled. Note that defaulted loans and overpayment information are not 
monitored in transfer student monitoring, as they are already covered 
in the postscreening process. If the student has not listed your school 
in Step Six when filing the FAFSA, he has to add your school for you 
to receive the postscreening information.

• Alert.  Finally, if changes are detected for one or more of your students 
and NSLDS creates an alert, it will also send an email notification 
reminder to the address given on the School Transfer Profile setup 
page. Your school’s designated contact person may then either review 
the alert list on the NSLDS for Financial Aid Professionals website or 
download a batch file, if batch alerts were requested, through SAIG in 
report or extract format.

▼ Timing of the disbursement.  To pay the student, you’ll need to 
have an output document and an accurate Expected Family Contribution 
(EFC). A valid ISIR will include that and the student’s financial aid history, 
and it will also tell you if he is in default or owes an overpayment. The 
postscreening process will send you another ISIR if he subsequently goes into 
or out of default or owes or ceases to owe an overpayment.

When you initiate transfer monitoring for a student, NSLDS will alert 
you to significant award changes since you last received an ISIR or alert 
for her; this will continue for 30 to 120 days (depending on the monitoring 
duration you’ve established) after the enrollment begin date. If you start 
transfer monitoring before you receive ISIRs for a student, NSLDS will track 
changes in her financial aid history from the date of your request or a future 
monitoring begin date you choose.

The regulations state that a school may not make a disbursement to the 
student for seven days following the transfer monitoring request to NSLDS, 
unless it receives an earlier response from NSLDS or checks the student’s 
current financial aid history by accessing NSLDS directly. Therefore, it’s 
usually a good idea to submit the student’s name to NSLDS for monitoring 
as soon as possible, even if he has not yet decided to enroll at your school.
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▼ Consequences when a transfer student subsequently is found to be 
ineligible for all or part of an aid disbursement. If the school has followed 
the proper procedures for obtaining financial aid history information 
from NSLDS, it is not liable for any overpayments if the student’s 
situation subsequently changes. However, the student will be liable for the 
overpayment in this situation, and you may not pay the student further Title 
IV funds until the overpayment is resolved. (See Volume 4 for information 
on resolving overpayments.)

Transfer student monitoring 
Through this process for checking the eligibility of transfer students, you 

may either check the student’s financial aid history on the NSLDS website for 
professionals, or wait seven days (because NSLDS issues alerts weekly) after 
you’ve submitted the student’s information for monitoring to receive an alert 
if data has changed. See Dear Partner Letters GEN-00-12 and GEN-01-09 
and: https://nsldsfap.ed.gov/nslds_FAP/

Getting the student’s financial aid history 
There are several ways for you to get a student’s financial aid history 

from NSLDS.  You can:

• use the NSLDS Financial Aid History section of the ISIR,

• log on to the NSLDS Professional Access website and access the data 
online for a student,

• for multiple students, use the FAT 001 Web report, which you sub-
mit from the Reports tab on the NSLDS site (you retrieve the results 
through the SAIG), or

• send a batch TSM/FAH Inform file to request aid history data for 
several students, which will be returned in either extract or report 
format through SAIG.  The TSM/FAH processes and batch file lay-
outs are posted on the Knowledge Center.
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EFFECT OF BANKRUPTCY OR DISABILITY                               
DISCHARGE

A student who has filed for bankruptcy or had a loan discharged for 
disability may need to give additional documentation before receiving aid.

Bankruptcy 
A student with an FSA loan or grant overpayment that has been 

discharged in bankruptcy remains eligible for FSA loans, grants, and work-
study (NSLDS loan status code BC for loans that did not default and status 
code DK or OD for loans that defaulted prior to the bankruptcy discharge).  
A borrower doesn’t have to reaffirm a loan discharged in bankruptcy to be 
eligible. The Bankruptcy Reform Act of 1994 prohibits denial of aid based 
solely on filing for, or having a debt discharged in, bankruptcy.

A borrower who lists a defaulted FSA loan or grant overpayment in an 
active bankruptcy claim is not eligible for further Title IV funds unless she 
provides you with documentation from the holder of the debt stating it is 
dischargeable (NSLDS loan status code DO). A borrower who includes a 
non-defaulted FSA loan in an active bankruptcy claim, so that collection 
on the loan is stayed, is eligible for aid as long as he has no loans in default 
(including the stayed loan).

Total and permanent disability (TPD) discharges
Total and permanent disability is the condition of an individual who:

• is unable to engage in substantial gainful activity by reason of a 
medically determinable physical or mental impairment that can be 
expected to result in death; has lasted for a continuous period of at 
least 60 months; or can be expected to last for a continuous period of 
at least 60 months; OR

• has been determined by the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) to 
be unemployable due to a service-connected disability. 

For Title IV aid purposes, the phrase “substantial gainful activity” means 
a level of work performed for pay that involves doing significant physical or 
mental activities or a combination of both. If a physician’s certification does 
not appear to support this status, the school should contact the physician for 
clarification. 

▼ Qualifying for TPD Discharge: Perkins Loans, FFEL and Direct 
Loans, as well as TEACH Grant service obligations may qualify to 
be discharged if the borrower/obligation holder becomes totally and 
permanently disabled. Except in the case of veterans who qualify for a total 
and permanent disability (TPD) discharge based on a determination by the 
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) that they are unemployable due to 
a service-connected disability, the Department of Education monitors the 
status of borrowers who have received a TPD discharge for a three-year 
period. If a borrower requests a new loan or TEACH Grant within three 
years of a prior TPD discharge, their prior loan and/or TEACH Grant service 
obligation must be reinstated. 

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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Note that a borrower for whom data is obtained from the VA showing 
that the borrower is “totally and permanently disabled” as defined in 
regulation, will be automatically eligible for loan discharge without additional 
documentation or action from the student. 

▼ Taking out another loan: If a borrower whose prior loan was dis-
charged due to a total and permanent disability wishes to take out another 
FSA loan or wishes to receive a TEACH grant, he must obtain a physician’s 
certification (the student only needs to obtain the physician certification 
once; the school keeps a copy of it in the student’s file. But the school must 
collect a new borrower acknowledgment from the student each time he 
receives a new loan) that he has the ability to engage in substantial gainful 
activity, and he must sign a borrower statement acknowledging that the new 
FSA loan or the TEACH grant service obligation can’t later be discharged for 
any present impairment unless it deteriorates so that he is again totally and 
permanently disabled.

If the borrower requests a new loan or TEACH Grant during the post-
discharge monitoring period, he must also resume payment on the old loan 
before receipt of the new loan or TEACH grant. If the loan on which the 
borrower must resume payment was in default when it was discharged, 
it remains in default upon reinstatement, and the student must make 
satisfactory repayment arrangements before receiving the new loan, in 
addition to meeting the other requirements described. 

A borrower who received a TPD discharge based on a determination 
from the VA that he is unemployable due to a service-connected disability 
is not subject to a monitoring period and is not required to resume payment 
on the discharged loan as a condition for receiving a new loan. But he must 
still provide the physician’s certification and borrower acknowledgement 
described above. 

Total and permanent disability discharge
www.disabilitydischarge.com/faqs/
34 CFR 674.61(b),(c)  (Perkins);  34 CFR 682.402(c)  (FFEL)
34 CFR 685.213  (Direct Loan);  34 CFR 686.42(b) (TEACH Grant)

RESOLVING DEFAULT STATUS
A student in default on an FSA loan can’t receive further Title IV funds 

until she resolves the default, which she can do in a few ways.

▼ Repayment in full (including consolidation).  A student can resolve 
a default and regain eligibility for Title IV funds by repaying the loan in 
full (loan status code DP). If the school writes off a regulatorily permissible 
amount that the student repays (for Perkins), that counts as paying the loan 
in full (code DC). If a defaulted loan is successfully consolidated, it is also 
counted as paid in full (code DN). However, if the loan holder writes off 
the entire loan (except for Perkins), it isn’t considered paid in full, and the 
student remains ineligible for Title IV funds (code DW). This condition is 
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normally permanent unless the borrower subsequently pays in full (which is 
unlikely if the loan holder originally wrote off the loan). The student regains 
eligibility whether repayment was completed voluntarily or involuntarily 
(that is, through IRS offset or wage garnishment). 

If a student has paid a defaulted loan in full but the SAR and ISIR have 
a comment showing that he is ineligible because of the default, he must give 
you documentation proving that the loan was paid.

▼ Satisfactory repayment arrangements.  A student in default on 
an FSA loan can be eligible for Title IV funds if he has made repayment 
arrangements that are satisfactory to the loan holder. After he makes six 
consecutive, full, voluntary payments on time, he regains eligibility for Title 
IV funds (loan status code DX). Voluntary payments are those made directly 
by the borrower and do not include payments obtained by federal offset, 
garnishment, or income or asset execution. A student may regain eligibility 
under this option only one time.

You can pay the student as soon as you have documentation that he has 
made satisfactory repayment arrangements. For example, the loan holder 
may update the code for the loan in NSLDS to DX once six payments have 
been made; you could then use that as confirmation of the repayment 
arrangement. You may also use a written statement from the loan holder 
indicating that the student has made satisfactory repayment arrangements as 
documentation of the arrangement. 

▼ Loan rehabilitation.  Although a student can regain eligibility for all 
Title IV funds by making satisfactory repayment arrangements, the loan 
is still in default. After the student makes more payments, the loan may be 
rehabilitated, that is, it won’t be in default anymore, and the student will have 
all the normal loan benefits, such as deferments. A loan is rehabilitated once 
the borrower makes nine full, voluntary payments on time (no later than 
20 days after the due date) within 10 consecutive months. See Volume 6 for 
more information on rehabilitation in the e/NDSL program.

Example:  documenting loan “paid in full” 
Carl had a Direct Loan as an undergraduate that went into default while 

he was out of school.  When he applies for financial aid so he can attend 
graduate school, his ISIR shows that the loan is still in default. Carl tells the 
aid administrator at the school he wants to attend that he paid off the loan 
last year.  The aid administrator asks Carl to bring in a letter from the Default 
Resolution Group documenting that the loan has been paid and advises Carl 
that he should ask the guaranty agency to update his status in NSLDS.

Satisfactory repayment and rehabilitation 
HEA Sec. 428F(a) and (b), 464(h)(1) and (2) 
General Provisions: 34 CFR 668.35(a)(2)
34 CFR  682.200(b), 682.405 (FFEL); 34 CFR  685.102(b), 685.211(f) (Direct Loan)
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NSLDS Loan Status Codes  2021–22 SARs & ISIRs
Code       Status      Eligible for FSA funds
AL Abandoned Loan Yes
BC No Prior Default  Bankruptcy Claim, Discharged Yes, because loan was not in default and was 

discharged
BK No Prior Default  Bankruptcy Claim, Active Yes, because loan was not in default
CA Cancelled (For Perkins means Loan Reversal) Yes
CS Closed School Discharge Yes
DA Deferred Yes
DB Defaulted, then Bankrupt, Active. (Perkins: all 

bankruptcies; FFELP and Direct Loans: Chapter 
13) 

No, unless debtor can show that loan is dis-
chargeable.  See Dear Colleague Letter GEN-95-
40, dated September 1995.

