Why and How to Submit a Financial Aid

“Special (Unusual) Circumstances” Letter

Source: “The New Rules of College Admissions”, by Stephen Kramer and Michael London

Unusual Circumstances


It is beneficial to be thorough while filling out the FAFSA and CSS forms, but as you file financial aid applications, you may realize that the forms often present you from telling schools your whole story.


There are steps you can take to ensure your entire situation is considered. You may need to contact financial aid offices directly if there are unusual circumstances in your family finances. If you look carefully, you will see that, on the first page, the FAFSA tells you to do just this: 


“If you or your family has unusual circumstances (such as loss of employment), complete and submit this form as instructed and then consult with the financial aid office at the college you plan to attend.”


I strongly urge you to take the FAFSA up on this suggestion; you want to do everything you can to qualify for aid.

If necessary, you should send an “unusual circumstances” letter to the financial aid offices of all colleges to which your child is applying. It is perfectly acceptable to address the letter to the Director of Financial Aid, but you may personalize the letter, as well. A complete “unusual circumstances” letter needs to include the following information:

**Your child’s full name and birthday. If your child already attends college, or the undergraduate admissions office issued 
your child a student ID number with their application, include this information as well.


**A brief explanation of the unusual circumstance (1-2 paragraphs)


**Dollar values that specifically describe how the circumstance “affects your need for financial aid.”


**Documentation, if possible, that shows you are actually spending the aforementioned dollars.


Note that an “unusual circumstances” letter that is submitted after a financial aid offer has been made is called an “appeal.” Write the letter as soon as you can. If you know about the circumstance before you file the financial aid application, mail it to the financial aid office about the same time you mail the FAFSA. The individual colleges will ensure it is matched with the student’s financial aid application.


If the unusual circumstance occurs after the financial aid application is filed, or even after you receive a financial aid award, or during your child’s enrollment in college, call the college and ask if they have an “appeal form.” You will write the same letter, but the school may have a procedure they would like you to follow.


After you get the financial aid offer, call the school and ask if the unusual circumstance was considered as they prepared your financial aid package. If it was not, find out if it can be reconsidered, or if the school would like additional information from you that might make them reconsider their denial of sufficient funds.


Unusual circumstances are often challenging to identify or explain. Here are a few specific and most common instances that could grant additional consideration from a financial aid office:

1. The income reported on the FAFSA is unusually high


The financial aid applications for each academic year are based on the previous tax year. If your previous year’s income was unusually high for any reason, you will want to let the school know. Incomes can be unusually high for many reasons, including:


*a self-employed person has had a successful year;


*an employee received a bonus that will not be granted again;


*the taxpayer sold stocks, mutual funds, or property and realized a capital gain;


*the taxpayer won the lottery or a prize;


*the taxpayer exercised stock options;


*the taxpayer cashed out an IRA or pension plan;


*the taxpayer converted a traditional IRA into a Roth IRA;


*the taxpayer cashed in U.S. Savings Bonds and reported all the accumulated interest in one year.


When reporting this type of unusual circumstance, make sure the college knows specifically how much of the income on the tax return is “unusual.” Document the one-time nature of the income by sending a copy of tax returns from earlier years that prove and reinforce the absence of the income will not reappear in the upcoming year.

2. A parent loses a job


On the opposite end of the spectrum, just as irregular surplus income should be identified, so should a noticeable deficit. If one of the students parents’ incomes will be lower the forthcoming academic year than in the prior calendar one, send a letter to the school that describes the change. Include the last date of employment, a description of the severance package, if any, and an estimate of how difficult it will be for the parent to find a new job. Include a copy of the termination letter as documentation.

3. A parent retires


Often, especially for the youngest child in a family, a parent will retire prior to or during the college application process. If this is the case, in your letter let the schools know the last date of employment, the date retirement benefits (including Social Security) begin, and a description of these benefits. Include letters from the employer and pension plans that support the numbers. If the retiring parent is young, the letter should include an explanation that lets the school know why the parent is leaving employment at an early age.

4. The family has higher than usual non-reimbursed medical costs


When a parent or sibling incurs atypical medical costs, this is another instance where a letter of unusual circumstances is applicable. Describe the medical conditions that you are paying for, how much you are paying, and how frequently. Include a copy of your tax return 1040 Schedule A, if you have one, as well as receipts or bills from the medical provider. If you have a letter from the insurance company that explains their refusal to pay for the services, include a copy of that too.

5. The parents are repaying their own educational debts


These days, more and more people are going back to school. If you are still repaying student loans from your own undergraduate education, or from any graduate programs, let the school know both the outstanding principal balance on the loans and the required monthly payment. Include a copy of a payment coupon or end-of-year statement with the letter.

6. The parents support their own parents


If you are paying for care for the student’s grandparents or other family members, or sending money to relatives to support them, let the school know how much you are paying on a monthly or annual basis. Include copies of checks that demonstrate the regularity of the payments and an explanation of the reason you are making them.

7. The parents are repaying parent loan for children older than the current student


For families with several children, its common for parents to pay for more than one college education at once. In this letter, let the colleges know the number of children you have already put through college. Also include the principal balance of any outstanding parent loans and the required monthly payments for each. Enclose copies of end-of-year statements and payment coupons.

8. The parents are paying for private pre-college education for a younger sibling


Frequently, a student applicant has younger siblings with outstanding education bills. For example, if you are paying for a younger child’s private education, this is another expense colleges should consider when determining your financial aid. Inform the college of how much you are paying and why you have chosen private education over public education. With the letter, include a copy of the first bill of the year that depicts the yearly school tuition.

9. The family is recovering from an act of nature


If your family has suffered from a fire, flood, earthquake, tornado, or other disaster that destroyed property, describe the following:


*the nature of the disaster


*the date the disaster happened


*the property destroyed


*the value of the property destroyed


*the value of any insurance payments made as a result of the disaster


*the amount the family had to pay out of pocket to recover from the damage


*the amount of wages lost as a result of the disaster.

For substantial damage, most families cannot afford the large unforeseen costs. So, if you borrowed money to cover the costs of the recovery and are still making payments on the recovery loan, include information about the size of the outstanding loan and the required monthly payment.

10. Other circumstances


This is not an exhaustive list. If there are any other circumstances that you want the colleges to know about, any regular payments or large lump-sum payments include them in your letter. Remember to include dollar values, dates, and specific descriptions, and be prepared to send documentation that shows that you actually incurred the expenses (or will have to incur the expenses).

