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Application Process



Students should know that the FAFSA 
is a federal application used to 
determine student eligibility for:

• Federal programs 
• State programs 
• School programs

Prior to Applying 
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The FAFSA will be available October 1
for the upcoming award year.

When to Apply
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OCT

2026



PA State Grant Filing Deadline
May 1, 20XX 
• All renewal applicants
• New applicants who plan to enroll in a degree program
• New applicants enrolling in a college transferable program

August 1, 20XX
• Non-renewal applicants enrolling in:

– Business, Trade, or Technical School
– Hospital school of Nursing
– Community College
– Open-admission Colleges
– 2-year programs that are not transferable

Know Your Deadlines!
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• Students will need a StudentAid.gov Account to start the FAFSA form online 

• Users will be presented with the same questions in the account creation process
– Personal information (name, DOB, Social Security number)
– Account information (username and password)
– Contact information
– Communication preferences

• Users will set up multi-factor authentication 

• Parents can create a StudentAid.gov Account without an SSN

• Identity match with the Social Security Administration (SSA) 
will be completed when SSN is provided

StudentAid.gov Account Process 
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StudentAid.gov Account
Screenshot of Account Creation Page
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• Students will need to "invite" their contributors to complete their portion of the 
FAFSA.

• To invite contributors, students will need contributors email addresses. 
• A code will be sent to the parent or spouse by email.  

– The parent or spouse will be directed to accept the invite by entering the code on an “Accept an Invite” 
page that can be accessed by the email or StudentAid.gov once they are logged in. 

Who is a Contributor on the 2027-28 FAFSA?
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For Dependent Students, Who Reports Info on the 
2027-28 FAFSA?

PHEAA – Providing affordable access to higher education. 13

YES
• Married parents living together

• Biological parents living together

• Divorced or separated parents:
– The parent that provided the most financial 

support to student over the past 12 months
– If equal, then student would invite the parent 

with the higher income and assets 

• Stepparent – If part of the student’s 
household

• Adoptive parents

NO
• Foster Parents

• Legal Guardians
– By court order

• Anyone else the student is 
living with



A student may need to ask their parents to provide information 
on their FAFSA form based on the student’s dependency status.

This tool helps determine which 
parents should participate in a 
student's FAFSA form.

StudentAid.gov/fafsaParent

Who counts as a parent on the FAFSA form? 

PHEAA–Providing affordable access to higher education. 14

http://www.studentaid.gov/fafsaparent


• The student
• The student’s spouse if married filing separate tax return
• A biological or adoptive parent
• The spouse of the remarried parent who is on the FAFSA (stepparent)—if 

separate tax return was filed
• Unmarried biological parents of the dependent student who live together
• Both parents if married filing separate returns or neither filed a tax return 
• Independent student and, if married, spouse, if filing separate tax returns 

or neither filed a tax return

Who needs to create a StudentAid.gov Account?
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Students must file a FAFSA 
every year they are enrolled 
in postsecondary education.

Apply online at: 
StudentAid.gov

Filing the FAFSA 
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Documents Needed to Complete the FAFSA

PHEAA–Providing affordable access to higher education. 17

Social Security Numbers 2025 Federal Tax Returns 
and W-2’s

Current bank statements and records of 
other investment accounts
(as of the FAFSA filing date)

Current Records of any stocks, 
bonds and other investments, 

including 529 for student for whom 
the FAFSA is being completed

Email Addresses (Not high 
school email address)

 

Student & Contributor(s) 
Federal Student Aid 

Account (FSA ID)

Total child support from the most 
recently complete calendar year



Prior-Prior Year—What to Use & When

Plan to Attend 
College From

Submit the 
FAFSA Form

Using Tax 
Information From

Jul 1, 2026–Jun 30, 2027 Oct 1, 2025–Jun 30, 2027 2024

Jul 1, 2027–Jun 30, 2028 Oct 1, 2026–Jun 30, 2028 2025

Jul 1, 2028–Jun 30, 2029 Oct 1, 2027–Jun 30, 2029 2026
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• Faster than paper
– Online help and skip logic assist applicants in completing 

accurately
• IRS data flows into the form

– Allows the transfer of federal tax information to their FAFSA
• Easy to compare those schools included on FAFSA form
• The on-line application can be viewed in Spanish or English
• Free

Benefits of Applying Online
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The FAFSA 
asks who is 

logging in—the

student or 
parent?