DC Defaulted, Compromise Yes, because compromise is recognized as pay-
ment in full

DD Defaulted, Then Died No, because if borrower is reapplying, then loan 
status is in error

DE Death No, because if borrower is reapplying, then loan 
status is in error

DF Defaulted, Unresolved No
DI Disability Yes, however, disbursing further aid within the 

the 3-year monitoring period may revoke the 
discharge

DK Defaulted, Then Bankrupt, Discharged. (Perkins: 
all bankruptcies; FFELP and Direct Loans: Chap-
ter 13) 

Yes, because defaulted loan has been totally 
discharged

DL Defaulted, in Litigation No
DN Defaulted, Then Paid in Full Through Consolida-

tion Loan
Yes

DO Defaulted, Then Bankrupt, Active, other. (FFELP 
and Direct Loans in Chapters 7, 11, and 12)

No, unless debtor can show that loan is dis-
chargeable.  See Dear Colleague Letter GEN-95-
40, dated September 1995.

DP Defaulted, Then Paid in Full Yes, because loan was paid in full
DR Defaulted Loan Included in Roll-Up Loan Yes, because the loan was combined with other 

loans and subrogated to the Department, which 
reported the same information to NSLDS in one 
loan.  The status of that record will determine 
eligibility.

DS Defaulted, Then Disabled Yes, because loan debt is cancelled, however, dis-
bursing further aid within the 3-year monitoring 
period may revoke the discharge

DT Defaulted, Collection Terminated No
DU Defaulted, Unresolved No
DW Defaulted, Write-Off No [Note that there is no status code for Perkins 

write-offs, which are for amounts less than $50; 
see 34 CFR 674.47(h)]
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Code         Status      Eligible for FSA funds

DZ Defaulted, Six Consecutive Payments, Then 
Missed Payment

No,  loan is back in active default status

FB Forbearance Yes
FC False Certification Discharge Yes
FR Loans obtained by borrowers convicted of fraud  

in obtaining FSA funds 
No  

FX Loan once considered fraudulent but is now 
resolved

Yes

IA Loan Originated Yes
ID In School or Grace Period Yes
IG In Grace Period Yes
IM In Military Grace Yes
IP In Post-Deferment Grace (Perkins only) Yes
OD Defaulted, Then Bankrupt, Discharged, other (FFELP 

and Direct Loans in Chapters 7, 11, and 12)
Yes, because defaulted loan has been totally discharged

PC Paid in Full Through Consolidation Loan Yes, because it does not matter if the consolidation 
loan was a FFEL or Direct Loan, nor whether underly-
ing loans were in default

PD Permanently Disabled Yes, borrower considered permanently disabled
PF Paid in Full Yes
PM Presumed Paid in Full Yes
PN Non-defaulted, Paid in Full Through Consolida-

tion Loan
Yes

PZ Parent PLUS loan for a student who has died No for the student, yes for the parent
RF Refinanced Yes, because defaulted loans cannot be refinanced

RP In Repayment Yes
UA Temporarily Uninsured—No Default Claim Re-

quested
Yes

UB Temporarily Uninsured—Default Claim Denied Yes, because the loan is not a federal loan while 
temporarily uninsured

UC FFEL: Permanently Uninsured/Unreinsured—
Non-defaulted Loan.  Perkins: Non-defaulted 
Loan Purchased by School

Yes

UD FFEL: Permanently Uninsured/Unreinsured—De-
faulted Loan.  Perkins: Defaulted Loan Purchased 
by School

Yes, because the loan is no longer a federal loan

UI Uninsured/Unreinsured Yes, does not matter if the loan was in default
VA Veterans Administration Discharge Yes
XD Defaulted, Satisfactory Arrangements, and Six 

Consecutive Payments
Yes, assuming student continues to comply with repayment 
plan on defaulted loan, or is granted forbearance by the GA/
ED servicer

DX Defaulted, Satisfactory Arrangements, and Six 
Consecutive Payments

Yes, assuming student continues to comply with 
repayment plan on defaulted loan, or is granted 
forbearance by the GA
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The FAFSA collects the student’s and dependent student’s parents’ Social 
Security numbers (SSNs) so that the Central Processing System (CPS) 

can validate the numbers through a match with the Social Security Adminis-
tration (SSA). The CPS verifies that the name and birth date associated with 
the SSN match the name and birth date on the application. For the full list of 
SSN match results, see the 2021–2022 SAR Comment Codes and Text on the 
Knowledge Center.

The CPS won’t process an application without an SSN. A student who 
doesn’t have an SSN or doesn’t remember it must contact their local Social 
Security office for help.  There is one exception to the requirement to provide 
SSNs (see the Exception for the Freely Associated States section later in this 
chapter). The SSN is a key identifier for the student’s records, so you must be 
sure the Department knows the right SSN if you find out it’s wrong on the 
application, SAR or ISIR. We discuss correcting such errors later.

SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER (SSN) MATCH
The CPS prints the SSN match result in the “FAA Information” section 

of the output document as the SSN Match Flag. If the match is successful, the 
CPS doesn’t match the student’s data against the Social Security database on 
subsequent transactions. However, the CPS will attempt the match again if 
the student makes corrections to the name, birth date, or SSN. The FAFSA 
will not be processed without a valid SSN for the aid applicant.

Successful match
If the CPS match with the SSA confirms the student’s SSN and the So-

cial Security records have the same name and birth date as reported on the 
FAFSA, you may disburse aid to the otherwise eligible student. No comment 
is provided on the output document when the SSN match is successful. Of 
course, if you have any conflicting information about the SSN, you must 
resolve the conflict before disbursing FSA funds to the student. Once a stu-
dent’s SSN is confirmed and there is no discrepancy on the name or birth 
date, the student can’t change the SSN.  

Social Security Number
To be eligible to receive FSA funds, each student must provide a correct 
Social Security number (SSN). To confirm the student’s SSN for schools, 
the Department conducts a match with the Social Security Administration. 
In this chapter, we discuss the SSN requirement and the match process.
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If a student whose match data have been confirmed subsequently tries to 
change his SSN, the CPS won’t accept the change. Instead, the student’s SAR 
will have a comment telling the student to contact his financial aid admin-
istrator for help. In the unlikely event that the confirmed SSN is wrong, the 
student must correct it by filing a new FAFSA.

No match on the Social Security number
You must resolve any problems with the match before disbursing aid. 

If the SSN is not found in the SSA database, the student’s application will be 
rejected. The student will also receive a comment that instructs her to correct 
her SSN or contact the SSA if she believes the number reported is correct. If 
it is wrong on the application, the student will have to correct it with the CPS 
and get a successful match result before she can receive aid. 

▼ Student reported wrong SSN on the FAFSA.  If the student’s applica-
tion is rejected because she reported an SSN that is not in the SSA’s database, 
the student must provide the correct SSN to the CPS. This will change the 
current SSN in the CPS, but it will not change the original, identifying SSN.  
A student can file a new FAFSA to correct the original SSN, but since the 
Common Origination and Disbursement (COD) System will use the current 
SSN to process records, changing the original SSN is not always necessary, 
however, see “Applicants Using Same SSN” later in this chapter.

COD replaced the Direct Loan and Pell reporting systems, but there are 
other systems, such as EDExpress and some mainframe and servicer systems, 
that will still use the original SSN to identify records. These systems will be 
able to interface with COD but might still need the original SSN to process 
records.

▼ FAFSA data entry error.  If a student provided the correct SSN on 
the FAFSA, but the SSN on the output document is wrong, the student can 
contact the Federal Student Aid Information Center at 1-800-4-FED-AID 
(1-800-433-3243). If the Information Center confirms that there was a data 
entry error, it will refer the error to the Department for correction—the 
student does not need to submit a correction. After the data entry error is 
corrected, the CPS will produce new output documents. See the Application 
and Verification Guide, Chapter 5 for general information on data entry error 
corrections.

▼ Error in Social Security database.  If the SSN on the FAFSA is correct 
but isn’t in the Social Security database, the student must contact a local or 
regional SSA office to correct the database, which is updated daily with infor-
mation from local and regional offices. The student must report the correct 
SSN and provide verifying documentation, and report the SSN directly to the 
SSA office—the Department of Education cannot correct SSA records. Once 
the database is updated, the student can submit a correction by re-entering 
the SSN originally reported as if it were a correction. The CPS will then do 
another SSN match. The student can’t simply verify that the SSN is correct; 
the application will be rejected until the SSA database is updated.
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https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b77732b217218b901208072d3ecd740c&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34chapterVI.tpl
https://ifap.ed.gov/ilibrary/document-types/dear-colleague-letters


1–93

Chapter 4—Social Security NumberGlossary     CFR     DCL

FSA HB Apr 2021

No match on name or birth date
The student’s application will be rejected if her or a parent’s SSN is in 

the Social Security database but the name there differs from the one she gave.  
Misspellings or name changes due to marriage are common reasons for a 
non-match. The student should make sure that the name on the application 
matches the one on the Social Security card.

This reject is verifiable, which means that the name is questionable but 
not necessarily wrong. The student can eliminate the reject by entering the 
right name. If the name was correct on the application,  she reenters it on the 
paper SAR, or she chooses “Data is Correct” for both the first and last name 
on Corrections on the Web. If her name is incorrect in the SSA database, we 
strongly recommend that she contact the SSA to correct it.

If the student’s (or parent’s) name and SSN match the SSA’s database 
but the date of birth does not, the application will also be rejected, and the 
student must correct the application. If the error is with the SSA’s database, 
he should contact the SSA to correct the record. He can override the reject 
by reentering the date on the paper SAR or on Corrections on the Web, by 
choosing “Data is Correct” for the date of birth.  The application will be sent 
through the match again, and if the SSA’s record has been corrected, the 
match flag will be cleared and no further action is needed. If there is still a 
disagreement with the SSA record, the student will need to provide the aid 
office with documentation of his date of birth.

If the student reported the current or a later year as her birth date, her 
application will be rejected and she must correct the error.

Example:  Incorrect name on application 
When Zobrist Technical Institute receives Miguel’s ISIR, the SSN match 

shows the name on the application isn’t the one associated with the SSN in 
the database. The aid administrator asks Miguel to bring in documentation 
showing his correct name and SSN. He brings in his Social Security card, and 
the first name on the card is Jose, not Miguel. He also has a driver’s license 
showing his first name is Jose.  The administrator tells Miguel to correct his 
name on the FAFSA to Jose.

Name change on the SSA website 
If a student legally changes their name because of marriage, divorce, 

court order or any other reason, they should notify Social Security so they 
can get a corrected card and have correct SSN matches. Direct students to the 
SSA name change page for instructions on how to update their name. 

Parents with no SSN 
On the FAFSA, parents with no Social Security numbers, for example, 

parents of eligible noncitizens, should enter 000-00-0000 in place of a SSN, in 
order to avoid a reject code.

Missing information
No match is performed if the student doesn’t sign the FAFSA or provide 

a last name or birth date. The student’s FAFSA will be rejected and the stu-
dent must submit the missing information.    
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Although the CPS doesn’t conduct the match, the student will receive 
a comment explaining that the match could not be conducted without the 
name, birth date, or signature. The student must submit a correction provid-
ing the missing information. When the correction is sent, the information 
will be sent to the SSA for matching, and you should check the new output 
document for match results. 

