


Financial Aid Eligibility Basics
In order to be approved for federal financial aid, all prospective students m

ust:

• 
be a U

S citizen or a perm
anent resident

• 
have a high school diplom

a or recognized equivalent

• 
enroll in an eligible postsecondary prison program

• 
com

plete the FAFSA

• 
not already possess a bachelor’s degree

• 
not have fraudulently obtained Title IV funds that have not been repaid

• 
not be in default on any Title IV student loans

• 
not have an overpaym

ent of Title IV grants and loans

• 
m

ake Satisfactory Academ
y Progress (m

ake good enough grades and com
plete enough classes to 

dem
onstrate m

ovem
ent tow

ard successfully com
pleting their degree)

FAFSA Sim
plification Act

In the past, incarcerated students have either been outright banned from
 receiving federal 

financial aid or faced extra barriers to eligibility.

The FAFSA Sim
plification Act, going into effect officially on July 1, 20

23, lifts som
e of these 

obstacles for justice-im
pacted students. The FAFSA Sim

plification Act w
ill:

• 
allow

 incarcerated students w
ho m

eet the regular eligibility requirem
ents to access Pell 

Grants for postsecondary education

• 
allow

 applicants w
ith drug-related convictions to qualify for federal student aid

• 
rem

ove Selective Service registration requirem
ent

• 
require the ED

 and D
O

J to provide technical assistance to incarcerated students

Types of Financial Aid
There are m

any different types of federal financial aid (“Title IV”), such as:

• 
Pell Grants - M

eans-tested federal grants for postsecondary w
hich don’t norm

ally have to 
be repaid

• 
Federal W

ork Study - Allow
s students to earn m

oney for school by w
orking part-tim

e

• 
GI Bill - Federal program

 w
hich pays for schooling, supplies, and som

e living expenses for 
qualifying veterans

• 
Loans - Student loans help pay for schooling but m

ust be repaid w
ith interest according 

to the loan term
s

• 
Supplem

ental Educational O
pportunity Grant (SEO

G) - Additional grant m
oney aw

arded to 
students w

ith dem
onstrated need



Institutional Eligibility
The school you attend m

ust m
eet their ow

n requirem
ents in order for you to use the Pell Grant:

• 
be a public or private nonprofit college designated by the D

epartm
ent of Education

• 
not have any severe actions against them

 by the D
O

E, their state, or their accrediting agency

• 
be approved to operate by your state’s D

epartm
ent of Corrections O

R the Federal Bureau of Prisons

• 
ensure that the credits from

 their program
 transfer to at least one institution in the state that they are 

located for institutions that are operating w
ithin the Federal Bureau of Prisons

• 
m

eet applicable licensure requirem
ents in the state that they are located; this is m

eant to ensure that 
career-oriented program

s take into consideration any barriers incarcerated students m
ight face in 

getting licensed after their release

• 
com

ply w
ith a num

ber of reporting requirem
ents, including annual reports as w

ell as reports on how
 

incarcerated students fare one, three, and five years after their release

A school that m
eets these requirem

ents m
ay still be ineligible if, in the last com

plete aw
ard year:

• 
m

ore than 50%
 of their courses are correspondence courses

• 
50%

 or m
ore of their regular enrolled students are enrolled in correspondence courses

• 
m

ore than 25%
 of their regular enrolled students are incarcerated

• 
m

ore than 50%
 of their regular enrolled students do not have a high school diplom

a or equivalent

• 
they don’t provide either a tw

o-year associate degree or four-year bachelor’s degree program

W
hat Is the Pell Grant?

