
S P E C I A L 
C I R C U M S TA N C E S  &  
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U N D E R S T A N D I N G  K E Y  F A C T O R S  I N F L U E N C I N G  D E C I S I O N S



De fin ing  Sp e cia l and  Unusua l 
Circum stance s in  PJ
Sp e cial Circumstances O ve rview

Sp ecial circumstances involve  financial or household  chang es that affect Cost of 
Attend ance  or FAFSA d ata for accuracy.

Unusual Circumstance s Exp lained

Unusual circumstances re late  to  d ep end ency status chang es d ue  to  ab use , 
ab and onment, incarce ration, or unsafe  environments.

Re g ulatory and  Docume ntation Ne e d s

PJ d ecisions req uire  case -b y-case  evaluation with ad eq uate  d ocumentation 
ensuring  comp liance  and  transp arency.

Comb ined  Circumstances Imp act

Stud ents may face  b oth sp ecial and  unusual circumstances simultaneously 
req uiring  care ful p rofessional jud g ment.



Estab lish ing  Ad e q ua te  and  Aud it-
Re ad y Do cum e nta t io n
Docume ntation as De cision Backb one

Documentation must b e  ad eq uate , re levant, and  d irectly linked  to  sp ecific 
Professional Jud g ment d ecisions.

Tailore d  Documentation b y Circumstance

Documentation varie s b y circumstance , includ ing  job  loss, med ical exp enses, and  
unusual d ep end ency ove rrid es.

System Up d ate s and  Comp liance

Institutions must up d ate  systems with FAA Ad justment flag s, Dep end ency O verrid e  
cod es, and  re tain up d ated  ISIRs.

Ensuring  Clear, Traceab le  Re cord s

Clear and  traceab le  d ocumentation sup p orts Title  IV d e te rminations and  p rotects 
institutions and  stud ents.



Co m m o n Find ing s Re la te d  to  
Pro fe ssio na l J ud g m e nt
Docume ntation Weakne sse s

Weak or missing  d ocumentation often causes comp liance  issues in fed e ral aud its 
and  p rog ram reviews.

Incorrect PJ  Flag  Usag e

Misuse  or missing  Professional Jud g ment flag s can lead  to  inaccurate  d ata 
transmission and  review find ing s.

Inconsiste nt Ap p lication

Institutions often fail to  ap p ly PJ d ecisions consistently, risking  fairness and  
reg ulatory comp liance .

Q uality Assurance  Re commend ations

Imp lementing  q uality reviews, second -read e r p olicie s, and  stand ard ized  temp lates 
streng thens comp liance  and  fairness.



Case  Stud y: Ava  – Pa re nt  J o b  Lo ss
Income  Docume ntation Re q uirements

Accep tab le  d ocuments includ e  te rmination notice , year-to-d ate  earning s, 
unemp loyment b ene fits, and  future  income  p rojections.

Role  o f Financial Aid  Ad ministrator

Ad ministrator evaluate s seve rance , unemp loyment, and  re -emp loyment time lines 
to  ad just income  estimates using  p rofessional jud g ment.

Ad justment Proce ss and  Documentation

Ad just FAFSA d ata with clear rationale , se t FAA Ad justment flag , and  re tain 
corrected  ISIR for accuracy and  consistency.

Imp ortance  o f Fo llow-Up

Reg ular fo llow-up  ensures up d ate s if the  p arent is re -emp loyed  d uring  the  award  
year, p ro tecting  stud ent financial aid  e lig ib ility.



Case  Stud y: Marco  – Hig h  Me d ica l 
Exp e nse s
Me d ical Exp ense  Documentation

Accep tab le  d ocuments includ e  EO Bs, b illing  statements, and  rece ip ts p roving  
p ayments mad e , not just b illed  amounts.

Professional Jud g ment Ve rification

Financial aid  ad ministrators ve rify p aid  exp enses, avoid  d oub le  counting , and  
consid e r HSA/FSA re imb ursements care fully.

FAFSA and  Cost Ad justme nts

Ad justments may red uce  income  or increase  cost of attend ance  b ased  on ve rified  
med ical exp enses and  hard ship .

Aud it Pre p aration and  Re p orting

Maintain d e tailed  calculation workshee ts and  written analyses to  sup p ort 
p rofessional jud g ment d ecisions and  aud it read iness.



Case  Stud y: J ad a  – De p e nd e ncy 
O ve rrid e
Unusual Circumstance s De fine d
Jad a’s unsafe  home  and  e strang ement q ualify he r situation as an unusual circumstance  
for d ep end ency ove rrid e  consid e ration.

Docume ntation Re q uireme nts
Accep tab le  d ocumentation includ es Jad a’s statement, le tte rs from p rofe ssionals, and  
leg al d ocuments like  p o lice  rep orts o r court o rd e rs.

Se nsitive  Inte rvie w Process
Financial aid  ad ministrators can cond uct d ocumented , trauma-informed  inte rviews 
re sp ecting  safe ty and  sensitivity.

Re g ulatory Comp liance  and  O utcome
O verrid es fo llow HEA §479A g uid ance ; ad ministrators d ocument rationale  and  se t 
ove rrid e  status in system.

