&2 Inceptia

11 COMMON FAFSA MISTAKES

The newest FAFSA comes out every year on October 1st. So if you plan on attending college
anytime between July 1st and June 30 of the NEXT academic year, you’ve got to fill it out!

It helps to know what mistakes to avoid, so we’ve done the hard work of finding the most common
errors for you.

1. NOT COMPLETING THE FAFSA FORM

We hear all kinds of reasons: “The FAFSA form is too hard.” “It takes too long to complete.” “I'll never qualify
anyway, so why does it matter?” It does matter. For one, contrary to popular belief, you may qualify for federal
student aid because it doesn’t have an income cut-off. It takes into account factors like the size of your family
and your year in school. Also, the FAFSA form is not only the application for the Federal Pell Grant. It’s also the
application for Federal Work-Study funds, federal student loans, and even scholarships and grants offered by
your state, school, or a private organization.

If you want to get the most financial aid possible, fill out the FAFSA form right away. Many states have limited
funds, so they may have early FAFSA deadlines.

The FAFSA form doesn’t take too much time to complete, and it includes help text for each question. Be sure to
sign and submit!

2. NOT FILING THE FAFSA FORM BY THE DEADLINE

If you want to get the most financial aid possible, fill out the FAFSA form ASAP. Some financial aid is awarded
on a first-come, first-served basis, and some states and colleges run out of money early. Even if it seems
like your school’s deadline is far off in the future, get your FAFSA form done ASAP. The most current aid year
FAFSA form requires prior prior year (two years earlier) tax information, which you should already have —so
there’s no excuse to wait!

3. NOT FILING THE FAFSA FORM BY THE DEADLINE

You should fill out the FAFSA form as soon as possible, but you should DEFINITELY fill it out before your earliest
FAFSA deadline. Each state and school sets its own deadline, and some deadlines are very early. To be sure you
are being considered for the maximum amount of financial aid, fill out your FAFSA form—and any other financial
aid applications required by your state or school—before the earliest deadline.

4. NOT GETTING AN FSA ID BEFORE FILLING OUT THE FAFSA FORM

It's important to get a StudentAid.gov account username and password (FSA ID) before filling out the FAFSA
form. Why? When you register for an FSA 1D, you may need to wait up to three days before you can use it to sign
your FAFSA form electronically.

You and your parent (if you’re considered a dependent student) will each need your own separate FSA IDs to
sign the FAFSA form online. Do not share your FSA IDs with each other! Doing so could cause problems or
delays with your financial aid. Don’t wait!
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https://studentaid.gov/apply-for-aid/fafsa/fafsa-deadlines
https://studentaid.gov/help-center/answers/article/when-should-i-get-a-fsa-id-username-and-password
https://studentaid.gov/apply-for-aid/fafsa/filling-out/dependency

9. NOT USING YOUR FSA ID TO START THE FAFSA FORM
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6. NOT USING THE IRS DATA RETRIEVAL TOOL (IRS DRT)
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https://studentaid.gov/help/error-fsa-id
https://studentaid.gov/help/error-fsa-id
https://studentaid.gov/help/error-fsa-id
https://studentaid.gov/help/how-use-irs-drt

1. NOT READING DEFINITIONS CAREFULLY

When it comes to completing the FAFSA form, you’ll want to read each definition and each question carefully;
sometimes the FAFSA form is looking for very specific information that may not be obvious.

Here are some items that have very specific (but not necessarily intuitive) definitions according to the FAFSA:
+ Legal guardianship

To determine your dependency status, the FAFSA form asks, “Does someone other than your parent or
stepparent have legal guardianship of you, as determined by a court in your state of legal residence?” Many
students incorrectly answer “yes” here. For this question, the definition of legal guardianship does not include
your parents—even if they were appointed by a court to be your guardians. Also, you cannot be your own
legal guardian.

* Parents

The FAFSA form has very specific guidelines about which parent’s information needs to be reported.
Spoiler alert: It has nothing to do with who claims you on their taxes. Use this guide to help you figure out
which parent to report on the FAFSA form.

+ Number of family members (household size)
The FAFSA form has a specific definition of how you should determine your family size. Read the instructions
carefully. Many students incorrectly report this number, especially when the student doesn’t physically live
with the parent.

* Number of family members in college

Enter the number of people in your (or your parents’) household who will attend college at the same time as
you. Don’t forget to include yourself, but don’t include your parents in this number, even if they’re in college.
This number should never be greater than your number of family members.

* Net worth of investments

We’ve outlined some specific items that should and shouldn’t be included as investments on the FAFSA
form. For example, a college savings plan such as a 529 account is considered an investment*, while the
value of the home in which you live and the value of your retirement accounts are not. Find more info about
figuring out the net worth of your investments.

+ Taxable college grants and scholarships

For this question, you report only college grant and scholarship amounts that were reported to the IRS as
income. That means you should not use the amount listed on your 1098-T; you should report the amount
listed on your tax return. Do not use the number in the adjusted gross income (AGI) field. Find information
about the types of taxable college grants and scholarships that you might report to the IRS. If you didn’t file
taxes, you should enter zero.