• 
a m

eans-tested federal grant for college students given out on a yearly basis that is based 
upon: a school’s tuition, your EFC, and the num

ber of credits you enroll in per aw
ard year

• 
changes every aw

ard year but currently ranges from
 $650 to $6,345 as of 2020-2021

• 
has a lifetim

e eligibility cap of 600%
 of your annual aw

ard am
ount (i.e. the equivalent of 

six years of receiving 100%
 Pell Grant)

Know
 Your Rights

You have rights as an incarcerated student. As of July 1, 20
23 or earlier, you cannot legally 

be denied federal student aid for any of the follow
ing reasons:

• 
incarceration in a federal or state facility O

R county/local jail

• 
incarceration in a juvenile detention facility

• 
drug related convictions

• 
the length of your sentence

• 
your num

ber and type of convictions

H
ow

 to Apply
Fill out the FAFSA

The FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid) is the application all students m
ust fill out in order to 

be considered for federal student aid. It can be accessed and subm
itted the follow

ing w
ays:

• 
by m

ail (you can call 1-80
0

-433-3243 to request a paper application); the Federal Student Aid 
Program

s address is listed on the application

• 
online at studentaid.org/fafsa (if you are no longer incarcerated at the date of your application)

• 
m

yStudentAid m
obile app (if you are no longer incarcerated at the date of your application)

M
ake sure you m

eet the deadline

The application processing cycle lasts 21 m
onths. For instance, for the 2021-2022 aw

ard year, applications 
are accepted beginning O

ctober 1, 2020, and w
ill be accepted through June 30, 2022.

Sign and return your SAR

W
hen your application is processed, you m

ay receive a Student Aid Report (SAR) in the m
ail outlining the 

results of your application.

Ask the school how
 they plan to handle the need for any student signatures.



Filling O
ut the FAFSA

The FAFSA can seem
 overw

helm
ing at first. H

ere’s a breakdow
n of its basic parts to help you prepare:

1.   General Inform
ation

This inform
ation w

ill include your full legal nam
e, social security num

ber (SSN), contact inform
ation, 

residency and citizenship, m
arital status, gender, prior education, and convictions. 

• 
for your perm

anent m
ailing address, give the address of the facility you’re in

• 
if you are a citizen of the Republic of the M

arshall Islands, the Federated States of M
icronesia, or the 

Republic of Palau, w
rite “666” as the first three digits of your SSN

 and leave the rest blank; you w
ill 

be assigned an identification num
ber w

hich you w
ill need to use on all future applications

• 
for transgender students, the CPS recom

m
ends indicating your sex assigned at birth in order to 

prevent issues confirm
ing your identity w

ithin the FAFSA processing system

2.   Incom
e and Assets

This section w
ill inquire about your incom

e and assets from
 the m

ost recently com
pleted tax year. If you 

are m
arried, you w

ill need to include inform
ation about your spouse’s incom

e and assets. Since you are 
incarcerated, you w

ill not need to provide inform
ation about your parents’ incom

e and assets.

3.   D
ependency Status

It is expected that incarcerated students w
ill be autom

atically categorized as independent under the 
FAFSA Sim

plification Act.

Prior to im
plem

entation, students are considered independent if they:

• 
w

ere born before January 1, 1998

• 
are m

arried as of the date they apply

• 
w

ill be a graduate or professional student w
hen the aw

ard year starts

• 
are currently serving on active duty for purposes other than training

• 
are a veteran of the U

.S. Arm
ed Forces

• 
have dependents other than a spouse

• 
w

ere an orphan, foster child, or w
ard/dependent of the court at any tim

e since the age of 13

• 
are an em

ancipated m
inor, in legal guardianship, or w

ere at the age of m
ajority in their state

• 
w

ere determ
ined at any tim

e since July 1, 2020 to be an unaccom
panied youth w

ho w
as hom

eless 
or self-supporting and at risk of being hom

eless

4.   Parents’ Inform
ation

This inform
ation is only necessary for students w

ho are deem
ed dependent.

The latest inform
ation from

 the D
epartm

ent of Education is that the FAFSA Sim
plification Act w

ill allow
 

incarcerated students to be autom
atically categorized as independent students.

It is not expected that you w
ill need to provide any of your parents’ inform

ation after the new
 act is 

im
plem

ented, w
hich can happen at any point over the next tw

o years.

