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FINISHING UP FAFSA

After you file the FAFSA you will receive an electronic document called the “Student Aid 
Report” or SAR.  This document is your communication tool to review your information and 
make changes for the colleges.  If you want to add a college or delete a college, you will use 
the SAR.  If you have questions, contact a financial aid office.

After you receive the SAR you will know that every college you listed on the FAFSA has also received information 
about you.  The colleges call this record about you the “ISIR”.  Once the college financial aid office has your initial 
ISIR you should receive some form of acknowledgement and usually a request for additional documentation.  
Follow the college instructions and meet all deadlines!

If you do not hear from a college within a couple of weeks of receiving your SAR, contact the college to be sure 
the ISIR has been received and find out what more you need to do.

Some colleges will tell you that you have been “selected for verification”.  This doesn’t mean there are problems; 
verification is a process used for many students.  Just follow the college instructions.

Remember to work with each college and respond to every request.  A form sent to one college is not shared 
with other colleges.  Only the FAFSA goes to every college.

Communication is electronic; students/families should be aware of each college’s method of communication.  
Check spam filters regularly and be sure the college has your correct email and text addresses.  

Your goal is a ‘complete file.’  Once you are admitted, the financial aid office is then able to make an offer 
of financial aid for your attendance at that college.  Some colleges will make a tentative offer when you are 
admitted and then request follow-up documentation.
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DETERMINING FAFSA ELIGIBILITY

1 - TOTAL COST

2 - ESTIMATED FAMILY CONTRIBUTION

The college will use the information on your FAFSA (and PROFILE if 
required, or DREAM APPLICATION if you are not a citizen) and local 
information to determine your eligibility.  

The basic formula for eligibility is: 

TOTAL COST -  ESTIMATED FAMILY CONTRIBUTION = ELIGIBILITY

We will look at each piece and provide some examples.

College costs more than just tuition and dorms!  Each college must develop a realistic budget of the expenses 
actually incurred by a student attending for one academic year (normally 9 months).  This budget must include:
• Tuition
• Fees
• Room and Board (on campus in dorms, or off campus or at home with parents)
• Books and Supplies
• Transportation
• Miscellaneous Personal

Go to the website of every college and search for ‘cost of attendance 2017-18’ or ‘student budgets 2017-18’ and 
enter the full amount on your spreadsheet.  If you can’t find the information at the college site, go to COLLEGE 
NAVIGATOR and look up the total cost and inflate it a bit for a good current estimate.

Information on your FAFSA is used to calculate an EFC for you.  The EFC is the government’s best estimate of the 
amount you and your family can contribute toward one year of college education.  The EFC takes into account:
• Student income and assets
• Parent income and assets
• Retirement needs based on age of the older parent
• Family size and number in college

You can find your EFC on your SAR after you file your FAFSA and get a response.  The EFC is NOT the amount 
you will actually pay; it is a number used to determine your eligibility for aid.  (See “Actually paying the college” for 
more information.  

http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/
http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/
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3- ELIGIBILITY DETERMINED BY THE ACADEMIC ORGANIZATION  

The college determines your correct budget (for example one full year, living in the dorms) and then subtracts 
your EFC (which comes to the college on the ISIR).  The college may provide you with federal, state and college 
aid to meet the difference – that’s your “eligibility” for need-based aid.

Let’s say you are being evaluated at UCLA, USC, CalArts and Santa Monica College.  Your EFC (as noted on your 
SAR) is 21,022. You can see that eligibility is relative to cost, while the EFC is relative to your family’s financial 
strength.  

IMPORTANT! Eligibility is not a guarantee of aid.  At one college you might be eligible for $50,000, but 
only receive $20,000.  Many colleges do not have sufficient funds to meet your full need.  That is why it is 
so important to do the NET PRICE research described on this site.  That will tell you which colleges have 
the resources and policies to meet more of your calculated eligibility.

SAMPLES

UCLAUSC CalArts Santa Monica

*Budgets are estimated and rounded for illustration purposes.  UCLA, USC and CalArts are based upon living in the dorms; Santa Monica is based upon 
living in an apartment.  Consult college websites for the actual current budgets.

Estimated budget $34,000

$34,000

$34,000

$34,000

$34,000

$34,000

$34,000

$34,000- Your Sample EFC

Eligibility $12,978 $46,478 $44,978 NOT ELIGIBLE
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NOT ELIGIBLE?

If you receive a notice that you are not eligible for need-based aid, you can still receive unsubsidized student 
and/or parent loans and scholarships not based on need.  Contact the college right away to learn about your 
options.

SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES

What if the EFC is much higher than you can afford?  What if you have expenses or job loss or circumstances 
you weren’t able to put on the FAFSA?  Your eligibility can be reviewed by the college, if the college chooses to 
do so.

“SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES” IN FINANCIAL AID

• Any circumstance affecting your need for money can be reported 
to a Financial Aid Office (FAO).  Report facts you can’t report on 
the FAFSA (see examples) and significant changes after the FAFSA 
is filed.

• Examples:  Change of income in 2015 or 2016, child support or 
social security stops at age 18, loss of job, serious illness, disasters, 
extended family obligations, special medical needs or supplies, 
unusual expenses, etc. – something that makes your income 
significantly less than you were allowed to report on the FAFSA.

• Report special circumstances only to the FAO at each college 
under consideration.  Do not report special circumstances 
to federal or state authorities or the California Student Aid 
Commission.  Do not attach letters or information to your 
FAFSA.  Work separately with each FAO; the offices will make an 
individual, local decision.

• Financial Aid Offices have the discretion, but not the obligation, 
to change the evaluation of cost and resources to meet special 
need.   Approaches will differ from college to college.  The 
college decision is final.  Colleges generally have appeal processes 
within the institution, but there are no appeals to federal or state 
authorities.

• In order to exercise this professional judgment (i.e., change your 
financial aid based on local discretion), the FAO staff must satisfy 
3 federal requirements: decisions must be made on a case-by-case 
basis, with written justification and adequate documentation.
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HOW TO REPORT SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES

Unless you are given instructions to the contrary, send a letter to the FAO of every college under consideration 
that includes:

•  A brief explanation of the special situation affecting your ability to pay.
 Example: “I receive child support payments for my daughter that end when she turns 18. The child    
 support I reported on the FAFSA will not be available.”
•  A detailed estimate of the financial effect of the situation, with exact dollars included.  The FAO 

cannot guess or estimate for you.  You must make the estimate.
 Example:  “In 2015, I received $500 per month for a total of $6000.  She turns 18 in April 2016; the check I   
 get in April 2016 will be the last.”
•  A specific time frame for your estimate.
 Example:  “From July 1, 2017 – June 30, 2018 (the college year) I will receive $0 in child support.”
•  Documentation of the situation.
 Example:  Attach a copy of the court order.

All letters should be signed by both the student and parent(s) and include the student’s full legal name and 
social security number or ID assigned by the college.  Contact the Financial Aid Office 2 – 3 weeks after 
sending your information (if you don’t hear from the FAO).  Make a personal or phone appointment with a 
counselor if you have questions.

FOLLOW LOCAL INSTRUCTIONS. 
The final authority rests with the college. Remember you can report special situations AT ANY TIME.  
If an emergency arises during the year, contact the Financial Aid Office immediately. 
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PACKAGING

THE OFFER IS NOT ALONG

“Packaging” is the name colleges use to describe the process by which they work to fill your eligibility.  
They call it “packaging” because your financial aid is usually made up of pieces from several sources (Fed-
eral? State? Local? Private?) that come together in a package of financial aid.  (For example, you might 
get a federal grant, a state grant, a federal student loan and a scholarship from the college itself.  Together 
these items make up your ‘package’ of financial aid.)

The colleges will review your information to see if you are eligible for federal aid (like Federal Pell Grant, 
Federal Work Study, Federal Direct Student Loans), state aid (like Cal Grant), and local or institutional aid 
(like UC Grant, State University Grant, community college fee waiver).  YOU DO NOT HAVE TO APPLY 
SEPARATELY FOR THESE FUNDS.  The FAFSA is an application for all of them.

The colleges will put together a package of the best aid available to you.  This package may meet your full 
calculated eligibility or it may be only a partial amount.  The description of this package will be sent to you 
as a “financial aid offer” or “financial aid award letter”.  

What if your offer of financial aid is not enough??  Here are some options:

Review your personal circumstances and reread the section on ‘Special Circumstances’.  Is there 
something that makes it unusual and difficult for your family to pay the amount expected?  If so, talk to 
the financial aid office immediately about that circumstance and ask for a professional judgment review.

Even if you do not have a ‘special circumstance’ the expectation may just be too high and the aid too low.  
Call financial aid and talk to a counselor (or someone with authority to change a financial aid package) 
and let them know.  This is not usually successful as the college has usually already done its best, but it’s 
OK to ask and let them know.

Call the admissions office and let them know you cannot commit to the college yet because you are not 
getting enough money.  Depending upon how much they want you to choose their college they might 
help you get more funds.

Consider your financial back-up options:  A less expensive school?  Another choice with a better offer of 
financial aid?  Start at community college and transfer?  

Be careful not to take excess loan if that is the only option offered to you! You have four or 

more years of college ahead; private loans to close the financial gap can quickly become a 

burden on your future success and financial stability.



(626) 584-4055

INFO@CSSSAF.ORG

WWW.CSSSAF.ORG