Example:  Correct name not in database 
Elizabeth’s ISIR shows that her name doesn’t match the one the SSA has 

on file for her SSN.  When the administrator talks to Elizabeth, she explains 
that she recently got married and changed her last name. Elizabeth gives the 
administrator a copy of her marriage certificate. The administrator plans to 
disburse aid to Elizabeth and tells her to reenter her current name and ad-
vises her to contact SSA to have its database updated to prevent future prob-
lems.

Date of death
If the SSA’s database shows a date of death associated with the SSN the 

student reported, the student’s application will be rejected. Students resolve 
this problem in the same way as problems matching the SSN. The student 
must either contact SSA to get the records corrected, or must submit a 
change with the correct SSN (see “No match on the Social Security number”).

COD and SSN changes 
E-Announcement  June 22, 2017

SSN requirement  
HEA Sec. 484(p), 34 CFR 668.32(i), 668.36

Contacting the SSA   
For more information (in English and Spanish), students should call the SSA at 
1-800-772-1213 or go to its website (https://www.ssa.gov/).

DEATH MASTER FILE
The CPS will verify that student SSNs do not appear on a master death 

file the Department obtains from the SSA. This will be in addition to the date 
of death match. The CPS will regularly compare its records with those in the 
master death file. If a match is found, the CPS will resend the student record 
to SSA. If the SSA does not confirm a date of death for the applicant, the CPS 
will do nothing further. If the SSA does confirm a date of death, the CPS will 
send an ISIR to the schools listed on that transaction but will not send a SAR 
to the student.

For full discussion of how to handle Title IV aid when a student dies, see 
Appendix C, Actions a School Can Take When a Student Dies. 
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APPLICANTS USING SAME SSN
When one student uses another’s SSN, the duplicate SSN flag will be set 

in the ISIR, and the student’s application will likely fail the SSN match, but it 
will be processed. She will have to make a correction as described earlier in 
this chapter.

If a student uses the same SSN and first two letters of the last name (to-
gether these data are the record identifier) as another student, the CPS will 
not accept her application because it will assume it to be a duplicate applica-
tion of the first student. If she is using FAFSA on the Web, she will receive an 
immediate message telling her the proper way to make a correction, or if her 
record identifier is correct and she is trying to apply for aid, how she can pro-
ceed. If she is submitting a paper FAFSA, she will receive a letter giving her 
the same information and stating that the application was not processed.

If the student using the correct SSN applied after the other student, she 
must submit a special “correction application” that she can only get from the 
Department of Education. It will enable the CPS to accept her data instead of 
treating her application as a duplicate. The first student, who used the wrong 
SSN, must correct the error by filing a new FAFSA because the CPS uses 
the record identifier for students for the entire award year, even if they later 
change their SSN or last name. If the student simply corrected her SSN, her 
record identifier would still be wrong.

If the student using the correct SSN applied first, the CPS will have her 
data, so a correction application isn’t necessary. The second student will need 
to submit a new application.

Both students should keep copies of all output documents, including 
those from the first FAFSAs filed. When a student files a correction applica-
tion or a new FAFSA, the application receipt date is changed. Because some 
schools and agencies use this receipt date to determine if the student met a 
deadline, she should keep the output documents to show the original receipt 
date and to show why a later application was necessary.

Contact the Department at 1 (800)-433-3243 if you believe that a correc-
tion application may be needed; one can be mailed to your office or to the 
student.

Example:  Students using same SSN  
Hector completes an application in January, but uses his brother Arol-

dis’s SSN instead of his own.  When Hector gets his SAR, he realizes that he 
used the wrong SSN, corrects the SAR, and mails it back to the processor.  
He gets a new SAR with the correct SSN, but it has the same identifier as 
the first SAR. Aroldis files an application in April and is surprised to receive 
a SAR that doesn’t match what was on his application because it has Hec-
tor’s information instead. Aroldis goes to the financial aid office at Guerrero 
University, where a counselor tells him he’ll need to file a correction applica-
tion.  Hector is also attending Guerrero, so the counselor contacts Hector to 
explain why he’ll need to file a new application even though he already has a 
SAR with the correct information.

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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EXCEPTION FOR THE FREELY ASSOCIATED STATES:  
MICRONESIA, MARSHALL ISLANDS, AND PALAU

Persons from the Republic of the Marshall Islands, the Federated States 
of Micronesia, or the Republic of Palau (collectively known as the Freely 
Associated States) typically do not have SSNs. First-time FAFSA filers who 
indicate on the FAFSA that their state of legal residence is one of the Freely 
Associated States should enter “666” for the first three digits of their SSN 
field and leave the remaining six digits blank. The CPS will then assign them 
an identification number. They should use their assigned number in place of 
their SSN whenever applying for Title IV funds.

For returning FAFSA filers from one of the Freely Associated States, any 
FAFSAs must be submitted under the same nine-digit pseudo-SSN assigned 
originally by the CPS when the earlier award year was processed. Returning 
filers and FAAs should not provide only the first three digits of the pseudo-
SSN, as this will result in the inappropriate creation of an entirely new SSN.

We strongly encourage you to follow this guidance when submitting ap-
plication data through the FAA Access to CPS Online website, and to share 
this guidance with Freely Associated States applicants who used a pseudo-
SSN in prior years and plan to submit another FAFSA (either online or pa-
per). For more information on eligibility for students from the Freely Associ-
ated States, see Chapter 2 of this volume. 

It’s important that students from the Freely Associated States use the 
same number on all subsequent FAFSAs because it allows for more accurate 
information on Pell Grant Lifetime Eligibility Used (LEU). If such a student 
does not use the same pseudo-SSN across award years—for example, on a 
subsequent FAFSA he or she either gets and uses a new pseudo-SSN or if he 
or she uses a real SSN that he or she obtained from the SSA, the school must 
contact the COD School Relations Center so the multiple student records can 
be merged into one and the correct LEU can be calculated. 

Also, if students from the Freely Associated States file with a real SSN, 
schools will need to have an alternate way, other than the pseudo-SSN, of 
identifying that population to ensure that the correct award limitations are in 
place for those students.

Pseudo-SSNs for Pacific Islanders and the FAFSA 
Electronic Announcement of June 22, 2017

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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REGISTRATION REQUIREMENT

Males (any person assigned the sex of male at birth) aged 18–25 are 
required to register with the Selective Service System (SSS).  This 

requirement covers males residing in the United States who are U.S. 
citizens or noncitizens, except that a male who is in the U.S. as a lawful 
nonimmigrant isn’t required to register as long as he maintains that status 
(see the exceptions to the registration requirement under “Exemptions” 
below).  Students who are required to register with the Selective Service must 
do so to be eligible for FSA funds, but parents who want to borrow a PLUS 
loan aren’t required to have registered.

Only persons assigned the sex of male at birth are required to register. If 
a student’s gender identity is now female but she was assigned the sex of male 
at birth, the student must register with the SSS, unless one of the exemptions 
described in this chapter applies, regardless of subsequent sexual reassign-
ment surgery or any other gender transition process.  If a student’s gender 
identity is now male but he was assigned the sex of female at birth, the stu-
dent is not required to register with the SSS, regardless of subsequent sexual 
reassignment surgery or any other gender transition process. 

The student can be registered with Selective Service as early as 30 days 
before his 18th birthday.  If the student is too young, Selective Service will 
hold the registration until the student is within 30 days of his 18th birthday.  
Students 26 and older can’t be registered. 

The student has several ways to register, which include using the FAFSA; 
there is a question that asks if the student wants Selective Service to register 
him.  If he indicates that he wants to be registered, we will submit his 
registration information to the Selective Service.  If he doesn’t answer this 

Selective Service

Any male required to register with Selective Service at any time must have done 
so to receive federal student aid.  The Central Processing System (CPS) performs 
a match with Selective Service to confirm a student’s registration status.  In this 
chapter we discuss that match and the registration requirement.

The Department is aware of the rescission of certain Selective Service 
requirements for Title IV purposes in the 2021 Consolidated Appropriations 
Act, passed in December, 2020. We intend to provide updated guidance on 
these changes in law as soon as possible. Until that time you are required to 
continue following the guidance outlined in this chapter.

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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question, he can do so later on the student aid report (SAR) and submit the 
correction (the answer to the question “Are you male?” must be answered 
“yes”).  The student may also register online at the Selective Service website               
(https://www.sss.gov) or by filling out a form available at the post office.

Generally, a male student who is 18–25 and who has not registered 
previously may register using the FAFSA or SAR. Students who have 
questions about Selective Service registration may contact the Selective 
Service at 1-(847)-688-6888 or at www.sss.gov.

Status information letter codes 
The Selective Service has different status information letters, which in-

clude a code that appears in the lower left-hand corner.  Determination of aid 
eligibility for a male who failed to register with Selective Service should not 
be based solely on these codes.  Financial aid administrators are obliged to 
review all evidence presented by a student to determine if he has shown “by a 
preponderance of evidence” that his failure to register was neither willful nor 
knowing.  The codes are:

• E1–E8: These codes indicate that the student was not required to 
register or was exempt the entire time he could have registered (ages 
18–25).

• NM: The student did not register although he was on active duty in the 
armed forces only for a portion of the time when he could have regis-
tered (between ages 18–25) and was, therefore, required to register.

• NR: The student was born before 1960 and is therefore not required to 
register.

• RD: The student gave a reason for not registering or documentation to 
show he was exempt from the requirement, but the Selective Service 
determined the reason or documentation to be invalid.  Therefore, the 
student was required to register but did not.  No requests to comply 
with the registration requirement were sent.

• RH: The student was sent one or more letters requesting that he regis-
ter during the required period, but all letters were returned by the post 
office as undeliverable.

• RL: The student was required to register, but the Selective Service has 
no record of his registration, and their records show he was sent one 
or more letters requesting that he register.

• RR: The student said he attempted to register, but Selective Service has 
no proof of the attempt.

Out of concern for privacy, the SSS only displays the last four digits of 
the Social Security Number on correspondence.

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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Selective Service requirement 
General Provisions
34 CFR 668.32(j), 668.37
PLUS exemption 682.201(b)(1)(v)

EXEMPTIONS
Males exempted from the requirement to register include:

• Males currently in the armed services and on active duty (this 
exception does not apply to members of the Reserve and National 
Guard who are not on active duty);

• Males who are not yet 18 at the time that they complete their 
applications (an update is not required during the year, even if a 
student turns 18 after completing the application);

• Males born before 1960;

• Citizens of the Republic of Palau, the Republic of the Marshall Islands, 
or the Federated States of Micronesia*;

• Noncitizens who first entered the U.S. after they turned 26;

• Noncitizens who entered the U.S. as lawful non-immigrants on a valid 
visa and remained in the U.S. under the terms of that visa until after 
they turned 26; 

• Transgender males who were assigned the sex of female at birth.

There are certain less common situations in which registration isn’t 
necessary. Students who weren’t required to register prior to meeting one of 
these criteria and who meet a criterion for the entire time through the age of 
25 qualify for the waiver if:

• They are unable to register due to being hospitalized, incarcerated, or 
institutionalized;

• They are enrolled in any officer procurement program at The Citadel, 
North Georgia College and State University, Norwich University, 
Virginia Military Institute, Texas A&M University, or Virginia 
Polytechnic and State University; or

• They are commissioned Public Health Service officers on active duty 
or members of the Reserve of the Public Health Service on specified 
active duty. 