5.   Independent Student’s Inform
ation

You w
ill need to know

:

• 
your household size, including you, your spouse (if they live in the household), your children if they 
receive m

ore than half of their support from
 you and your spouse (regardless of w

here they live), 
and anyone w

ho lives in the household and receives m
ore than half their support from

 you

• 
num

ber of people in your household w
ho are enrolled in college at least half tim

e, including you

• 
receipt of m

eans-tested financial benefits by anyone in the household

• 
inform

ation regarding dislocated (unem
ployed or underem

ployed) w
orkers in the household 

6.   School Inform
ation

O
n your FAFSA form

, you can list schools you w
ould like to receive your FAFSA inform

ation. You can list 
up to four schools on a paper application and are required to list at least one. You’ll need to know

:

• 
the school’s full nam

e, address, city, and state

O
R

• 
each school’s federal school code, w

hich m
ay be difficult for you to find out w

ithout internet access

7.   Signatures

W
hen you’ve filled out all the necessary inform

ation and double-checked it for accuracy, you m
ust sign 

and date the FAFSA form
 before subm

itting. Here are all the signatures your form
 m

ust include:

• 
your signature

• 
if your FAFSA form

 is prepared by a paid FAFSA preparer, they m
ust sign and include their nam

e, 
address, and/or com

pany nam
e and address, as w

ell as their SSN
 or com

pany’s EIN

8.   Subm
ission

After signing and obtaining any other signatures needed, it’s tim
e to subm

it your FAFSA form
! Assum

ing 
you are still incarcerated at the tim

e of application, you w
ill need to call 1-80

0
-433-3243 to request a 

printed form
 and m

ail it to the address listed on your application.



H
ow

 Are the Funds H
andled?

Rem
aining H

urdles

You w
ill not receive any federal student aid funds directly.

• 
the student aid funds are sent directly to your school, so you never have to w

orry about how
 you’ll get 

the federal funds to the school

• 
you are responsible for keeping up w

ith your school’s course add and drop dates

• 
if you need direct financial help to pay for textbooks and other supplies not already m

ade available to 
you, you are responsible for seeking additional funding to cover those item

s

There are still som
e obstacles to equal opportunity for incarcerated students.

• 
w

hile you are no longer federally banned from
 receiving federal financial aid, schools and correctional 

facilities aren’t legally m
andated to give you equal access and opportunity to seek and use your benefits

• 
access to approved education program

s can be tied to the location of your correctional facility, so it m
ay 

be challenging to find an approved program
 near you

• 
know

 your rights under the new
 FAFSA Sim

plification Act so you are equipped to advocate for yourself 
as m

uch as possible; keep this booklet as a reference; if there is a program
 you w

ould like to see in your 
facility, speak w

ith facility staff responsible for volunteer or professional partner approval

You can’t go to just any school.

• 
schools aren’t legally required to accept incarcerated students

• 
the school you attend m

ust be approved to operate w
ithin correctional facilities under the State 

D
epartm

ent of Corrections or Federal Bureau of Prisons and m
eet all federal criteria for Pell Grants

Federal student aid doesn’t alw
ays cover all your expenses.

• 
all federal grants have caps on the am

ounts they can aw
ard an individual, so it can be tough to receive 

enough funding to cover all your education expenses, even if you qualify for m
axim

um
 funding

• 
incarcerated adults still don’t have equal access to student loans, putting even greater em

phasis on the 
need for student financial aid

• 
you can still also apply for state financial aid; in som

e states, your FAFSA form
 w

ill autom
atically be 

used to determ
ine eligibility for state grants



Term
s You Should Know

Academ
ic Year: An academ

ic year is one com
plete school year, or tw

o regular sem
esters. For schools that 

have a year-round program
, nine m

onths is considered an academ
ic year.

Aw
ard Year: Period from

 July 1 of one calendar year to June 30 of the next calendar year.

D
efault: D

efault is failure to repay a loan outlined in the agreed prom
issory note. It can result in legal 

consequences and a loss of eligibility for additional federal student aid.

D
epartm

ent of Education (ED): A federal departm
ent tasked w

ith establishing policy for and adm
inistering 

m
ost federal education assistance, m

aintaining educational data, and enforcing federal educational law
s.

D
epartm

ent of Justice (D
O

J): A federal executive departm
ent tasked w

ith the enforcem
ent of federal law

 
and adm

inistration of justice in the U
nited States.

