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The Better FAFSA® Fact Sheet
Students with Unusual Circumstances
FAFSA® Simplification Act

The 2020 FAFSA Simplification Act made sweeping 
changes for students with unusual circumstances 
who couldn’t provide parental information on 
their FAFSA to apply for student financial aid.

Institutions now have additional flexibility to assist 
students with unusual circumstances by adjusting 
their federal student aid eligibility to reflect 
their unique situation more accurately. These 
adjustments may include updating the student’s 
dependency status (commonly known 
as a dependency override) and the information 
the student must provide on their FAFSA form.

What are unusual circumstances?

Beginning with the 2023-24 Award Year, institutions of higher education will have additional flexibility to assist students 
with unusual circumstances by adjusting their federal student aid eligibility to reflect their unique situation more accurately.

Students with unusual circumstances are defined as:
•	 A student for whom a financial aid administrator makes a documented determination of independence by reason of 

unusual circumstances and in which the student is unable to contact a parent or where contact with parents poses a 
risk to such student, which includes circumstances of—
•	 Human trafficking, as described in the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 (22 U.S.C. 7101 et seq.);
•	 Legally granted refugee or asylum status;
•	 Parental abandonment or estrangement; or
•	 Student or parental incarceration. 

Other students will continue to qualify as independent on their FAFSA form and not be required to provide parental 
information if they:

•	 Were an orphan at the age of 13 or older;
•	 Were a ward of the court;
•	 Are or were in foster care;
•	 Were an emancipated minor or in a legal guardianship as determined by a court in the student’s state of legal 

residence; or
•	 Are an unaccompanied homeless youth or unaccompanied, at risk of homelessness, and self-supporting.

First-time and renewal applicants reporting 
unusual circumstances on their FAFSA can 
gain provisional independent status.

This allows them to complete the form 
without parental details and receive 
estimated federal aid eligibility subject 
to their institution’s final approval. Once 
approved, this independent status 
remains valid for future FAFSA renewals 
at the same institution, given their 
circumstances remain unchanged.
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