REMEMBER: 
A StudentAid.gov 

Account is required 
to be created prior to 
beginning the FAFSA.

Login 
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1. Personal Circumstances
2. Demographics
3. Financials
4. Colleges
5. Contributor Invite
6. Signature

FAFSA—6 Sections for Student

PHEAA–Providing affordable access to higher education. 21



An Approve 
button must be 
selected by the 
student and 
all required 
contributors.

Providing Consent & Approval

PHEAA–Providing affordable access to higher education. 22

2026-27

2024
2026-27



• A series of student questions to determine 
if parental contributor data is required
– Dependent—include parental data
– Provisional Independent

• If they cannot provide parent info—
May be considered as a Provisionally 
Independent student and would 
need to work with the financial aid 
office to certify. This only needs to be 
done their first year of attendance 
(assuming they don't transfer 
to another school)

– Independent—just student data

Determining if Parental Contributor is Required
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• Were you born before January 1, 2004? 
– This is not asked directly, but now auto calculates from the student’s “Date of Birth,” 

located on the form

• As of today, are you married? 
– This is now captured by the question regarding the student’s marital status

• At the beginning of the 2027-28 academic year, will the student be working 
on a master’s or doctorate program (such as an M.A., MBA, M.D., J.D., 
Ph.D., Ed.D., graduate certificate, etc.)?

• The student is currently serving on active duty in the U.S. Armed Forces 
for purposes other than training

• The student is a veteran of the U.S. Armed Forces

Determining if a Student is a Dependent or Independent
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Continued…

• The student has children or other people (excluding their spouse) who live with them and 
receive more than half of their support from the student now and between July 1, 2027, 
and June 30, 2028.

• At any time since the student turned 13, they were an orphan (no living biological or 
adoptive parent)

• At any time since the student turned 13, they were a ward of the court
• At any time since the student turned 13, they were in foster care
• The student is or was a legally emancipated minor, as determined by a court in their 

state of residence 
• At any time on or after July 1, 2026, the student was unaccompanied and either homeless 

or self-supporting and at risk of being homeless
• The student is or was in a legal guardianship with someone other than their parent or 

stepparent, as determined by a court in their state of residence

Determining if a Student is a Dependent or Independent
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Dependent Student Status

PHEAA–Providing affordable access to higher education. 26
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• The student will then be prompted to answer the FAFSA's 
Demographic Information questions. These include the following:
– Student's gender
– Student's race and ethnicity
– Student's citizenship status
– Parents education status
– Parents killed in line of duty
– Student high school completion status
– Student’s high school information

Student Demographics
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• The student is then asked 
questions about their 
2025 tax return

• In consenting to the 
terms of the FAFSA, if the 
student filed a 
2025 Federal tax return, 
that information will 
automatically be 
transferred from the IRS

Student Financials Section
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• Students and parents can transfer IRS tax 
return income directly into the FAFSA
– The student and ALL contributors must 

consent to have tax information transferred 

• The data exchange with the IRS may not work 
if the student or parent:
– FAFSA marital status doesn’t match Prior Prior 

Year IRS tax status
– Married and filed as Head of Household
– Filed a Puerto Rican or foreign tax return

IRS Direct Data Exchange

Tax filers flagged due to 
identity theft can’t have 

IRS Data transferred

PHEAA–Providing affordable access to higher education. 29



.

Student Financials—Asset Information
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Students may list 
up to 20 schools 
on their FAFSA. 

Postsecondary schools 
will not see that other 

schools are listed.