If the student is clearly not required to register, you must document 
this, but do not have him request a status information letter from the 
Selective Service.  You should only ask the student to provide such a letter to 
document an exemption from the requirement to register if it is not clear that 

*A citizen or national of the Republic of the Marshall Islands or the Federated States of Micronesia who lives in the United 
States for more than one year for any reason except as a student or employee of the government of his homeland must reg-
ister.

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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he is exempt.  For example, noncitizens who first enter the U.S. after the age 
of 26 aren’t required to register.  Only those immigrant males who enter and 
live in the U.S. between the ages of 18 and 25 are required to be registered.  If 
a male immigrant can show proof that he first entered the U.S. when he was 
past registration age, he is clearly not required to be registered, and no status 
information letter is needed.  The student’s entry documentation is enough to 
show whether he was required to register.

Documentation for exempt noncitizens includes: proof of birth date 
on a passport, birth certificate, or U.S. driver’s license or state ID; proof of 
immigration date into the U.S. from an entry date stamp on the I-94 form 
or in the passport, or a letter from the DHS/USCIS indicating the entry date; 
and, for those here on a valid visa who were between 18 and 26 years old, a 
student visa form (I-20) or other valid U.S. passport visa stamp on a foreign 
passport with an expiration date (the dates must be from entry until after the 
male turned 26).

Exception if SSS does not respond in 30 days 
As of this writing, the Selective Service System does not have a delay in 

responding to requests for status information letters.  However, you may 
award aid while waiting for the letter from the SSS if their response time is 
longer than 30 days and if you have no evidence that a student intentionally 
failed to register.  If the SSS response or other subsequent information causes 
you to conclude the student did knowingly and willfully fail to register, then 
he becomes ineligible for federal student aid and he, not your school, is re-
sponsible for returning the aid he received.

Exemption examples
Jorge has been on active duty in the Army from the time he was 18 and 

didn’t register with Selective Service before he joined the Army.  He’s now 24, 
is planning to leave the Army, and wants to receive financial aid. If he applies 
while he’s still on active duty, he doesn’t need to be registered with Selective 
Service. Once he leaves, he must be registered, or else he won’t be able to 
receive aid in later years.  In most cases, when someone completes an enlist-
ment contract, he is automatically registered, so Jorge is probably already reg-
istered even though he didn’t complete a separate registration form.

Kyle was enrolled in an officer procurement program at the Virginia 
Military Institute, which he started a month before he turned 18.  When he 
was 22, he had a serious accident and was hospitalized; he officially dropped 
out of school a month after he was hospitalized.  Due to his injuries, he was 
hospitalized for four years.  Because he qualified for a waiver for the entire 
time he was 18–25, he was not required to register with Selective Service.

Veteran status match 
See the Application and Verification Guide for information on the veteran match 
and dependency status.

Exemptions 
34 CFR 668.37(a)(2)
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SELECTIVE SERVICE MATCH
The CPS performs a match with the SSS to determine if relevant stu-

dents are registered. The output document(s) display the match result(s) in 
the FAA Information section, and include any relevant comments about the 
result(s).

Successful matches
If the match shows that the student is registered or exempt, a comment 

confirming this fact will be on the student’s output document.  The student is 
then eligible for aid.

The student is also eligible for aid if the match shows that the student 
is still too young to register.  If the student asks to be registered, Selective 
Service will hold onto that registration request until 30 days before the 
student’s 18th birthday and will then register the student.

Finally, the student is also eligible if the CPS successfully forwards the 
student’s name to Selective Service for registration.

Unsuccessful matches
If the match doesn’t confirm the student’s registration or the student 

can’t be registered, the output document will have a comment about the 
problem.  A “C” code will also be printed next to the student’s EFC.  Until 
the student resolves the registration problem, you can’t pay FSA funds to the 
student or certify or originate a loan.

▼ Registration not confirmed.  If the match shows that the student 
isn’t registered, he must either register or provide evidence that he is 
registered or is exempt from registration.  His Selective Service Registration 
Acknowledgement or letter of registration shows that he is registered.  You 
can also go to the Selective Service System web page at www.sss.gov and 
check on the student’s status—a printout of the web page is acceptable 
documentation that the student is registered.  If he doesn’t have an 
acknowledgement or letter of registration and the web page doesn’t confirm 
his registration, he’ll have to contact Selective Service to resolve the problem.  
If the conflict is resolved in his favor, he’ll receive a letter from the Selective 
Service documenting that he is registered or is exempt from registering.

▼ Unsuccessful registration.  The CPS won’t be able to forward the 
student for registration if certain information—first and last name and 
date of birth—is missing.  The student should submit a correction with 
the required information, and you can check the match results from this 
correction to see if the student is eligible.

If the student is 26 or older, the CPS cannot register the student but will 
send his record through the data match.  If the student is not registered, he 
can no longer do so, but may qualify for a status information letter from the 
SSS. You will have to determine if he is eligible for aid despite having not 
registered.

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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As an example, on his FAFSA, Andre asks the CPS to forward his 
information to the Selective Service for registration. However, he’s over 
26, so the Selective Service can’t register him. His output document comes 
back with a blank match flag and comment 33. Andre didn’t enter the U.S. 
until after his 26th birthday, so he doesn’t have to be registered.  Guerrero 
University already has information about his citizenship status, including the 
date he arrived in the U.S., so it has documentation that he is exempt from 
registration. The aid administrator explains to Andre why he wasn’t required 
to register.

FAILURE TO REGISTER
Some students have been denied aid because they failed to register with 

the Selective Service before their 26th birthday. The Selective Service will 
register only males aged 18–25, leaving older students with no way to rem-
edy their situation if they failed to register. However, the student may still be 
eligible to receive aid if he can demonstrate that he did not knowingly and 
willfully fail to register. 

A student who served on active duty in the armed forces but who did 
not register before turning 26 is still eligible to receive FSA funds because 
it’s reasonable to conclude that he was not trying to avoid registering for the 
Selective Service.  Ask the student to provide a copy of his DD Form 214, 
“Certificate of Release or Discharge from Active Duty,” showing military 
service in the armed forces—other than the reserve forces, the Delayed Entry 
pool, and the National Guard.

Students without military service who knew of the registration 
requirement but chose not to register are considered to have knowingly 
and willfully failed to register and are therefore ineligible for FSA funds.  
Your school’s decision in this case is final and cannot be appealed to the 
Department except as noted in the “Appeals” subsection below.

Determining if non-registration was knowing and willful
Unless you can document that the student meets one of the registration 

exemptions or that he served on active duty in the armed forces (with a 
character of service other than dishonorable), he must write to the Selective 
Service to get a status information letter addressing his failure to register.  
He may also download a request form from https://www.sss.gov to print out, 
complete, and mail. 

The student should provide as complete a description about his situation 
as possible: where he was living during the period when he should have 
registered, whether he was incarcerated or institutionalized, his citizenship 
status during the period, if applicable, and so on.

If the student receives a “general exemption letter” (codes E1-E8) or a 
“DOB before 1960” letter (code NR), he is exempt from registration and may 
receive FSA funds.  If he receives any other type of letter, you must determine 
based on all relevant evidence whether he knowingly and willfully failed to 
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register.  The letter from Selective Service may provide information that is 
crucial to your decision.  

For example, if the student received a letter indicating a compliance letter 
had been sent (code RL), this would be a negative factor when you make the 
determination.  If the student received a “Military Service: Noncontinuous” 
letter (code NM), you might reasonably determine that the student did not 
knowingly and willfully avoid registration.

Most of the status information letters state that the final decision 
regarding the student’s eligibility rests with the agency awarding funds.  For 
the purposes of the FSA Programs, the decision is made by your school, 
which represents the Department of Education.  If you determine that the 
student’s failure to register was knowing and willful, the student loses FSA 
eligibility.

When deciding whether the student had knowingly and willfully failed to 
register, you should consider the following factors:

• Where the student lived when he was aged 18–25.  For example, if a 
student was living abroad, it is more plausible that he would not come 
into contact with the requirement for registration.

• Whether the student claims that he thought he was registered. 
Mistakes in recordkeeping can occur.  Correspondence indicating an 
attempt to register could form a basis for determining that the student 
did not knowingly and willfully fail to register. On the other hand, 
a letter from Selective Service stating that it received no response to 
correspondence sent to the student at a correct address would be a 
negative factor.

• Why the student claims he was not aware of the widely publicized 
requirement to register when he was aged 18–25.

Appeals
The school’s decision is final and cannot be appealed to the Department 

except in one limited instance.  The regulations state that the Department will 
hear appeals from students who have provided their schools with proof that 
they are in compliance (i.e., that they are registered or exempt from registra-
tion) but who are still being denied federal student aid based on the registra-
tion requirement. For more detail, see 34 CFR 668.37(f).

Failure to register
34 CFR 668.37(d), (e)
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FEDERAL PELL GRANTS

In general, a student must be enrolled in an undergraduate course of study 
at a non-foreign institution to receive a Pell Grant.  A student who has 

earned a baccalaureate degree or a first professional degree cannot receive a 
Pell Grant. There are teaching certification exceptions to this, however (see 
the next page).

A student who completes a master’s program has earned a degree be-
yond the baccalaureate level, making the student ineligible for a Pell Grant 
even if he or she does not have a bachelor’s degree and enrolls in an under-
graduate program. Most professional degrees are also considered beyond the 
baccalaureate level; the same restrictions apply to students who have earned 
professional degrees considered beyond the baccalaureate level.

A student who has received an associate degree —or any certificate or 
diploma below the baccalaureate level—and who enrolls in another under-
graduate program continues to be considered an undergraduate student until 
she has completed the curriculum requirements for a first bachelor’s degree.

A student with a baccalaureate or professional degree is ineligible even 
if the degree is from an unaccredited school or is not recognized by your 
school.  Similarly, a student with a baccalaureate or professional degree from 
a foreign school usually isn’t eligible for a Pell Grant. But because a foreign 
degree often won’t translate neatly into the American classification, the 
school must judge whether it equates to a U.S. bachelor’s degree.  If the stu-
dent provides written documentation that the foreign degree is not equiva-
lent to a bachelor’s degree awarded in the United States, you may determine 
that he does not have a bachelor’s degree.  Documents supporting such a 
conclusion may include information about the type of school the student at-
tended and total years of education leading to the degree.

Occasionally a student will complete all the requirements for a bachelor’s 
degree but will continue taking undergraduate courses without accepting 
the degree.  Your school must decide whether and at what point the student 
completed the baccalaureate course of study.  If your school determines that 

Eligibility for Specific 
FSA Programs
Most of the student eligibility requirements we have discussed so far apply to all or most of 
the FSA programs. In this chapter we’ll describe some additional eligibility requirements 
which are program specific.
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the student did complete a bachelor’s program (regardless of whether the 
student accepted the degree), then the student is no longer eligible to receive 
a Pell Grant.

