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PROFESSIONAL JUDGMENTS

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
The bad economy might contain a glimmer of good news for families trying to send a student to college.

The month of April brings the deadline for filing federal and state tax returns, and the information on those returns is utilized to determine eligibility for college funding.  College financial aid officers, private scholarship committees and bank loan officers will refer to income information from 2008 when assessing a prospective college student’s financial need.

The tax return, however, only reflects a family’s finances through December 31.  What happens if the family suffered a job loss late in the year or after January 1?  How can an assessment of the student’s college financial need be updated to reflect this new economic reality?

Federal law provides families with an opportunity to update their financial information while allowing college administrators to be flexible when helping students obtain more financial aid.

“For those parents who have just lost a job during this economic downturn, the irony is that financial eligibility (for college financial aid) just went up for most of those families,” said Dave Murray, a long-time administrator at DePauw University who now advises students and parents on college financing strategies.  “The money is out there if you know how to find your way to it.  College is still accessible despite these economic times.”

Murray explained that a family can submit new information to a college financial aid office based on recent changes to the family’s income.  Armed with this new information, the family then needs to ask the chief financial aid officer to make a “professional judgment” based on “special circumstances.”

“Most families are not aware that under federal financial aid regulations, a college financial aid director can make what is called a ‘professional judgment’ and change the family’s number under the eligibility formula,” Murray said.  These changes must be made by May 15.

Federal law establishes “special circumstances” that can be considered when making a “professional judgment.”  In addition to job loss, those circumstances also include medical expenses not covered by insurance, unusually high child care costs and the sale of a farm or business that resulted from bankruptcy or foreclosure.

Other “special circumstances” can include the death of – or a serious injury to – the family’s primary wage earner, retirement, a recent divorce, the abrupt termination of child support payments and property loss caused by weather, fire or theft.

Importantly, a “professional judgment” can be made for “special circumstances” if the family’s primary wage earner has been called to active military duty, lowering the family’s income.  Having a family member who is defending America does not leave that family defenseless when seeking additional college financial aid.

Murray then advises families to schedule meetings with college administrators.  Ask questions.  Share new information.  Do not be embarrassed to admit that you don’t know what you don’t know.  Instead, Murray states, “You need to be assertive.”

“The tragedy is in Indiana too many students and families miss opportunities for financial aid and lose out on grant money,” Murray said.  “And yet, the biggest reason students drop out of college is unmet financial need.”

Murray tells the story of 27 high school students who received a total of just over $40,000 in college financial aid.  “Yet they were eligible for $143,000 in federal and state grant money,” Murray lamented.  “They left over $100,000 on the table.”

That’s a mistake that Sherry Nicholson does not want to make.  The Nicholson family includes three children, and the oldest hopes to go to college in the fall.  Sherry and her husband are each working two jobs, and they also consulted with Dave Murray on how to obtain college financial aid.

Like most parents, the Nicholsons at first felt overwhelmed.  But not anymore.

“It wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be,” Sherry Nicholson said.  “File the forms you need to file, and then don’t be afraid to ask questions.”

Leaving money on the table is never a good idea, especially during times of economic crisis, and especially when trying to send your kids to college.  The April tax deadline does not need to be the end of the line for the information you are providing to obtain college financial aid.

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.

(Note to editors: IYI provides members of the media free data research and information on sources for stories on youth issues. To access this service or to arrange an interview with IYI President and CEO Bill Stanczykiewicz, please contact Glenn Augustine, vice president—communications at 800-343-7060, 317-396-2734 or gaugustine@iyi.org.)
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