
What is the FAFSA and why is it important? 

The FAFSA is the Free Application for Federal Student Aid and is used by students (and their parents) in order 

to receive government financial aid for college. The FAFSA helps colleges and the U.S. Department of Education 

evaluate your financial need and determine how much financial support you require. 

The FAFSA is your portal to federal and state student aid including loans (money you must pay back), grants 

(money you don’t have to pay back), and work-study positions (money you have to work for). 

The FAFSA helps determine not only what aid you qualify for, but your expected family contribution toward the 

cost of your education, which will vary by school.  

When is the FAFSA due and when can I start applying for financial aid? 

You can begin submitting FAFSA applications for the 2020-2021 academic year on Oct. 1, 2019. 

A lot of financial aid is handed out on a first-come, first-served basis, so it’s wise to submit your forms as soon as 

possible once the application opens. 

Am I a dependent or independent applicant according to the FAFSA? 

The FAFSA requires you to determine whether you are dependent on a parent or not. Being dependent means that 

you are legally dependent on someone besides yourself—most, high-school students are dependent on their parents. 

For the purposes of the FAFSA, a parent is any of the following: 

• Your birth mother or father 

• A parent who adopted you 

• A step-parent who’s married to your birth or adoptive parent 

If you live with a parent (as defined above), or you live alone, or with grandparents/siblings/close friends, but are 

still in contact with your parents, you are dependent. 

However, you may be considered independent if you are: 

• Be 24 years of age or older  

• Be an orphan (both parents deceased), ward of the court, in foster care or was a ward of the court when 13 years 

or older 

•  Be a veteran of the Armed Forces of the United States or serving on active duty for other than training purposes 

•  Be a graduate or professional student 

•  Be a married individual 

•  Have legal dependents other than a spouse 

•  Be an emancipated minor or in legal guardianship 

•  Be a homeless youth 

•  Be a student for whom a financial aid administrator makes a documented determination of independence by 

reason of other unusual circumstances. 

Which documents will I need to fill out the FAFSA? 

These documents can include the following, but may change based on your dependency status (as determined by the 

question above): 



• Your Social Security number 

• Social Security numbers for one or both parents: If you cannot access the physical cards, double check that 

the names and social security numbers match your parents’ tax returns 

• Your driver’s license, if you have one 

• Alien registration or permanent resident cards, if you or your parents are not U.S. citizens 

• Your parents’ tax records: These include forms like the IRS 1040, 1040A, 1040EZ, and any documents 

used to fill out tax returns like W-2 forms, bank statements, or mortgage interest statements*.  

*Some students will be able to use the IRS data retrieval tool to automatically transfer information from these forms 

to the FAFSA form. However, not all students will be able to take advantage of this tool.  

• Your own tax records, if you recently filed a return 

• Records of any untaxed income in your family such as Social Security, welfare benefits, or veterans’ 

benefits 

• A record of your and/or your parents’ assets 

• A list of the schools you have applied to or will apply to.   

Do I already have a Federal Student Aid ID? 

If you’ve submitted the FAFSA in past years, you should already have a Federal Student Aid ID (or FSA ID). 

You’ll use your FSA ID each year you are in school to submit a FAFSA application, as well as to look up your 

federal loans once you graduate, so be sure to note your username and password somewhere secure. 

If you’re a dependent student, your parent or guardian will also need to create an FSA ID, and you cannot do so on 

their behalf. 

Do I need a parent’s help to apply for FAFSA? 

If you’re classified as a dependent for the FAFSA, you will likely need your parents’ help filling out the FAFSA, 

especially for the sections pertaining to their assets. 

Have I entered my information correctly? 

Once all your answers are in, it’s important that you review the entire application for accuracy, before submitting the 

form. 

As you’re filling out the application, remember that you can always call the FAFSA hotline at 1-800-433-3243 for 

official answers to any questions or concerns. 

Does my Student Aid Report reflect my application accurately? 

Once you’ve submitted your FAFSA, you’ll receive a Student Aid Report (SAR) by email (if you’ve provided an 

email address on your application) or by snail mail.   

Electronic SARs are sent anywhere between three days and three weeks from when you apply, depending on 

whether you’ve applied online or on paper, and whether you’ve supplied an email address. 

 

 



Best Tips for Filling out FAFSA 

1. Set up an FSA ID 

An FSA ID is your Federal Student Aid Identification. You will need to set up a username and password that will 

give you access to US Department of Education websites. Your FSA ID identifies you as someone who can view 

personal information on ED websites including the FAFSA. Both you and your parent with need to create an FSA 

ID.   

Be sure to save your FSA ID information in a safe place so you are able to access it each year when you update your 

FAFSA application. (You must update your FAFSA information every year you are in school.)   

2. Gather Documents 

• Your Social Security Number 

• Your parent’s Social Security numbers (if you are a dependent student) 

• Your driver’s license number (if you have one) 

• Your Alien Registration number (if you are not a US citizen) 

• Federal tax information or tax returns for the past two years. You’ll need your parent’s and your own if you 

are a dependent student, or your spouse’s if you are married. 

• Records of any untaxed income including: child support, alimony, interest income and veteran’s non-

education benefits. 

• Information on your current assets including checking and savings accounts, stocks and bonds, real estate 

(not including the home you live in.) 

You will need to gather this information for both you and your parents if you are a dependent student, or for you and 

your spouse, if you are married. If you are single and cannot be claimed as a dependent your will only need your 

information for each item listed above. 

3. Fill out the FAFSA application 

The next step is to fill out the FAFSA application. You will do this by going to www.fafsa.gov and click on ‘Start a 

New FAFSA’. 

Here are the following steps you will take: 

• Fill in your personal information including your name, social security number and other identifying details. 

• You will list colleges and schools to receive information from your FAFSA form. You can list up to 10 

schools if you have not decided which institution you’d like to attend yet. 

• You will have to determine your dependency status, whether you are a dependent or independent student. 

• If you are a dependent student, you will report your parents’ 

• You will enter in all your financial information. 

• You will sign and submit your FAFSA form. 

 

 

 

https://www.credible.com/blog/student-loans/applying-for-fafsa/ 
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