Prohibition on Pell for concurrent enrollment 
A student may not receive Pell Grant payments concurrently from 

more than one institution or from the Department and a school. See 34 CFR 
690.11, and 20 U.S.C. 1070a for more detail.

Pell eligibility for religious orders
Previous regulations (34 CFR 690.75(d)) which considered certain mem-

bers of religious orders to have no financial need have been eliminated. Such 
students may now be considered to have financial need, in accordance with 
Part F of Title IV of the HEA, and are eligible to receive Pell Grant funds, if 
they meet all other student and Pell-specific eligibility criteria.

Incarcerated students and sex offenders
Students incarcerated in federal and state penal institutions are not eli-

gible for Pell Grants, but may be potentially eligible to receive FSEOG and 
FWS. Those incarcerated in a juvenile justice facility or a local or county 
penal institution are potentially eligible for Pell Grants (as well as FWS, 
FSEOG, but not Direct Loans), regardless of which governmental entity op-
erates or has jurisdiction over the facility. A student in such an institution is 
still considered incarcerated for purposes of calculating cost of attendance 
(COA) under section 472 of the HEA when determining eligibility for and 
the amount of the Pell Grant. 

The cost of attendance for students who are incarcerated in local penal 
institutions is limited to tuition and fees and the price of books and supplies 
specifically related to the student’s course of study. For more information on 
the cost of attendance, see Volume 3, Chapter 2.  Students incarcerated by ju-
risdictions defined as a state in the law, such as the District of Columbia, are 
considered to be in a state penal institution and aren’t eligible for Pell Grants. 

A student isn’t considered incarcerated (and thus barred from potential 
Pell eligibility) if he or she is in a halfway house or home detention or is sen-
tenced to serve only on weekends, or if he/she is confined in any sort of facil-
ity prior to the imposition of any criminal sentence or juvenile disposition 
while awaiting trial. You may accept the student’s written self-certification 
that he is no longer incarcerated (be sure to explain to the student the differ-
ences in what is considered incarcerated status, per the above). 

A student cannot receive a Pell Grant if he or she is subject to an invol-
untary civil commitment (which begins the day the student moves to the 
facility) following incarceration for a sexual offense (as determined under the 
FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting Program). 
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Incarcerated Students and Pell 
DCL GEN-14-21, HEA Sec. 401(b)(6), 34 CFR 668.32(c)(2),(3), 34 CFR 600.2
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/dear-colleague-letters/12-08-2014-gen-14-21-subject-
federal-pell-grant-eligibility-students

Juvenile Justice Facility: A public or private residential facility that is operated 
primarily for the care and rehabilitation of youth who, under state juvenile justice 
laws, are accused of committing a delinquent act, have been adjudicated delin-
quent, or are determined to be in need of supervision. 

The Department is aware of changes to the HEA made by the Appropriations & 
Emergency Coronavirus Relief Act (passed December, 2020), which restores Pell 
eligibility for certain individuals incarcerated in State and Federal penal institu-
tions. This change has not yet been implemented. We will provide further guid-
ance at a later date.

Duration of eligibility
All students may receive Pell Grants for up to the equivalent of 12 se-

mesters, measured by percentage of Scheduled Award(s) disbursed (“Lifetime 
Eligibility Used,” or “LEU” field in COD up to 600%). For more information 
on the duration of Pell eligibility and LEU, see Volume 3, Chapter 3.

Undergraduate student definition 
An undergraduate student is defined as a student enrolled in a program 

of study that is usually four, or sometimes five, academic years and that leads 
to a baccalaureate degree. A student enrolled in a program that lasts longer 
than five years, typically first professional degree programs such as a six-year 
pharmacy program, can be considered an undergraduate for only the first 
three or four years. Students enrolled in dual degree programs that confer 
a bachelor’s degree and either a graduate or first professional degree are 
undergraduates for at least the first three years of the program.  The school 
determines at what point after three years the student ceases to be an under-
graduate. 

For the FSEOG, Pell, and TEACH Grant programs, a student is an un-
dergraduate only if he has not earned, or completed the requirements for, a 
bachelor’s or professional degree.  Students enrolled in an eligible postbac-
calaureate program as described below are still undergraduates for receiving 
TEACH and Pell Grants. For more details, see 34 CFR 668.2(b), 690.6, and 
686.2(d).

Wrong grade level on the FAFSA 
When an undergraduate student incorrectly reports on the Free Applica-

tion for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) that he will be a graduate student or 
has a bachelor’s degree, he must correct that information.  Because the ap-
plication shows that the student isn’t an undergraduate, the Department’s re-
cords will show that he is ineligible for Pell. If the application isn’t corrected, 
the school won’t be able to pay him a Pell Grant.

Eligible postbaccalaureate program
A student who is enrolled at least half time in a postbaccalaureate teacher 

certification or licensure program is eligible to receive a Pell Grant for the pe-
riod necessary to complete the program if:
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•  The program does not lead to a graduate degree;

•  The school offering the program does not also offer a bachelor’s degree 
in education;

•  The student is pursuing an initial teacher certification or licensing cre-
dential within a state; and

•  The program consists of the courses required by a state to receive a pro-
fessional certification or licensing credential necessary for employment as 
a teacher in an elementary or secondary school in that state.

Under this very limited provision, a postbaccalaureate program is 
defined as a program that generally requires a student to have a bachelor’s 
degree before being admitted to the program.  Accordingly, a program in 
which undergraduate students are routinely allowed to enroll would not meet 
the definition of a postbaccalaureate program for this purpose, nor would 
a program that is generally open to undergraduates but that also admits 
students with bachelor’s degrees.  For FSA purposes, a school must treat 
a student who receives a Pell Grant under this provision as enrolled in an 
undergraduate program.  He is eligible for federal work-study and fifth-year 
undergraduate (not graduate student) Direct Loan limits.  He is not eligible 
for an FSEOG.

Eligible postbaccalaureate program and the FAFSA 
Normally a student who indicates on the FAFSA that he has a bachelor’s 

degree won’t be listed in the Department’s records as a Pell-eligible student, 
and the school won’t be able to receive Pell funds for the student. However, 
to allow students who are eligible under the postbaccalaureate program pro-
vision to be paid, students who correctly report that they have a bachelor’s 
degree but also indicate on the FAFSA that they’re in a teaching credential 
program will be listed as Pell-eligible students.  Of course, you must deter-
mine whether the student actually falls under the eligible postbaccalaureate 
provision. For more detail, see 34 CFR 690.6(c) and HEA Sec. 484(a)(4)(B).

Children of Fallen Heroes Scholarship Act 
Under the Children of Fallen Heroes Scholarship Act (CFH), an other-

wise Pell-eligible student whose parent or guardian died as a result of active 
service in the line of duty as a Public Safety Officer (defined under 42 U.S.C. 
3796b, or a fire police officer) shall receive the maximum Pell Grant if the 
student was less than 24 years old when the parent or guardian died, or was 
enrolled at an institution of higher education at the time of the parent or 
guardian’s death. 

A school must use an EFC of 0 to package all federal student aid if the 
student meeting the above criteria has a Pell-eligible EFC. Note that the zero 
EFC is only used for packaging purposes; you do not actually change the stu-
dent’s calculated EFC. for more details, see the Electronic Announcement of 
November 19, 2018, HEA Sec 473, and 42 U.S.C. 3796b.

For students who are eligible for CFH benefits, schools must set eligibil-
ity flag 402 in FAA Access for the student. Any subsequent schools may rely 
on this 402 comment code on the student’s ISIR as evidence of the student’s 
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CFH eligibility rather than ask for a letter or documentation from the previ-
ous school. 

Restoring semesters of Pell eligibility for students affected by      
closed schools

The Department has modified the COD system to restore semesters of 
Pell Grant eligibility for eligible students who were unable to complete their 
programs because their school has permanently ceased operations (i.e. is now 
a “closed school”). The Department has determined to restore semesters of 
Pell Grant eligibility for Pell recipients at closed schools. This process is not 
applicable if only a location closes. To qualify for Pell eligibility restoration, 
the main school must cease operations. 

The Department is in the process of identifying students who received a 
Pell Grant for attendance at a now-closed school and who were not reported 
to NSLDS as having graduated from that school. The Pell LEU adjustment 
will be equivalent to the Pell Grant Eligibility Used (EU) at the closed school 
for each award year for which the student received Pell Grant funds. The De-
partment will make one LEU adjustment per school, per award year. These 
adjustments in COD will be processed in batches following the final closeout 
at each school. If you have a student to whom this provision applies, the De-
partment will return a COD Warning Edit 221 for the student. See the April 
3, 2017 Electronic Announcement for details on how to award the student 
Pell.

Please note that this change is very important because students have a 
limited number of semesters in which they can receive Pell Grants to contin-
ue and complete their education—in 2008, Congress established a maximum 
Pell Grant lifetime eligibility of 18 semesters, and in 2012, Congress reduced 
the lifetime eligibility further to 12 semesters and applied it to all students, 
including a group of students “grandfathered” from the original 18-month 
limitation. For more information on this limitation and the current percent-
age method of measuring progress towards the limit, please see the main 
discussion under “Pell Grant and Iraq & Afghanistan Service Grant Lifetime 
Eligibility Used (LEU)” in Volume 3, Chapter 3. For more details, see the 
April 3, 2017 Electronic Announcement. 

Pending change in age qualifiers for Children of Fallen Heroes
The Department is aware of the Appropriations & Emergency Coronavirus Relief 
Act (passed Dec. 2020), which changes the age qualifiers for CFH from 24 to 33; 
however this change has not yet been implemented. We will provide further guid-
ance at a later date.

Pell LEU restoration 
The Department is aware of the Appropriations & Emergency Coronavirus Re-
lief Act (passed Dec. 2020), which codifies Pell LEU restoration when a student’s 
school closes, but extends eligibility for restoration when eligibility for the Pell 
Grant was “falsely certified” and when the recipient also has a loan discharged 
due to borrower defense; however this change has not yet been implemented. 
We will provide further guidance at a later date.

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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IRAQ AND AFGHANISTAN SERVICE GRANTS                              
&  ZERO EFCS

A student whose parent or guardian died as a result of U.S. military ser-
vice in Iraq or Afghanistan after September 11, 2001, or as a result of active 
service in the line of duty as a Public Safety Officer (see Children of Fallen 
Heroes Scholarship Act subsection above) may receive increased Title IV 
funds if at the time of the parent or guardian’s death the student was either 
less than 24 years old or was enrolled in college. 

•  If the student is eligible for a Pell Grant, you award and package all 
Title IV aid based on an EFC of zero.

•  If the student is ineligible for a Pell Grant only because his EFC is 
too high, he may receive an Iraq and Afghanistan Service Grant if 
the student’s parent died as a result of U.S. military service in Iraq 
or Afghanistan after September 11, 2001. As with Pell Grants, there 
is a receipt limit of 12 semesters (600% Lifetime Eligibility Used/
LEU in COD), and this limitation is not limited to students who re-
ceived their first Pell Grant on or after July 1, 2008. Payments are ad-
justed for students enrolled less than full time.  Unlike Pell Grants, 
these non-need-based grants do not count as estimated financial as-
sistance. A student is tracked for LEU separately for Pell and IASG, 
and may concurrently have a running LEU tally for each.

