Professional Judgment (PJ)
The U.S. Department of Education permits institutions to exercise Professional Judgment (PJ) on a case‑by‑case basis when a student or family has documented circumstances that are not adequately reflected on the FAFSA. Professional Judgment allows a school to make specific, data‑element adjustments or dependency determinations in accordance with federal law and guidance.
Types of Professional Judgment
1. Special Circumstances (SAI Adjustment)
Special Circumstances are financial situations that justify an adjustment to FAFSA data elements used to calculate the Student Aid Index (SAI). These situations must be supported by adequate documentation and reviewed individually.
Examples of Special Circumstances may include, but are not limited to:
· Loss or reduction of employment or income
· Significant change in marital status (divorce, separation, or death)
· One‑time or non‑recurring income reflected on the FAFSA
· High medical or dental expenses not covered by insurance
· Natural disasters or other extraordinary financial events
Adjustments may include modifying income, asset, or household information used in the SAI calculation.
Acceptable Documentation
Documentation must support the specific financial change being requested and may include:
· Separation or termination of employment letter
· Most recent pay stubs (typically the last 2–3 pay periods)
· Unemployment benefit award letters
· Court documentation (divorce, separation, child support)
· Death certificate
· Signed, dated statement from the student and/or parent explaining the circumstance
· Other documentation as determined appropriate by the institution



2. Unusual Circumstances (Dependency Override)
Unusual Circumstances are conditions that prevent a student from obtaining parent information on the FAFSA due to unsafe, abusive, or exceptional family situations. When approved, the student may be treated as independent for federal financial aid purposes.
Examples of Unusual Circumstances may include:
· Death of both parents
· Whereabouts of parents are unknown
· Student has fled an abusive or unsafe home environment
· Student is estranged from parents due to documented abuse, neglect, abandonment, or incarceration
Unusual Circumstances determinations are not based on financial support alone and must be fully documented.
Acceptable Documentation
Documentation must substantiate the student’s inability to obtain parental information and may include:
· Signed, dated statement from the student
· Statements from third parties familiar with the situation (e.g., counselor, social worker, clergy, medical professional, teacher)
· Court documents, police reports, or restraining orders
· Death certificates
· Other credible documentation as determined by the institution
Self‑certification alone is not sufficient unless permitted under specific federal guidance.
Situations That Do Not Qualify for Professional Judgment
The following circumstances, by themselves, do not qualify for a Professional Judgment:
· Desire to avoid the FAFSA verification process (verification must be completed before PJ consideration)
· Parents’ unwillingness to provide FAFSA information
· Student living independently or being financially self‑sufficient
· Student not being claimed on parents’ tax returns
· Parent refusal to contribute financially

3. PLUS Loan Professional Judgment (Adverse Credit Consideration)
Professional Judgment may not be used to automatically override a Parent PLUS Loan credit denial. However, families may pursue:
· An endorser (co‑signer), or
· Documentation of extenuating circumstances through the federal PLUS appeal process, as permitted by the Department of Education
Institutional Professional Judgment cannot replace federal PLUS credit requirements.

