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Filing the FAFSA is free, and it is the single most important step
to getting money for college.
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What Is the FAFSA?
FAFSA stands for Free Application for Federal Student Aid. It is a form that you and your child fill out together to apply for financial help to pay for college. It is completely free — you should never have to pay anyone to complete it.
When you file the FAFSA, your child is considered for:
· Pell Grants — Free money from the federal government that does not need to be paid back
· Federal Work-Study — A part-time job on campus to help pay for school expenses
· Federal Student Loans — Money your child borrows at a low interest rate and pays back after school
· New York State TAP Grant — Up to $5,665 per year from New York State (does not need to be paid back)
· College scholarships and grants — Many colleges use the FAFSA to decide how much aid to give your child

	Why should I bother?
Even if you think your family makes too much money, you should still file. Many families are surprised to learn they qualify for aid they didn't expect. Filling out the FAFSA also makes your child eligible for low-interest federal student loans, which are much better than private loans. You have nothing to lose — it's free.



Important Dates
The FAFSA for the 2026–27 school year is open now. Here are the key deadlines:
	What
	When

	Federal FAFSA Deadline
	June 30, 2027

	New York State TAP Deadline
	June 30, 2027

	Individual College Deadlines
	Varies by school — many are between February and April 2026



	Don't Wait!
Some financial aid is first come, first served. That means the sooner you file, the more money may be available for your child. Try to complete the FAFSA as soon as possible — don't wait until the deadline.





What You'll Need Before You Start
Before you sit down to fill out the FAFSA, gather these documents. Having everything ready will make the process much faster. Most families finish in about 30 minutes when they are prepared.

For the Student:
· Social Security Number
· Email address
· Driver's license number (if they have one)
· A list of colleges they are interested in (you can list up to 20)

For the Parent:
· Social Security Number (if you do not have one, see the Special Situations section below)
· Email address (must be different from your child's)
· 2024 federal income tax return (the FAFSA asks about the year before last)
· W-2 forms and any other records of money earned in 2024
· Bank statements — current balances for savings and checking accounts
· Records of investments, if any (stocks, bonds, 529 college savings plans)
· Records of untaxed income (child support received, veteran's benefits, etc.)

	Important: You Each Need Your Own Account
Both you and your child must create your own separate account at StudentAid.gov. Do not share accounts. Your account works as your legal signature on the form. To create an account, you'll need your Social Security Number, an email address, and a phone number for security verification.





How to Fill Out the FAFSA, Step by Step
We've broken this into 5 parts. Take it one part at a time — you do not have to finish everything in one sitting.

Part 1: Create Your Accounts
Do this before you try to fill out the FAFSA. It only takes a few minutes.
Step 1. Your child goes to StudentAid.gov and clicks "Create Account." They will enter their Social Security Number, name, date of birth, email address, and set up a password. They will also need to set up security verification using their phone number or email.
Step 2. You (the parent) go to the same website — StudentAid.gov — and create your own account using your own information. If you already have a StudentAid.gov account (for example, from your own student loans), you can use that same one.
Step 3. If you are married and you and your spouse did not file taxes together, your spouse will also need to create their own account.

	Good News!
New accounts are now verified instantly when you enter your Social Security Number, so you can create your account and start the FAFSA right away.



Part 2: Your Child Starts the FAFSA
We recommend that your child starts the form first. This is the fastest way to get it done.
Step 1. Your child goes to fafsa.gov and clicks "Start New Form." They log in with their StudentAid.gov account and select the 2026–2027 school year.
Step 2. They answer questions about themselves — name, date of birth, address, phone number, and whether they are a U.S. citizen.
Step 3. The form will ask some questions to figure out if your child is considered a "dependent student." Most high school seniors and college students under 24 are dependent, which means parent information is required.
Step 4. Your child must give permission for the IRS to share their tax information directly with the FAFSA. This is called "consent." They must say yes to this — if they don't, they will not be eligible for any financial aid.
Step 5. Your child invites you as a "contributor" by entering your email address. You will get an email with a link and a special code to enter the form.
Step 6. Your child adds the colleges they are interested in. They can list up to 20 schools.

	What Is a "Contributor"?
A contributor is anyone who needs to provide information on the FAFSA. For most families, that's the student plus one parent. Being listed as a contributor does not make you responsible for paying for college — it just means the form needs your financial information to determine how much aid your child can receive.





