Helping Students & Parents
Experiencing Economic Hardship
During COVID-19 Crisis
Seeking to help students and parents during the
COVID-19 crisis, we would like to share these tips and
tools to institutions of higher education without special
permissions from the Department of Education.
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Encourage
FAFSA® filing

Transmit unearned Federal
work-study funds

If students have not already filed the Free

If the state has requested – and received from

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA),

the federal government – a disaster declaration,

encourage them to do so. In some states, the

then the institution is able to pay directly to the

FAFSA filing rate is as low as 30% which means a

student expected estimated awards for the term

lot of students are leaving money on the table.

if all the following are true:

Not all students qualify for grant aid—Pell, SEOG—
but many do qualify for federal loans (to student or
parents) and work study.

The student was awarded FWS.
The student has earned FWS during the
award period.
The student was prevented from fulfilling
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Encourage appeals for
special circumstances

their obligation.
The student was unable to be reassigned.
The institution is still paying its on-site

If a FAFSA has already been filed, financial aid

salaried/hourly workers.

officers should encourage families experiencing
extreme economic hardship to appeal for special
circumstances. With sufficient third-party
documentation, FA is able to adjust the data
elements to more accurately reflect the family’s
current economic situation. In some cases, these
adjustments may result in the student qualifying
for need based aid programs such as Pell, SEOG,
subsidized loan, and work study.

In this case, the institution is to pay wages to the
student based on their average weekly hours
worked if the institution is also continuing to pay
its salaried or hourly employees. Information
about this provision is found in the 20192020 Federal Student Aid Manual, Volume 6
Campus-Based Programs, Chapter 2 Federal
Work Study Program, pages 6-47.

As long as these appeals are reviewed and
approved/denied on a case-by-case basis using
third-party documentation, the adjustments are
not subject to review by auditors or Department of
Education (DOE) program reviewers.
Information about professional judgment is found
in the 2019-2020 Federal Student Aid Manual,
Application and Verification Guide, Chapter 5
“Special Cases.”
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Coronavirus Aid Relief and Economic
Security Act (CARES Act) funds
The $2 trillion CARES bill includes roughly $30 billion in an
Education Stabilization Fund, of which about $14 billion
will be allocated to higher education, including multiple
provisions related to student aid.
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Refunding residence
hall charges
If your institution closes residence halls as a
result of the COVID-19 outbreak, and you provide
a refund or waiver of expenses for all or part of a
student’s tuition, fees, room and board charges
or other institutional charges, the Department
will not require a re-evaluation of the student’s
cost of attendance.

Fifty percent of the $14 billion in emergency funds must
go directly to students in the form of emergency financial
aid grants for eligible expenses (under a student’s cost of
attendance) related to the disruption of campus operations
due to coronavirus—for example, food, housing, course
materials, technology, health care, and child care. The CARES
Act stipulates that the funding will be distributed by the
Secretary in the same manner that other Title IV aid
is distributed.
The CARES Act further includes waiving the 25% match for
2019-2020 and 2020-2021 SEOG and FWS for those schools

Therefore, you are not required to make changes

required to make the match.

to a student’s Title IV awards on the basis of such
changes. Just document that the estimated
charges differ substantially from the actual
charges due to waiver to address COVID-19.

More Resources
Additional guidance can be found in the electronic announcement dated
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March 5, 2020 and found here: https://ifap.ed.gov/electronic-announcem

Study abroad
and Title IV aid

ents/030520Guidance4interruptionsrelated2CoronavirusCOVID19
The electronic announcement addresses common questions from

Students who are attending a foreign school as
part of a study abroad program are permitted to
take online classes from the host foreign school
or their home U.S. institution, and can continue

institution regarding COVID-19. If your institution has other questions or
considerations, please email COVID-19@ed.gov for a response.
Finally, we recommend institutions subscribe to NASFAA.org “Today’s
News” (if members) or visit the site for continuous updates. Financial aid

to receive Title IV aid during the COVID-19 crisis.

staff should also subscribe to IFAP.ed.gov for its daily or weekly blasts—

(Note: The statutory prohibition on the use of

system update information for COD, NSLDS and CPS.

distance education applies only to eligible foreign
schools that enroll U.S. students who intend to
earn a degree or certificate from that foreign
school and are receiving Title IV, HEA assistance.)
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Dear Colleague Letters (DCL), Electronic Announcements (EA), plus

Between these two excellent resources, your institution can stay informed
as further details are published on the CARE Act, COVID-19, and their
impact on institutions of higher education.
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