School Selection
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Parent Contributor
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Invite Parent Contributor
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Parent Contributor Invite
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Updated Notification of Pending Submission 
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• Once the parents accept the 
invitation utilizing their 
unique code, they are asked 
to provide consent for their 
tax information to be 
retrieved from the IRS

• Failure to consent will make 
the student ineligible 
for Federal Aid

Parental Consent
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• The Parent has 3 sections to 
complete:

– Parent Demographics
– Parent Financials
– Signature

• The parent is asked about their 
current marital status 

• Parent answers demographic 
questions before advancing to the 
Financials portion of the FAFSA

Parent Demographics
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Parent Financials—Family Size
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Parent Tax Return Information
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• The parent is 
asked questions 
about their 2025 
tax return. They 
enter a response in 
each entry field. 



Parent Financials – Asset Information

PHEAA – Providing affordable access to higher education. 40



• Parents are asked to 
sign and submit their 
section of the FAFSA

Parents Signature
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Confirmation page 
will be emailed and 

is available if the 
student logs into 
StudentAid.gov  

Confirmation Page When Parent Submits the FAFSA

PHEAA–Providing affordable access to higher education. 42

10/12/2026

Applicants should allow or enable 
pop-ups from StudentAid.gov prior 
to completing the FAFSA, to ensure 
they are able to view all beneficial 

information. 

https://studentaid.gov/
https://studentaid.gov/


In addition to the FAFSA, first-time applicants, as well as some renewal applicants, must 
complete the PA State Grant Application Process.

Steps to apply for PA State Grant
1. Complete the FAFSA by the appropriate filing deadline. 

2. Wait for an email from PHEAA with a link to activate your PA State Grant System account.  The email 
will be sent to the address provided on your FAFSA. 

3. Review and complete items listed on your dashboard.

Students should be advised to watch for email messages and standard mail from PHEAA regarding their 
PA State Grant status and to respond to requests for information as quickly as possible. Students with 
incomplete applications will not be considered for state grant funds. Additional details on how to apply 
for a PA State Grant can be found at pheaa.org

PA State Grant Application Process
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Free publications for secondary and postsecondary students are available 
for download in Spanish and English at:
• FinancialAidToolkit.ed.gov

– Searchable database of outreach resources
– FSA’s YouTube Channel has helpful videos exploring different types of financial aid

• Federal Contact Assistance
– StudentAid.gov
– Email or chat
– Phone: 1-800-433-3243 

FAFSA Federal Resources
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Federal Student Aid Estimator

PHEAA – Providing affordable access to higher education. 45

The Federal Student Aid 
Estimator provides an 
estimate of the federal 
student aid a student may 
be eligible to receive

Visit
 StudentAid.gov

2026-27

https://studentaid.gov/


Promote FAFSA Filing
PHEAA Products & Services



• Financial Aid Night Toolkit

• FAFSA Toolkit
– Includes PDFs, flyers, ads for school 

publications, newspaper articles 
and planning information

• Career Education and Work 
Standards Toolkits (Chapter 339 materials)

– Includes free materials and lesson 
plans to help students meet the 
academic and career standards 
developed by the PA Department of 
Education

PHEAA Toolkits
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PHEAA offers a large variety of materials that are 
free to order at PHEAA.org/order-online.

PHEAA Materials 

48
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Higher Education Access Corner Podcast 
• Higher Education Access Corner provides candid conversations 

around higher education access and affordability. Tune in to 
hear a variety of engaging discussions with industry 
professionals, as well as how PHEAA helps create affordable 
access to higher education. 

• Available on Spotify, Google Podcasts, Anchor, iHeartRadio, 
and Amazon Music. 

• Subscribe and listen on your favorite podcast app or streaming 
platform! pheaa.org/tools-resources/podcasts/index.shtml 

Alternative Materials
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• Financial Aid Nights
• FAFSA Completion Sessions
• Junior Jump Starts
• Student Programs

– EducationPlanner—Scholarship Search
– MySmartBorrowing—Financial Literacy

Helping Students & Families
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• Students and their parents (or guardians) receive FREE assistance with 
completing the FAFSA

• Students and parents need to have their StudentAid.gov account (formerly 
FSA ID) created and verified prior to attending the session

• PHEAA’s FAFSA Tipsheet contains information on what documents and 
other information will be needed to complete the online process

• Information about upcoming FAFSA Completion Sessions can be found at 
pheaa.org/fafsa-events

• Contact PHEAA Higher Education Access Partner for more details on these 
sessions

FAFSA Completion Services
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Track FAFSA completions through 
Business Partner Access Management System (BPAMS)

Online High School Access

Student’s first, middle, and last name Date FAFSA processed
Date of birth Flag for additional information
Zip code only FAFSA status flag
Date FAFSA submitted Must complete RAA and ASF with PHEAA

52PHEAA – Providing affordable access to higher education.