See Volume 3, Chapters 3 and 7 for more details on awarding and pack-
aging these students.

Pending change in age qualifiers for IASG
The Department is aware of the Appropriations & Emergency Coronavirus Relief 
Act (passed Dec. 2020), which changes the age qualifiers for IASG from 24 to 33; 
however this change has not yet been implemented. We will provide further guid-
ance at a later date.

DIRECT LOANS
To be eligible for Direct Loans, undergraduate students attending a 

school that participates in the Pell Grant Program must first receive a deter-
mination of their eligibility for Pell Grants. Generally a student must be en-
rolled or accepted for enrollment in a degree or certificate program to receive 
Title IV funds, but there are exceptions that apply to Direct Loans.

Direct Subsidized Loans and Direct Unsubsidized Loans are two compo-
nents of a single loan program.  Therefore, a school may not choose to make 
only Direct Subsidized Loans or only Direct Unsubsidized Loans available 
to its eligible undergraduate and graduate students. A school may choose 
whether to participate in the Direct PLUS Loan Program. A school that 
chooses to participate in the Direct PLUS Loan Program and that has both 
undergraduate and graduate/professional students must make Direct PLUS 
Loans available to both the parents of its dependent undergraduate students 
and to its graduate/professional students.  That is, such a school may not 
limit Direct PLUS Loan borrowing only to parents or only to graduate/pro-
fessional students. 

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
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Preparatory coursework
A student may apply for a Direct Subsidized/Unsubsidized Loan (or a 

parent may apply for a Direct PLUS Loan on behalf of a dependent student) 
for coursework the school has documented is necessary for the student to en-
roll in an eligible program. The preparatory courses must be offered as part of 
an eligible program offered by the school, though the student does not have 
to be enrolled in that program. You may not award Direct Loans for stand-
alone courses that do not count towards an eligible program and exist solely 
to serve as preparatory coursework.

If enrolled at least half time in these prerequisite courses, the student is 
eligible for loans for one consecutive 12-month period (not per program) 
beginning on the first day of the loan period.  If the period of preparatory 
courses spans more than one academic year, the student may receive multiple 
loans. To be eligible for loans under this exception, the student must be tak-
ing classes that are a prerequisite for admission. A student who is only taking 
courses to raise his or her grade-point average in order to be admitted would 
not qualify.

Preparatory coursework at a different school
A student may take the preparatory courses at School A (as long as they 

are part of an eligible program there) to prepare for enrollment at School 
B.  Also, as the awarding school, school A may require documentation from 
School B that these courses are required for the student’s subsequent enroll-
ment.

Preparatory coursework example 
Ryne has a bachelor’s degree with a major in mathematics.  He wants 

to enroll in a graduate computer science program at Banks University.  He 
needs 12 more semester hours of computer science coursework to meet 
Banks’s admission requirements.  He enrolls in courses that are part of 
Banks’s undergraduate degree program, but because he is not enrolled for 
the purpose of receiving an undergraduate degree, he is not a regular student.  
However, because the coursework is necessary for his enrollment in the grad-
uate program, he may receive a Direct Loan for this coursework. See 34 CFR 
668.32(a)(1)(ii) and 34 CFR 685.203(a)(6).

When Preparatory course-work is not Title IV eligible 
The Nightingale School of Nursing (NSN) is part of the T.O. General 

Hospital and offers a 2-year RN program leading to a diploma. The two-year 
RN program is the only Title IV eligible program at NSN. To be admitted to 
the RN program, students must have:

• a high school diploma or G.E.D. ;

• completed Human Anatomy and Physiology with a minimum grade of  
   “C”;

• completed college level English Composition with a minimum grade of    
   “C”;  and

• completed college level Algebra with a minimum grade of “C”.
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For applicants who have not successfully completed post-secondary 
courses in Human Anatomy and Physiology, English Composition, and Al-
gebra, NSN offers 8-week courses that upon successful completion qualify 
applicants for admission. Because NSN does not offer a Title IV eligible pro-
gram that includes its courses in Human Anatomy and Physiology, English 
Composition, and Algebra, students enrolled in those stand-alone courses are 
not eligible to receive Title IV funds.

Parent borrower eligibility
To borrow a Direct PLUS Loan for a student, the parent must be the 

student’s biological or adoptive mother or father, (regardless of whether he 
or she is the “custodial” parent or provided financial information on the       
FAFSA), or in some cases, a stepparent (see below). More than one parent 
may get a Direct PLUS Loan for the same dependent student as long as the 
total aid package does not exceed the student’s cost of attendance. 

A stepparent is eligible to borrow a Direct PLUS Loan if he or she is con-
sidered to be a parent in accordance with the instructions on the FAFSA for 
purposes of reporting financial information on the FAFSA. A legal guardian 
is not considered a parent for FSA purposes.

In all cases, the dependent student on whose behalf a parent has ap-
plied for a Direct PLUS Loan must have filed a FAFSA and received an ISIR 
or SAR. This requirement ensures that student eligibility data matches are 
conducted to verify that the dependent student on whose behalf the parent is 
borrowing:

• Is not in default on an FSA loan and does not owe an overpayment 
on an FSA grant; 

• Has had his or her Social Security number verified                            
by the Social Security Administration;

• Has had his or her citizenship status confirmed by either the Social 
Security Administration or the Department of Homeland Security; 
and

• If required, has registered with the Selective Service System.

Note that this requirement is for the student to submit a FAFSA. It is 
not a requirement for the parent borrower to submit a FAFSA in his or her 
name, and it does not preclude a “non-custodial” parent whose information 
is not included on the FAFSA, from obtaining a Direct PLUS Loan. 

Before originating a Direct PLUS Loan for a parent borrower, schools 
must review the Institutional Student Information Record (ISIR) or Student 
Information Record (SAR) of the dependent student to determine that there 
are no student eligibility issues that must be resolved before the parent can 
receive the Direct PLUS Loan.

A parent may receive a Direct PLUS Loan only to pay for the education 
costs of a dependent undergraduate student who meets the eligible student 
definition. A parent borrower must meet the same citizenship and residency 
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requirements as a student.  Similarly, a parent who owes an overpayment on 
an FSA grant or is in default on an FSA loan is ineligible for a Direct PLUS 
Loan unless he has made satisfactory arrangements to repay the grant or 
loan.  Yet the parent’s ineligibility for a Direct PLUS Loan does not affect the 
student’s eligibility for other Title IV funds. If the parent had a prior FSA 
loan that was cancelled for total and permanent disability, he or she must ad-
here to the same eligibility requirements outlined for borrowers in Chapter 3.

Finally, a parent is not eligible for a Direct PLUS Loan if the federal gov-
ernment holds a judgment lien on her property or if she is incarcerated.

Adverse credit history for Direct PLUS
A parent or graduate/professional student with an adverse credit history 

is prohibited from obtaining a Direct PLUS Loan unless he meets additional 
criteria. The Department obtains a credit report on each applicant for a loan 
from at least one national credit bureau. An applicant is considered to have 
an adverse credit history if:

•  The applicant has one or more debts with a total combined outstand-
ing balance greater than $2,085 that are 90 or more days delinquent as 
of the date of the credit report, or that have been placed in collection 
or charged off during the two years preceding the date of the credit 
report; or

•  During the five years preceding the date of the credit report, he has 
been determined to be in default on a debt, his debts have been dis-
charged in bankruptcy, or he has been the subject of foreclosure, re-
possession, tax lien, wage garnishment, or write-off of an FSA debt.

For purposes of Title IV aid, “charged off” means a debt that has been 
written off as a loss, but that is still subject to collection action. “In collection” 
means, for purposes of TIV aid, a debt that has been placed with a collection 
agency by a creditor or that is subject to more intensive efforts by a creditor 
to recover amounts owed from a borrower who has not responded satisfac-
torily to the routine demands of the creditor’s billing procedures. See 34 CFR 
685.200(c) and the Electronic Announcement of January 27, 2015. 

An applicant cannot be rejected for a Direct PLUS Loan because she has 
no credit history—i.e., the absence of a credit history cannot be construed 
as an adverse credit history. Financial aid administrators may not perform 
credit checks on students in connection with awarding them federal aid. For 
more detail on adverse credit history, see https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/
files/plus-adverse-credit.pdf.

Someone with an adverse credit history can qualify for a Direct PLUS 
Loan by securing an endorser who doesn’t have an adverse credit history (the 
endorser is liable if the borrower becomes delinquent or defaults).  For a par-
ent borrower, the endorser may not be the dependent student for whom he is 
borrowing, nor any of the student’s siblings. Instead of securing an endorser, 
an applicant who has been determined to have an adverse credit history may 
submit documentation to the Department showing that there are extenuating 
circumstances. The Department has the final decision on whether to make a 
loan to the person. A borrower who qualifies for a PLUS loan by obtaining 

https://ifap.ed.gov/help/glossary
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b77732b217218b901208072d3ecd740c&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title34/34chapterVI.tpl
https://ifap.ed.gov/ilibrary/document-types/dear-colleague-letters
https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/plus-adverse-credit.pdf
https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/plus-adverse-credit.pdf


1–114

Vol. 1—Student Eligibility 2021–22

FSA HB Apr 2021

Glossary     CFR     DCL

an endorser or documenting extenuating circumstances must also complete 
PLUS counseling provided by FSA before receiving the loan; see Required 
counseling for endorser or extenuating circumstances, below.

 If your school participates in the Direct PLUS program but a student’s 
parent cannot obtain a Direct PLUS Loan, the student is allowed to borrow 
additional unsubsidized funds (see Volume 3, Chapter 5).

Adverse credit history and default
Although a default on a Title IV loan will generally appear in a student 

or parent Direct PLUS Loan applicant’s credit record and result in the indi-
vidual being determined to have an adverse credit history, being in default 
on a Title IV loan and having an adverse credit history are separate eligibil-
ity issues. A Direct PLUS Loan applicant who is identified through NSLDS 
as being in default on a Title IV loan and who has also been determined to 
have an adverse credit history (due to the default and/or other adverse credit 
conditions) cannot qualify for a Direct PLUS Loan simply by obtaining an 
endorser or by providing acceptable documentation of extenuating circum-
stances. The applicant must also separately resolve the default status by one 
of the means discussed under “Resolving Default Status” in Chapter 3 of this 
volume.

In some cases, the Direct PLUS Loan credit check may not reveal a de-
fault on a Title IV loan, particularly if the default is not recent. If a student or 
parent Direct PLUS Loan applicant who is identified in NSLDS as being in 
default on a Title IV loan does not have any other adverse credit issues, the 
applicant will pass the PLUS credit check. In this circumstance you cannot 
assume that the approved credit check result supersedes the information in 
NSLDS. The default must be resolved before you can disburse Direct PLUS 
Loan funds or other Title IV aid to the applicant.

Required counseling for endorser or extenuating circumstance PLUS 
loans 

Any PLUS Loan applicant who has an adverse credit history but who 
qualifies for a PLUS Loan through the process for reconsideration due to 
extenuating circumstances or by obtaining an endorser for the loan must 
complete PLUS Loan counseling provided by FSA. While the counseling is 
mandatory only for these borrowers, FSA offers voluntary counseling for all 
PLUS Loan borrowers. Note that this special PLUS Loan counseling is sepa-
rate and distinct from the PLUS Loan entrance counseling that all graduate 
and professional student PLUS Loan borrowers must complete.