* If you’re a dependent student, the value of any college savings accounts should be reported as a parent asset,
not a student asset.
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https://studentaid.gov/apply-for-aid/fafsa/filling-out/dependency
https://studentaid.gov/apply-for-aid/fafsa/filling-out/parent-info
https://studentaid.gov/apply-for-aid/fafsa/filling-out/parent-info
https://studentaid.gov/2324/help/parent-household-size
https://studentaid.gov/2324/help/student-household-college
https://studentaid.gov/2324/help/parent-household-college
https://studentaid.gov/2324/help/students-investments
https://studentaid.gov/2324/help/student-grants-scholarships

8. INPUTTING INCORRECT INFORMATION

Here are some examples of common errors we see when people complete the FAFSA form:

+ Confusing parent information with student information

We know there are many parents out there who fill out the FAFSA form for their children, but remember, it is
the student’s application. When the FAFSA form says “you” or “your,” it’s referring to the student, so make
sure to enter your (the student’s) information. If the form is asking for your parent’s information, it will specify
that in the question.

+ Entering information that doesn’t match your FSA ID information

After you create an FSA ID, your information (name, Social Security number (SSN), date of birth) is sent to
the Social Security Administration to be verified. If you then enter a different name, SSN, and/or date of birth
on the FAFSA form, you’ll receive an error message. This is often the result of a typo or mixing up student
information and parent information. To avoid delays, triple-check that you have entered your information
correctly. If you encounter an error about information not matching, here’s how you can resolve it.

« Amount of your income tax

The FAFSA form is asking for your assessed income tax liability, not the amount of income tax withheld

and not your AGI. We know this can be complicated. To avoid this common error, either transfer your tax
information to the FAFSA form using the IRS DRT, or click here to find out which tax line number you should
refer to when answering this question. (Note: It depends on which IRS form you filed.)

9. NOT REPORTING REQUIRED INFORMATION

Parent information

Even if you fully support yourself, pay your own bills, and file your own taxes, you may still be considered a
dependent student for federal student aid purposes. If so, you must provide parent information on your FAFSA form.

Dependency guidelines for the FAFSA form are determined by Congress and are different from those of the IRS.

Find out whether you need to provide parent information by answering these questions. If you’re considered a

dependent student and don’t provide parent information, your FAFSA form may not be processed and/or you may
qualify for unsubsidized loans only.

Additional financial information

If you follow our recommendation and use the IRS DRT, a lot of the financial information required on the FAFSA
form will be automatically filled in for you. However, the IRS DRT doesn’t populate everything; some numbers,
including many items in the “Additional Financial Information” section, must be manually entered.

If you used the IRS DRT, you’ll see that some boxes in that section are pre-checked and the fields prefilled with
“Transferred from the IRS.” However, other items, such as “Payments to tax-deferred pension and retirement
savings plans” and others, cannot be transferred from the IRS. You must manually review each item in the list,
check the box if it applies to you, and enter the appropriate amount by referencing your relevant financial records.
In the case of payments to tax-deferred pension and retirement savings plans, you can find that information on
your W-2 form.
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https://studentaid.gov/help/error-fsa-id
https://studentaid.gov/2324/help/student-total-income-tax
https://studentaid.gov/2324/help/student-total-income-tax
https://studentaid.gov/help-center/answers/article/reporting-parent-info-on-fafsa
https://studentaid.gov/apply-for-aid/fafsa/filling-out/dependency#dependent-or-independent
https://studentaid.gov/apply-for-aid/fafsa/filling-out/parent-info#special-circumstances
https://studentaid.gov/apply-for-aid/fafsa/filling-out/parent-info#special-circumstances
https://studentaid.gov/2223/help/student-tax-deferred-pension
https://studentaid.gov/2223/help/student-tax-deferred-pension

10. LISTING ONLY ONE COLLEGE

Unless you are applying to only one college or already know where you’re going to school, you should include
more than one. Colleges can’t see the other schools you’ve added, so you should add ALL colleges you are
considering to your FAFSA form, even if you aren’t sure whether you’ll apply or be accepted.

You can add up to 10 schools at a time. If you’re applying to more than 10 schools, you’ll need to remove one of
the ten schools already listed on your FAFSA form. You may choose which school to replace with the new school.
The school removed from the list will not have automatic access to any new information you provide after you’ve
removed that school.

NOTE: If you're a resident of certain states, the order in which you list the schools on your FAFSA form might

matter. Find out whether your state has a requirement for the order in which you list schools on your FAFSA form.

11. NOT SIGNING THE FAFSA FORM

So many students answer every single question that is asked but fail to actually sign the FAFSA form with their
FSA ID and submit it. This happens for many reasons—maybe you forgot your FSA ID, or your parent isn’t with
you to sign with the parent FSA ID—so your application is left incomplete. Don’t let this happen to you.

+ If you don’t know your FSA ID, select “Forgot username” and/or “Forgot password.”
+ If you don’t have an FSA ID, create one.

If you're not able to sign with your FSA ID, there’s an option to mail a signature page. If you would like confirmation
that your FAFSA form has been submitted, you can check your status immediately after you submit your FAFSA
form online.
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https://studentaid.gov/apply-for-aid/fafsa/filling-out/school-list#order-of-schools-on-your-list
https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/creating-using-fsaid.pdf
https://studentaid.gov/fsa-id/create-account/launch
https://studentaid.gov/help/signature-page
https://studentaid.gov/help/check-fafsa-status

