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Agenda

• Introduction
• Underlying Concepts
• Questions to Ask When Making a PJ Decision
• Areas Where PJ Can Be Exercised With Case Studies
• Importance of Documentation
• Final Thoughts 



HEA Section 479A

• “DISCRETION OF FINANCIAL AID ADMINISTRATORS” Sec. 479A.  
“Nothing in this part shall be interpreted as limiting the ability of the 
financial aid administrator, on the basis of adequate documentation, 
to make necessary adjustments to the cost of attendance and 
expected family contribution computations to allow for treatment of 
the individual students with special circumstances…..”

• Professional judgment allows for the individual treatment of a 
student who has special circumstances that are not sufficiently 
addressed by the standardized federal student aid formulas and 
delivery methods.  



What Professional Judgment is Not

• Correcting or updating FAFSA information
• Making across the board changes
• Changing a student’s status from Independent to Dependent
• Adjusting the EFC directly
• Altering the Need Analysis formula itself
• Including expenses for post-enrollment activities
• Making changes in the general program requirements
• Giving allowances that are already taken into account by 

the Income Protection Allowance in the EFC Formulas



Questions to Ask When Making a PJ Decision

• Is the student and/or family actually experiencing unusual 
circumstances?

• Would a “reasonable” person reviewing the same set of 
circumstances reach a similar decision as yours?

• Is the method you have chosen to adjust an “appropriate” method 
based on the situation at hand?

• Should you do a PJ at all?
• What documentation should you collect?



Types of Professional Judgement and 
Case Studies

• Dependency Status
• Need Analysis
• Cost of Attendance
• Denial or Reduction of Direct Loan or Direct PLUS Eligibility
• Satisfactory Academic Progress



PJ:  Dependency Status
• The following are not singly or in combination to be considered 

“unusual”:  parental refusal to contribute, parent unwilling to 
complete FAFSA or provide verification information, parent does not 
claim student for IRS purposes, student demonstrates self-sufficiency

• Unusual circumstances do/might include:  abandonment by the 
parents, an abusive family environment that threatens the student’s 
safety, the student is unable to locate his or her parents

• An institution can, without gathering additional documentation, 
accept an override granted by another school in the same academic 
year



Dependency Status Case Study



PJ:  Need Analysis 

• Potential reasons for adjustment
• You can (and should) decide which of the treatments of income will 

be most appropriate for this student – base year, estimated year, or 
calendar year?

• Ensure that your adjustments are appropriate and follow through all 
the needed elements; for example, if you are lowering AGI, you would 
logically follow through and adjust income from work and federal tax 
paid to reflect the new income figures



Need Analysis Case Study



PJ:  Cost of Attendance
• COA Components:  Tuition and Fees; Room and Board; Books, 

Supplies, Transportation, Personal Expenses, and Computer Costs
• Additional Allowances:  Dependent Care, Disability-related, 

Cooperative Education Programs, Study Abroad, and Loan Fees
• Restrictions – you cannot create new cost components AND expenses 

must be incurred by the student for the student for the period of 
enrollment.  

• School policies should dictate when PJ for COA might be used – for 
example, adding your standard child care allowance is not a PJ, but 
adjusting the standard allowance for a particular student would be.   



Cost of Attendance Case Study



PJ:  Denial or Reduction of Direct Loan or 
Direct PLUS Eligibility
• Reasons for denying or reducing loan eligibility may include:  high 

student debt burden; and borrower’s unwillingness to repay the loan 
(must be able to document rationale).  

• Denial or reduction of loan eligibility cannot be based upon:  
bankruptcy, current or past, as this is an indicator of an inability to 
repay the loan, not an unwillingness to do so

• If a parent is unable to borrow a Direct PLUS, denial of additional 
Direct Unsubsidized Loan funds for a student requires PJ



PJ:  Satisfactory Academic Progress
• Financial Aid Administrator may exercise PJ to waive SAP standards 

due to undue hardships on case-by-case basis.  These might include, 
but are not limited to:  death of a student’s relative; student’s 
personal injury or illness; other special circumstances as determined 
by the school.  

• Your SAP policy must include whether a student can appeal a 
determination, the basis on which a student can file an appeal, and 
information that must be submitted with or in the appeal.

• If your institution does not allow for SAP appeals, your policy must 
explain how the student can reestablish eligibility for Title IV funds.  



Satisfactory Academic Progress 
Case Study



Documentation Requirements

• Documentation provides a history of the student’s circumstances so 
that anyone else who might review the decision later (another 
financial aid administrator in your office, an auditor, a program 
reviewer, etc.) will understand the situation. 

• Detailed documentation helps to ensure consistency.  
• Two types:

1.  Student – to support the request for consideration
2.  Institutional – clear record of the decision that was made 



Final Thoughts
• Documentation must support the outcome:  decision made, date, 

how determination was made, who made the decision
• Policies and procedures ensure consistency, are subject to audit 

review, and verifies that PJ policy complies with your institutional 
policies

• Professional judgment is highly subjective; there is no right or wrong 
answer.  You must make your own decision.

• It is important to understand that many FAOs will approach a similar 
situation and arrive at equally valid but different solutions.  


	Professional Judgment:  Getting Into the Weeds
	Agenda	
	HEA Section 479A
	What Professional Judgment is Not
	Questions to Ask When Making a PJ Decision
	Types of Professional Judgement and �Case Studies
	PJ:  Dependency Status
	Dependency Status Case Study
	PJ:  Need Analysis 
	Need Analysis Case Study
	PJ:  Cost of Attendance
	Cost of Attendance Case Study
	PJ:  Denial or Reduction of Direct Loan or Direct PLUS Eligibility
	PJ:  Satisfactory Academic Progress
	Satisfactory Academic Progress �Case Study
	Documentation Requirements
	Final Thoughts