Expected Fam
ily Contribution (EFC): A m

easure of how
 m

uch you/your fam
ily is expected to contribute to 

the cost of your education in the eyes of the federal governm
ent based on household incom

e and assets.

FAFSA: The Free Application for Federal Student Aid is an application the federal governm
ent uses to 

determ
ine a fam

ily’s eligibility for grants, w
ork study, and loans for postsecondary education.

Fam
ily/H

ousehold Size: Household size does not m
ean people w

ho physically live w
ith you. It’s about w

ho 
you support financially. If you do not financially support anyone, you w

ill just put 1 for yourself.

Federal Pell Grant Program
: The Pell Grant is the largest federal grant program

 offered to undergraduates. 
It is designed to assist students from

 low
-incom

e households. To qualify for a Pell Grant, a student m
ust 

dem
onstrate financial need by com

pleting and subm
itting the FAFSA form

.

Federal Student Aid: Federal student aid is aid from
 the governm

ent in the form
 of grants, loans, and/or 

w
ork-study to assist students w

ith college or career school. Students have to com
plete the FAFSA form

 to 
apply for this aid.

Financial Aid: Financial aid is m
oney to help pay for college or career school.

Gainful Em
ploym

ent: Broadly, gainful em
ploym

ent is a steady job w
ith consistent pay. In term

s of financial 
aid, an education program

 m
ust dem

onstrate itself to prepare students for gainful em
ploym

ent to qualify 
for federal funding.

Grant: A grant is a m
onetary gift for people pursuing higher education. It is often based on financial need 

and does not need to be repaid (unless, for exam
ple, you w

ithdraw
 from

 school and ow
e a refund).

Gross Incom
e: Gross incom

e is your total incom
e before deductions.

Job Placem
ent Rate: A school’s job placem

ent rate is the percentage of graduating students w
ho obtained 

em
ploym

ent in their field or a closely related field w
ithin a determ

ined period after receiving their degree/
certificate.

Lifetim
e Eligibility U

sed (LEU
): The sum

 of the percentages of your Federal Pell Grant scheduled aw
ards 

that you received for each aw
ard year. In other w

ords, your LEU
 is the proportion of your lifetim

e cap you 
have already been aw

arded in Pell Grants.

Retention Rate: A school’s retention rate is the percentage of its first-tim
e students w

ho return for a second 
academ

ic year.

Scholarships: Scholarships are gifts that don’t have to be repaid and are m
eant to help pay for schooling.

State Aid: Som
e states offer their ow

n financial assistance to eligible residents to help reduce educational 
costs. Som

e state aid is first com
e, first served, so com

plete your FAFSA form
 as early as possible.

Tuition: Tuition is the am
ount you ow

e for receiving instruction from
 your school.

Transfer Rate: A school’s transfer rate is the percentage of its students w
ho transfer to another institution.

U
ndergraduate: An undergraduate is one w

ho is pursuing an associate or bachelor’s degree or certificate.

W
orkforce Innovation and O

pportunity Act (W
IO

A): Federal legislation aim
ed at helping those w

ith 
significant barriers to em

ploym
ent prepare for and find high-quality jobs and careers.



Questions to Ask Schools
You have the right to expect quality, support, and equal treatment from your university.

As schools seek to provide programs inside your facility, you can and should ask questions to 
make sure they’re the correct fit and will support your education and post-release goals. 

Here are some questions you might ask them:

• What do your graduates go on to do after completing their degree?

• Do your justice-impacted students find work in their field of study?

• What percentage of your students graduate in 8 semesters? 10 semesters?

• What are your first to second year retention and persistence rates?

• Does your school’s admission application have a question about criminal convictions?

• Do formerly incarcerated students have to go through a separate admission process to 
enroll on campus?

• Are formerly incarcerated students welcome on your campus?

• What support or wraparound services do you provide for justice-impacted students?

• How long has your school been offering programming to incarcerated students?

• What is your institution’s motivation to start offering programs inside prisons?

• Do you have a clearly articulated credential pathway I can review?

• Will my credential come from your institution or one of your partner institutions?

• What makes your institution stand out/unique?
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