*O nce  ove rrid e  is ap p roved , the  FAA need  only confirm the  circumstance  has no t 
chang ed  in fo llowing  years.



Case  Stud y: J o rd an  
– Lo ss o f Pa re nt  o r 
Sp o use

Docume ntation Re q uirements

Accep tab le  d ocuments includ e  d eath ce rtificates, survivor b ene fit statements, 
and  up d ated  household  information.

Financial Imp act Ad justments

Ad just FAFSA d ata b y removing  d eceased  p arent’s income  and  up d ating  
household  size  and  colleg e  enrollment.

Ve rification and  Comp liance

Ensure  ve rification alig ns with up d ated  d ata and  re solve  any conflicting  
household  or income  information.

Comp assionate  Evaluation

The  p rocess req uire s emp athy and  thoroug hness to  re flect family chang es 
accurate ly in aid  e lig ib ility.



Case  Stud y: Taylo r – Divo rce  o r 
Se p a ra t io n
Imp act o f Divorce  on Aid  Elig ib ility

Divorce  chang es household  comp osition and  financial status, affecting  accuracy of 
p rior tax information for aid  d e te rmination.

Docume ntation Re q uirements

Valid  d ocuments includ e  d ivorce  d ecrees, sep aration ag reements, up d ated  
ad d resses, income  d e tails, and  child  sup p ort information.

FAFSA Data Correction Proce ss

Ad just FAFSA d ata to  re flect current family structure , confirm custod y, and  re solve  
conflicting  financial record s.

Financial Aid  Ad ministrator Actions

Activate  FAA Ad justment flag  and  re tain new ISIR for aud it to  re flect family chang es 
accurate ly.



Und e rstand ing  Ke y O p e ra t io na l 
Diffe re nce s
FAFSA O p e rational Chang e s

O p erational up d ate s re flect FAFSA Simp lification Act and  Dep artment of Ed ucation 
g uid ance  for award  years 2025–27.

FAA Ad justme nt and  De p end ency Flag s

Consistent use  of FAA Ad justment flag  and  Dep end ency O verrid e  cod es ensures 
accurate  PJ d ecisions and  ISIR corrections.

Provisional Ind e p end ent Status Re view

Stud ents with unusual circumstances may g e t p rovisional ind ep end ence ; 
institutions must review status within 60 d ays.

Comp liance  and  Docume ntation

Institutions should  track reg ulatory chang es and  use  checklists to  p revent aud it 
issues and  ensure  comp liance .



Stre ng the n ing  PJ  Po licy, Co nsiste ncy, 
and  Co m p liance
Clear PJ  Po licies
Estab lish writte n Profe ssional Jud g me nt p olicie s outlining  acce p tab le  case s, d ocume ntation, and  
re vie w p roce sse s.

Staff Training  and  Consiste ncy
Provid e  initial and  ong oing  training  to  staff to  e nsure  consiste nt e valuation of similar case s.

Se cond ary Re vie w 
Imp le me nt a two tie r re vie w p roce ss – FAA colle cts and  re vie ws d ocume ntation and  p rovid e s 
anothe r me mb e r in the  office  a re comme nd ation—the  se cond  ind ivid ual re vie ws, fo llowe d  b y a 
d iscussion of any re comme nd e d  chang e s.

Q uality Assurance  Me asures
Imp le me nt se cond -read e r ve rifications and  sp ot che cks to  d e te ct inconsiste nt or incorre ct PJ  
ap p lications early.

Comp liance  and  Re cord  Manag e me nt
Maintain re cord  re te ntion, re concile  up d ate s re g ularly, and  ap p ly aud it le ssons to  imp rove  
comp liance  and  d e cision-making .



Eng ag ing  w ith  Re a l-Life  Sce na rio s

ELEMEN T C O N SIDERATIO N S

Circumstance  Typ e Whethe r scenario  rep resents sp ecial or unusual 
circumstances b ased  on HEA §479A d e finitions

Docume ntation Id entify accep tab le  d ocuments sp ecific to  the  situation 
(le tte rs, EO Bs, leg al d ocuments)

De cision Crite ria Evaluate  alig nment with g uid ance , ad eq uacy of evid ence , and  
eq uity

Systems Dete rmine  need  for FAA flag  or DO  cod e ; ve rify ISIR up d ate s

Comp liance Assess aud it risks, re tention req uirements, and  conflicting  
d ata re solution



Q ue stio ns



Prim ary Re g ula to ry and  Aud it  
Re fe re nce s
Re g ulatory Guid ance  Source s

Key reg ulatory sources includ e  the  FSA Hand b ook AVG Chap te r 5 and  HEA §479A 
on Professional Jud g ment authority.

Aud it and  Comp liance  Re fe rences

Comp liance  aud its are  g uid ed  b y 34 CFR 668 and  34 CFR 668.23 focusing  on 
record keep ing  and  ad ministrative  cap ab ility.

Prog ram Re view Insig hts

Fed e ral Stud ent Aid ’s Top  Find ing s and  O IG aud its p rovid e  critical insig hts on 
Professional Jud g ment p ractices.

Ad d itional O p e rational Guid ance

Sup p lemental g uid ance  is accessib le  throug h Electronic Announcements and  
exp e rt p rofessional summarie s.
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