Refusing or reducing loans 
As a function of a school’s professional judgment authority, a school may 

refuse to originate a Direct Subsidized, Direct Unsubsidized, or Direct PLUS 
Loan or may reduce the borrower’s determination of need for the loan if the 
reason for that action is documented and provided to the borrower in writ-
ing, and if—

(i) The determination is made on a case-by-case basis;

(ii) The documentation supporting the determination is retained in the 
student’s file; and
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(iii) The school does not engage in any pattern or practice that results in 
a denial of a borrower’s access to Direct Loans because of the borrower’s race, 
gender, color, religion, national origin, age, disability status, or income. 

For more detail on refusing or reducing loans, see 34 CFR 685.301(a)(8) 
and DCL GEN-11-07.

Direct Loan eligibility for religious orders
Effective July 1, 2021, 34 CFR 685.200 is amended by removing para-

graph (a)(2)(ii), which determined certain members of religious orders have 
no financial need for Direct Loans. Such students may now be considered to 
have financial need, in accordance with Part F of Title IV of the HEA, and 
may be eligible to receive Direct Loan funds, provided they meet all other 
student and Direct Loan eligibility criteria.

Subsidized Loan Eligibility Time Limitation (150% rule)
First-time borrowers (those who have no principal or interest balance on 

any Direct or FFEL Loan on July 1, 2013 or on the date they receive a Direct 
Loan after July 1, 2013) may not receive Direct Subsidized Loans for a period 
that exceeds 150% of the published length of the academic program in which 
they are currently enrolled. This length of time is known as the “maximum 
eligibility period.” 

For example, a first-time borrower in a 4-year program would have six 
years of Direct Subsidized Loan eligibility, and a borrower in a one-year pro-
gram would have 1.5 years of Direct Subsidized Loan eligibility. COD will 
edit and reject awards that would exceed 150% subsidized usage for a student 
(Reject Edit 206). For the full discussion on how to calculate subsidized usage 
periods and maximum eligibility periods, and what to do when a borrower 
exceeds his/her maximum eligibility period, see Volume 3, Chapter 5, for 
more details.

Direct Loan program 
34 CFR 685

Subsidized Loan Eligibility Time Limitation (150% rule) 
Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century Act (MAP-21)
HEA Sec. 455(q)
First Time Borrower: 34 CFR 685.200(f)(1)(i), Maximum Eligibility Period: 34 CFR 685.200(f)(1)(ii)
SUP: 34 CFR 685.200(f)(1)(iii), Remaining Eligibility Period: 34 CFR 685.200(f)(iv)
April 20, 2015 E-Ann: Reporting issues, July 20, 2015 E-Ann: Loss of subsidy
Sept 25, 2015 E-Ann: Required reporting, Oct 19, 2015 E-Ann: Remaining period of 
enrollment of less than 1 year

Pending SULA/150% removal
The Department is aware of the Appropriations & Emergency Coronavirus Relief 
Act (passed Dec. 2020), which eliminates the SULA / 150% rule; however this 
change has not yet been implemented. We will provide further guidance at a later 
date.
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CAMPUS-BASED AID GENERAL REQUIREMENTS
Unlike the Direct and Direct PLUS Loan programs, a student does not 

have to be enrolled at least half time to be eligible to receive aid through the 
Campus-Based Programs unless the student is seeking aid to attend a teacher 
certification or professional credential program.

A student enrolled as an undergraduate, graduate, or professional stu-
dent is eligible to receive assistance from the Federal Work-Study (FWS) pro-
gram.  Only undergraduate students who do not have a baccalaureate or first 
professional degree are eligible to receive Federal Supplemental Educational 
Opportunity Grants (FSEOGs).  This means that a student who has earned a 
bachelor’s or first professional degree may receive FWS wages to pursue an 
additional undergraduate degree, but may not receive an FSEOG.  See “No 
FSEOG and FWS” in Chapter 2 of this volume about how the Compact Act 
affects FSEOG and FWS eligibility for students from the Republic of the Mar-
shall Islands and the Federated States of Micronesia.

Teacher certification programs
As with Direct Loans, a student may receive FWS for coursework that 

doesn’t lead to a degree or certificate from the school but that is required by a 
state for an elementary or secondary school teaching credential or certificate.  
See Chapter 1 of this volume.

Campus-based eligibility for religious orders
Effective July 1, 2021, 34 CFR 675.9(c) and 34 CFR 676.9(c) are amended 

to permit certain members of religious orders who had previously deter-
mined to have no financial need for Campus-Based programs to be consid-
ered to have financial need for the FWS and FSEOG programs, in accordance 
with Part F of Title IV of the HEA. These student may be eligible to receive 
Campus-Based funds, if they meet all other student and program-specific eli-
gibility criteria of the Campus-Based programs.

PERKINS LOANS
No Perkins disbursements of any type are permitted under any 

circumstances after June 30, 2018. See the Electronic Announcement of July 
11, 2018 for information on required Perkins distribution of assets guidance.

Loans awarded or disbursed after authority expired
If a school awarded a Perkins Loan after September 30, 2017, or made 

a disbursement after June 30, 2018, the award or disbursement was made 
in error. The school who made the erroneous award or disbursement must 
reimburse the Perkins Loan Revolving Fund for the amount of the loan(s), 
correct the FISAP, notify the borrower, and update NSLDS accordingly. 
See E-Announcement December 20, 2018 for more information on Perkins 
Loans awarded or disbursed after the expiration of the authority to award 
new Perkins Loans. 

Perkins wind down 
DCL GEN-17-10, E-Announcement July 11, 2018
E-Announcement December 20, 2018, Federal Perkins Loan Extension Act of 2015
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FEDERAL WORK-STUDY (FWS)
To be eligible for a Federal Work-Study (FWS) job, a student must meet 

all general eligibility criteria and must have financial need, that is, his cost 
of attendance must be greater than his expected family contribution (EFC).  
Also, a financial aid administrator may not award FWS employment to a stu-
dent if that award, when combined with all other resources, would exceed the 
student’s need. However, unlike the other Campus-Based Programs, the FWS 
Program does not require that priority be given to students who have excep-
tional financial need.  In choosing students for FWS employment, schools 
must follow the procedures discussed in Volume 3, Chapter 6.

A student can be employed in an FWS job during a period of non-
attendance, such as a summer term, including a summer term before the 
student begins attendance in a program for the first time. Such students must 
be planning to attend school during the next period of enrollment and must 
have financial need for that period—his/her current FWS earnings must be 
used to cover expenses for it and will count as estimated financial assistance.  
See Volume 6, Chapter 2 for more information.

FWS eligibility 
34 CFR 675.9

 

FSEOG
To receive a Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant 

(FSEOG), a student must have financial need and must meet the general eli-
gibility requirements discussed in the other chapters of this volume.  Students 
with the lowest EFCs who will also receive Pell Grants for the award year 
have primary consideration for an FSEOG.  If, after giving FSEOG awards 
to all its Pell recipients, a school has FSEOG funds remaining, it can award 
those funds to eligible students with the lowest EFCs who will not receive Pell 
Grants.  See Volume 3, Chapter 6.

Additionally, to receive an FSEOG, one must be enrolled or accepted 
for enrollment as an undergraduate student and must not have previously 
earned a bachelor’s or first professional degree. A school must make FSEOG 
funds reasonably available (to the extent that funds remain) to all eligible stu-
dents.

FSEOG eligibility (EX-SB)
34 CFR 676.9 and 676.10, 34 CFR 668.32(c)(1)
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TEACH GRANTS
The Teacher Education Assistance for College and Higher Education 

(TEACH) Grant Program provides $4,000 annual grants to students who 
plan to become teachers. As a condition for receiving a TEACH Grant, stu-
dents must agree to teach full-time in a high-need field, for at least four aca-
demic years at an elementary school, secondary school, or educational service 
agency that serves low-income families. The grant recipient must complete 
the required four years of teaching within eight years of completing (or oth-
erwise ceasing to be enrolled in) the course of study for which a TEACH 
Grant was received. If a grant recipient does not meet that obligation, the 
TEACH Grant funds received are converted to a Direct Unsubsidized Loan 
that must be repaid with interest accruing from the date each grant disburse-
ment was made.

TEACH Grant-eligible program 
This is an eligible program as described in Volume 2, Chapter 2, that pre-

pares one to be a highly qualified teacher in a high-need field and that leads 
to a bachelor’s or master’s degree or is a postbaccalaureate program. A two-
year program acceptable for full credit toward a bachelor’s degree is consid-
ered a program that leads to a bachelor’s degree.

An otherwise eligible student who received a TEACH Grant for enroll-
ment in a TEACH Grant-eligible program is eligible  to receive additional 
TEACH Grants to complete that program, even if that program is no longer 
considered a TEACH Grant-eligible program. This extension is not to exceed 
four Scheduled Awards for an undergraduate student and up to two Sched-
uled Awards for a graduate student.

Amount of grant funds available
A full-time TEACH Grant recipient may receive four scheduled awards 

of $4,000 each, or a total of $16,000, for the student’s first baccalaureate and 
first postbaccalaureate programs combined. Baccalaureate programs after 
the first baccalaureate are not eligible. A graduate student may receive two 
scheduled awards, or a total of $8,000, for a master’s degree program. Stu-
dents who are enrolled less than full time have the same maximums, though 
the annual awards will be smaller: for example, a student enrolled half time in 
a master’s program could receive an annual award of $2,000 for each of the 
four years it would take to complete the program. A TEACH Grant in com-
bination with other assistance the student receives cannot exceed the cost of 
attendance; if it does, the aid package must be reduced.

Receiving a TEACH Grant
To qualify for a TEACH Grant, a student fills out not only a FAFSA but 

also an agreement to serve or repay (explained later) and must be enrolled in 
a program and at a school that are both TEACH-grant eligible. The school 
the recipient attends must participate in the TEACH Grant program, and the 
recipient must be enrolled in a program designated by the school to prepare 
the student to serve as a highly-qualified teacher in a high-need field and 
which leads to a baccalaureate or master’s degree, or is a post-baccalaureate 
program. 
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For TEACH Grant purposes, a two-year program which is fully accept-
able towards a baccalaureate degree is considered to be a program which 
leads to a baccalaureate degree. The school must also satisfy the initial, sub-
sequent, and exit counseling requirements as described in 34 CFR 686.32. 
The FAFSA serves as the application for a TEACH Grant; there is no other 
application.

Students must adhere to an academic standard—they must have a grade 
point average (GPA) of at least 3.25 on a 4.0 scale, (or the numeric equiva-
lent; see “Schools without a traditional GPA”), or must have scored above the 
75th percentile on at least one of the batteries on a nationally-normed stan-
dardized undergraduate, postbaccalaureate, or graduate school admissions 
test. An undergraduate student uses, for the first year, her final high school 
GPA or the GPA for all the classes she has taken at college through the most 
recently completed payment period; after the first year, she uses the college 
GPA. A graduate student uses her undergraduate GPA for the first payment 
period and her cumulative graduate school GPA thereafter.