May 27, 2026
10 – 11 a.m. 

•  To support schools with the universal Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA®) requirement in Pennsylvania for the upcoming 
school year, PHEAA will present information to counselors on the steps to 
get access to FAFSA completion reporting and how to view the information 
on our website. 

• Register at pheaa.org/virtual

FAFSA Reporting Overview for Educators and Counselors
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Scan to 
register! 



Presenters:
Amy Kotzev (Sawdey)

Higher Education Access Partner
Allegheny County

Evelyn Disla-Hernandez
Higher Education Access Partner

Carbon, Lehigh, Monroe, Montgomery, Northampton, and Pike Counties

Questions 
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Find your Access Partner 
contact information here:



Questions



Scenario 1

Question: Nancy lives with both parents, but they are not married. Whose information 
goes on the FAFSA?

Answer: ​Both parent’s information is used in this case and they both need separate  
Studentaid.gov accounts.

Counseling Scenarios
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Scenario 2

Question: Kurt is a HS senior who lives at home with his parents. However, Kurt’s parents don’t plan to 
contribute to tuition or school expenses and have told Kurt that they don’t want to provide their information on 
the 2026–27 FAFSA. What will happen if Kurt’s parents refuse to be contributors on the FAFSA?

A. Kurt will receive temporary independent student status.
B. Kurt will be eligible for subsidized loans only.
C. Kurt will be ineligible for federal student aid.
D. Kurt can ask another relative to be a contributor instead. 

Answer: The answer is C. If Kurt’s parents won’t be contributors and complete their required sections of the 
2026–27 FAFSA, it will result in an incomplete application and Kurt will be ineligible for federal student aid. Kurt 
should remind both parents that participating as contributors doesn’t indicate any financial responsibility. If the 
parents continue to refuse, Kurt has the option to revise previously entered answers on the FAFSA to apply for 
unsubsidized loans only. Doing this will remove the contributor requirement. For guidance, Kurt should contact 
the school’s financial aid office.

Counseling Scenarios
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Scenario 3

Question: Student Julie wants to file her FAFSA. Her parents are divorced, and neither is 
remarried. Julie was living with her father until two weeks ago. He took a job in a different 
state, and Julie has moved in with her mother and will live there until she graduates from 
high school. Julie’s father continues to provide the greater amount towards her cost of care. 
Which parent should Julie include in the FAFSA? Is Julie eligible to apply for PA State aid? 

Answer: Julie’s father will be the contributor on her FAFSA as he provided the most 
financial support over the past twelve months. She is eligible to apply for PA State aid 
based on domicile of the student and the parent she is now living with. 

Counseling Scenarios
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Scenario 4

Question: Student Ronald is ready to file his FAFSA. Ronald is a U.S. citizen, but his parents 
are undocumented. His parents did not file taxes and so they do not have ITINs. What 
should they do next? 

Answer: Since neither parent filed taxes, both would need to create StudentAid.gov 
accounts. When creating a StudentAid.gov Account, they would need to select that they 
don’t have a Social Security Number. If the credit bureau cannot verify their identity, they 
will need to provide the appropriate documentation to Federal Student Aid.

Counseling Scenarios
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Counseling Scenarios
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Scenario 5

Question: Student Sonya is in the process of filling out her FAFSA. She is a dependent student, and 
her parents filed a joint tax return for 2024. The parent’s email address is required to send the 
invitation. She fills in the information for her mother, but her mother does not receive an invitation 
to provide information in Sonya’s FAFSA. What could be the reasons that her mother did not receive 
the invitation? How could Sonya fix the situation so that her mother gets the invitation?