Part 3: Your Turn — The Parent Fills In Their Section
After your child invites you, it's your turn. Here's what to do:
Step 1. Check your email for an invitation from the FAFSA. Click the link in the email, or go to fafsa.gov and click "Accept an Invitation." Log in with your own StudentAid.gov account.
Step 2. Give permission for the IRS to share your tax information. Just like your child, you need to consent to this. It is required. The good news is that this means most of your financial information will be filled in automatically — you won't have to type in every number from your tax return.
Step 3. Answer questions about yourself — your name, date of birth, Social Security Number, marital status, what state you live in, and how many people are in your household.
Step 4. Review your financial information. Most of it will already be filled in from the IRS. You may need to answer a few extra questions about things like savings account balances, investments, or any child support you receive.
Step 5. If you are married and did not file taxes jointly with your spouse, you will need to invite your spouse to complete a section too. The form will walk you through this.
Step 6. Sign the form. When you log in to your StudentAid.gov account, that counts as your legal signature.

	Common Mistake
Make sure you are logging in with YOUR account, not your child's. If the wrong person's information shows up when you log in, stop and switch to the correct account. Mixing up parent and student logins is one of the most common errors and can cause delays.



Part 4: Review and Submit
Once all contributors have finished their sections:
Step 1. Your child logs back in to review the entire form and make sure everything looks correct.
Step 2. Your child signs the form and clicks Submit.
Step 3. A confirmation page will appear. Save it or take a screenshot — this is your proof that the FAFSA was submitted.
Step 4. The confirmation page will show something called the Student Aid Index (SAI). This is a number that colleges use to figure out how much aid your child needs. A lower number means your child may qualify for more aid.

Part 5: What Happens After You Submit
You're not quite done! Here are the important next steps:
Step 1. Complete the New York State TAP Application. Right after you submit the FAFSA, you should see a link that says "Apply for state aid." Click it. This takes you to the TAP application, which is New York's own financial aid program. TAP can give your child up to $5,665 per year, and it does not need to be paid back. If you missed the link, wait about 3 days and then go to hesc.ny.gov to complete it.
Step 2. Check your child's StudentAid.gov account in a few days. Under "My Activity," they will see a summary of what was submitted. Review it to make sure everything is correct. If anything needs to be fixed, you can make corrections.
Step 3. Watch your email for requests from colleges. Some students are randomly chosen for something called "verification." This just means the college wants to double-check some of the information. If this happens, respond quickly and send whatever documents they ask for.
Step 4. Wait for financial aid award letters. Each college your child is accepted to will send a letter explaining how much aid they're offering. Compare these carefully — the true cost of attending each school can be very different.
Step 5. Remember: you need to file the FAFSA every year your child is in college. It's not a one-time thing.



Special Situations
Every family's situation is different. Here is guidance for some common questions:

"My child's parents are divorced or separated."
The parent who provides the most financial support to the student is the one who fills out the FAFSA — even if that is not the parent your child lives with. If that parent has remarried, the stepparent's information must also be included. If you're unsure which parent should fill it out, use the free "Who's My FAFSA Parent?" tool at studentaid.gov. It takes about 5 minutes.
"I don't have a Social Security Number."
You can still help your child complete the FAFSA. Parents without a Social Security Number can create a StudentAid.gov account and fill out their section of the form. You will not be asked about your citizenship status when you create the account. Your child's eligibility for aid is based on their own citizenship status, not yours.
"My income has changed since 2024."
The FAFSA asks about your 2024 income, but if your family's situation has changed a lot since then (you lost a job, had a medical emergency, got divorced, etc.), you should still fill out the FAFSA using your 2024 information. After your child is accepted to a college, contact that school's financial aid office and ask for a "Professional Judgment" review. Explain what changed. They may be able to adjust your child's aid based on your current situation.
"My child's other parent refuses to provide their information."
If a parent refuses to provide their information, your child can still submit the FAFSA. However, they will not be eligible for Pell Grants or most other federal aid in that case. Your child should talk to their school counselor or the financial aid office at the college they want to attend — there may be other options available.
"I'm worried about sharing my information."
The information you provide on the FAFSA is used only to determine your child's eligibility for financial aid. The official FAFSA website is fafsa.gov. Never pay anyone to help you fill it out, and be cautious of websites that look similar but charge a fee. If you have concerns about data privacy, especially as an undocumented parent, we encourage you to speak with a trusted advisor or legal resource before filling out the form.
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