You must have documentation of the GPA from the cognizant author-
ity or from the student.  For high school grades, the authority is typically the 
high school or, in the case of homeschooled students, the parents or guard-
ians.  If the student provides the document and you have reason to question 
its accuracy, you must obtain documentation directly from the cognizant 
authority.

The previous academic requirements do not apply to certain graduate 
students.  This group comprises current teachers or retirees from another 
occupation with expertise in a high-need field who are seeking a master’s de-
gree, as well as current or former teachers who are completing a high-quality 
alternative certification, such as Teach for America.

When you determine TEACH Grant eligibility for transfer students and 
calculate their GPA, you must, for at least the first payment period, include 
grades for courses accepted for transfer into the TEACH Grant-eligible pro-
gram.  For subsequent payment periods, follow your academic policy regard-
ing the calculation of the GPA, whether that is to include grades for courses 
that transfer or to exclude them.

Highly qualified teacher 
The definition of “highly qualified” with respect to teachers is lengthy 

and is explained in 34 CFR 686.2 and Section 602(10) of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).

High-need field
For purposes of the TEACH Grant program, the high-need fields in-

clude: bilingual education and English language acquisition, foreign lan-
guages, mathematics, reading specialists, science (including, but not limited 
to, computer science), special education, and any other fields that have been 
identified as high-need by the federal government, a state government, or a 
local education agency. These other fields are identified in the annual Teacher 
Shortage Area Nationwide Listing (also known as the Nationwide List). For 
more detail, see 34 CFR 686.12(d). 
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For a grant recipient’s teaching service in a high-need field listed in the 
Nationwide List to count toward the service obligation, the field in which 
the grant recipient intends to teach to fulfill their service obligation must be 
listed in the Nationwide List for the state they will teach, either at the time 
the recipient receives their TEACH Grant, or at the time the recipient signed 
the agreement to serve or repay, or at the time the grant recipient begins their 
qualifying teaching service. See 34 CFR 686.12(d) for more details.

Educational service agency
For purposes of TEACH Grants, educational service agency is defined as 

a regional, public multi-service agency authorized by state statute to develop, 
manage, and provide services or programs to local educational agencies. 

Agreement to serve or repay
To receive a TEACH Grant, a student must sign an agreement to serve 

or repay. This document explains that the student will do the following:

•  Serve as a full-time teacher for a total of at least four academic years 
within eight calendar years of completing or otherwise ceasing to be 
enrolled in the course of study for which the TEACH Grant was re-
ceived;

•  Teach at a school or educational service agency serving low-income 
students;

•  Comply with the requirements for being a highly qualified teacher 
(see definition below);

•  Teach (in the majority of classes) in a high-need field, which includes 
the fields on the Nationwide List (the list is updated each year by the 
Department); 

•  Upon completion of each year of service, provide certification of that 
service from the chief administrative officer of the school or educa-
tional service agency where the service was performed, on a form 
provided by the Department of Education (for more on documenting 
service, see 34 CFR 686.40); and

•  If the student fails or refuses to carry out the service obligation in the 
required timeframe, the student must repay as a Direct Unsubsidized 
Loan the total amount of all TEACH Grants received, with interest ac-
crued as of the date of disbursement of each grant (see 34 CFR 686.43 
for more on the conditions for TEACH Grants converting to Direct un-
subsidized loans).
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Fulfilling the service obligation
A TEACH Grant recipient must complete a four-year service obliga-

tion for each program of study for which a TEACH Grant was received. The 
eight-year period for completing this obligation begins after the date the 
recipient ceased to be enrolled at the institution where the recipient received 
the TEACH Grant, or in the case of a student who receives a TEACH Grant 
at one institution and subsequently transfers to another institution and en-
rolls in another TEACH Grant-eligible program, within eight years of ceasing 
enrollment at the other institution. 

Teaching may apply to more than one obligation: for example, a stu-
dent who completes a bachelor’s and a master’s program consecutively and 
receives TEACH Grants for both would have two service obligations. The 
eight-year period to complete the required four years of teaching does not 
include periods of suspension (as described in 34 CFR 686.41). For each year 
of the service obligation, the TEACH Grant recipient must teach a majority 
of classes in a high-need field. 

For TEACH Grant purposes, if a previously qualifying teaching service 
becomes part-time or is temporarily interrupted as a result of the COVID-19 
national emergency, that teaching service is considered full-time and fulfills 
the service obligation requirement. For more detail, see the May 15, 2020, 
Electronic Announcement. 

A recipient who decides to not teach in a qualified school or agency or 
who for any other reason no longer intends to satisfy the service obligation 
may request that the Department convert their TEACH Grant into a loan, 
so that the recipient may begin payment on the loan immediately. This will 
save the recipient money, as they will owe less interest. If a TEACH Grant is 
converted to a Direct Loan in this way, the student may, if sufficient time re-
mains in their 8 year period for completion of the service agreement, request 
that the Department reconvert the Direct Loan back into a TEACH Grant, if 
the recipient meets all of the qualifications in 34 CFR 686.43(a)(8). 

TEACH Grant Program 
Definitions: 34 CFR 686.2
Agreement to serve or repay: 34 CFR 686.12
Initial, subsequent, and exit TEACH Grant required counseling: 34 CFR 686.32
Documenting the service obligation: 34 CFR 686.40
Periods of TEACH Grant suspension: 34 CFR 686.41
Conversion from Grant to Direct Unsubsidized Loan: 34 CFR 686.43
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PROGRAMS WITHOUT A TRADITIONAL GPA
Schools that do not use a standard 4.0 GPA scale for a program must 

have a written equivalency policy with a numeric scale and must make it 
available upon request. The policy must clearly differentiate student perfor-
mance so that it can support a determination that a student has achieved at a 
level commensurate with at least a 3.25 GPA on a 4.0 scale. Generally a grad-
ing scale that includes only “pass/fail,” “satisfactory/unsatisfactory,” or some 
other non-numeric evaluation will not meet this requirement unless it can 
be shown that a “pass” or “satisfactory” grade has a numeric equivalent to a 
traditional 3.25 GPA (or higher) or that a student’s performance on tests and 
assignments yielded such a numeric equivalent.

Such a policy must be consistent with other grading scales that the school 
has developed for academic and other (including FSA) purposes—e.g., grad-
uate school applications, scholarship eligibility, insurance certifications—to 
the extent that such scales distinguish between levels of student academic 
performance.

School without a traditional GPA example
At Sandberg University, instructors submit, at the end of the semester, 

an evaluation that the work a student does in a class is “satisfactory” or “un-
satisfactory.”  The catalog indicates that the evaluation is never translated into 
a grade by the registrar’s office. Neither the catalog, the faculty handbook, 
nor any other school publication differentiates levels of satisfactory student 
performance.  Even though the state scholarship program accepts a “satis-
factory” as the equivalent of a “B,” the university may not make such an as-
sumption for the TEACH Grant program.  Moreover, a “B” grade generally 
corresponds to a GPA of 3.0, while TEACH Grants require a GPA of 3.25 or 
better.
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See Volume 2, Chapter 2 for more information 
on the topics below. Note that a school may 
not refuse to provide Title IV funds to a student 
because he is enrolled in correspondence or 
distance education courses unless they are not 
part of a Title IV-eligible program.

Correspondence courses
HEA Sec. 484(k)
34 CFR 600.2, 34 CFR 668.38

A correspondence course is one for which 
the school provides instructional materials 
and exams by mail or electronic means to stu-
dents who are separated from the instructors. 
Interaction between instructors and students 
in a correspondence course is limited, and is 
primarily initiated by the student. Correspon-
dence programs are the only type of program 
which is exempt from the requirement that all 
Title IV-eligible programs provide regular and 
substantive instruction via a human instructor. 
Generally, when a student completes a portion 
of the materials, he takes the related exam and 
returns it to the school for grading. If a course 
is part correspondence and part residential 
training, the course is considered a correspon-
dence course. Distance education courses are 
not considered correspondence courses.

A student enrolled in a correspondence 
course can only receive Title IV funds if the 
course is part of a program that leads to an as-
sociate, bachelor’s, or graduate degree; if the 
program leads to a certificate, the student is 
not eligible for aid for that course.  There are 
also restrictions regarding cost of attendance 
for correspondence courses; see Volume 3, 
Chapter 2.

Students studying abroad
HEA Sec. 484(o)
34 CFR 668.39

 
 A student in a study-abroad program is 
eligible for aid if the program is approved for 
academic credit toward her degree by the 
eligible homeschool at which she is enrolled as 
a regular student. The homeschool must have a 
written agreement with the  foreign school (or 
with another U.S. school that contracts with the 
foreign school) or a single written arrangement 
with a study-abroad organization to represent 
an agreement between the homeschool and the 
foreign school. For more detail on requirements 
for awarding at foreign schools, see the Foreign 
School Handbook, available on FSA Partner  
Connect.

Distance education courses
HEA Sec. 103 and 484(l)
34 CFR 600.2, 34 CFR 668.38 

 
 Students can receive Title IV funds for 
distance education courses under these 
conditions: the courses must belong to an eligible 
program, and the school must have the capability 
to effectively deliver distance education 
programs as determined by an accrediting 
agency that is recognized by the Department 
and that has the evaluation of distance education 
programs within the scope of its recognition. 
Approved short-term certificate programs of less 
than one year offered via distance education 
are eligible for Title IV funds, and they are not 
considered correspondence programs.

A key distinction between correspondence 
and distance education courses is that 
Distance education courses require regular and 
substantive interaction between students and 
instructors.

For Title IV purposes, Distance education refers 
to instruction delivered to students who are 
physically separated from their instructor(s) and 
that supports regular and substantive interaction 
between student and instructor, whether in real 

Eligibility Requirements for specific educational programs
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Eligibility Requirements for specific educational programs, continued

time or through time delay. 

Distance education instructors are defined as 
individuals responsible for delivering course 
content and who meet the qualifications 
for instruction established by your school’s 
accrediting agency.

Regular and substantive interaction in a distance 
education course/program requires instruction 
which engages students in teaching, learning, 
and assessment, and includes at least two of the 
following: 

• Provides direct instruction;

• Assesses or providing feedback on a 
student’s coursework; 

• Provides information or responding to 
questions about the content of a course or 
competency; 

• Facilitates group discussion regarding the 
content of a course or competency; or

• Other instructional activities approved 
by your school’s or program’s accrediting 
agency.

The technologies used in distance education 
courses may include: 

• the internet;

• one-way and two-way transmissions through 
open broadcast, closed-circuit, cable, 
microwave, broadband line, fiber optics, 

satellite, or wireless communications 
devices;

• audio conference; or

• other media.

 A school administering a distance 
education course must ensure regular 
interaction between instructors and students 
by, prior to the student completing the course 
or competency: 

1) providing the opportunity for substantive 
interactions with the student on a predictable 
and scheduled basis commensurate with the 
length of time and the amount of content in 
the course or competency; and

2) monitoring the student’s academic 
engagement and by ensuring that an instructor 
is responsible for promptly and proactively 
engaging in substantive interaction with the 
student when needed on the basis of such 
monitoring, or upon request by the student. 

Coursework which does not satisfy all of these 
conditions is considered correspondence 
coursework. 
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