Answer: Sonya potentially listed her mother’s email address incorrectly, which can be fixed by 
Sonya signing in to her FAFSA application and updating the email address or by adding a different 
email address for her mother. Additionally, the email may have been flagged as spam by mom’s 
email account. However, Sonya’s mother can directly access the invitation by signing in to 
StudentAid.gov with her StudentAid.gov account. Under her My Activity page she will be able to 
accept the invitation and provide the required information.



Scenario 6

Question: Student Michael wants to file his FAFSA. Michael’s mother and father have 
been separated for a year and live in separate locations. Michael’s mother indicates that 
each parent provides an equal amount of financial support for Michael, and their shared 
custody arrangement means that Michael lives an equal amount of time with each 
parent. How would they determine who should be the contributor on Michael’s FAFSA? 
What is the rationale? 

Answer: If both parents provided an equal amount of financial support for Michael, the 
contributing parent would need to be the one with the greater income and assets.

Counseling Scenarios
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Scenario 7

Question: The student lived with two moms who were legally married and filed a joint income tax 
return in the calendar year prior to filing the FAFSA. One mom has died prior to filing the FAFSA. Can 
the surviving parent from a same-sex marriage be considered the Parent of Record on the FAFSA? 

Answer: It depends, you must determine whether the surviving mom was the student’s biological or 
adoptive parent or is listed on the student’s birth certificate. If the surviving mom is the biological 
parent, has adopted the student, or is listed on the student’s birth certificate as allowed by the state, 
then she is the student’s parent for purposes of completing the FAFSA. 

However, if the surviving mom is not the biological parent, has never adopted the student, and is not 
listed on the student’s birth certificate, then the student’s parent for purposes of completing the 
FAFSA reverts to the student’s biological father. If the student’s biological father is also deceased, the 
student is independent (because she is an orphan). 

Counseling Scenarios
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Counseling Scenarios
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Scenario 8

Question: Student Evelyn has finished the student section of the FAFSA and now has to complete the 
parent section. Evelyn lives with her mother and stepfather, who married in February 2025. Her 
biological father is deceased. In 2024, her mother and stepfather did not file their taxes together. 
What will be the process to enter the parent income information on the FAFSA?

Answer: Evelyn will need to invite both her mother and stepfather to be contributors on the FAFSA, 
and each would need to create their own individual StudentAid.gov account to transfer their Federal 
Tax Information (FTI) directly into the FAFSA.



Scenario 9 

Question: Student Wendy is homeless and currently living with a friend’s family in the school district. She has 
been deemed homeless by the school district as an unaccompanied homeless youth. Can she file the FAFSA as 
an independent student?

Answer: Yes. On the FAFSA, Wendy would answer yes to the question, “At any time on or after July 1, 2025, was 
the student unaccompanied and either (1) homeless or (2) self-supporting and at risk of being homeless?” Wendy 
should then indicate if any of the following determined she was homeless or at risk of becoming homeless:

• Director or designee of an emergency or transitional shelter, street outreach program, homeless youth drop-
in center, or other program serving those experiencing homelessness

• The student’s high school or school district homeless liaison or designee Director or designee of a project 
supported by a federal TRIO or GEAR UP program grant FAA. 

If Wendy had not received a determination from any of the persons listed above, she would need to contact the 
Financial Aid Administrator at her schools of choice. The schools will make this determination.

Counselor Scenarios
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Scenario 10

Question: Student Ed has parents that have been separated for almost two years. Ed lives with his 
father and does not receive any financial support from his mother. Ed's two younger siblings also live 
in the household. The father claims all the children on his federal tax return. Ed’s parent’s tax filing 
status for the last two years has been married filing jointly since they have not officially divorced. How 
should Ed determine the family size to be reported? As the contributor on Ed’s FASFA, how will his 
father report his income information?

Answer:  Because Ed’s father’s marital status conflicts with his tax filing status of married filing joint, 
he will be prompted to manually enter his federal tax information. Since his FTI is not being 
transferred, he will need to enter his family size.

Counseling Scenarios
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