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W I N N E R  O F  T H E  2 0 1 8  P U L I T Z E R  P R I Z E
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Victor Quiroz Garcia, a senior 
at Petaluma High School, joined 
his peers at the start of  the year 
in filling out the Free Applica-
tion for Federal Student Aid, or 
FAFSA, the portal that millions 
of  American students and fami-
lies depend on to help find mon-
ey to pay for college.

What was supposed to be a 
straightforward process has 
been anything but, especially 
for Quiroz Garcia, whose fam-
ily’s mixed citizenship status 
turned the process into a three 
month ordeal.

Last year, FAFSA relaunched 
its application portal, with the 
intent of  fixing bugs in their 
system. When the new applica-
tion launched at the end of  2023, 
thousands of  students were sud-
denly booted from the website 
— with some unable to access 
the application at all.

“It got to the point where we 
had to wake up at 6 a.m. and call 
FAFSA early in the morning, or 
else the call line would be too 
long, or they wouldn’t pick up, in 
order to get assistance through 
the phone,” Quiroz Garcia said. 

As of  March 18, 15 issues re-
mained unresolved on the fed-
eral government’s list of  fixes 
with less than two weeks to go 
before the deadline.

“All of  this was done with the 
best intentions and feedback 
that has been provided to FAF-
SA for years from high school 

EDUCATION

Students 
race to 
beat aid 
deadline 
FAFSA glitch frustrates 
county’s college-bound 
high school seniors 

TURN TO FAFSA » PAGE A2

CONTINUED FROM A1

colleges, financial aid insti-
tutions, et cetera,” said Eli 
Weinzveg, the director of  
college pathways at 10,000 
Degrees, a California non-
profit that helps put un-
derserved students on the 
path to college. “Unfortu-
nately, the rollout did not 
go smoothly, and is not go-
ing smoothly.”

The organization works 
each year with students 
across the state who are 
furthest from opportunity 
— including undocument-
ed, homeless, foster care, 
or low income students —  
in part by placing dedicat-
ed staff members on high 
school campuses to help 
them submit their aid ap-
plications.

FAFSA money is often 
the largest chunk of  fi-
nancial aid students will 
receive to fund higher edu-
cation, followed by the Cal-
ifornia Pell Grant, Weinz-
veg said.

Because some of  the 
grants are based on finan-
cial need, applicants and 
their parents are required 
to submit financial infor-
mation, which is one of  the 
roadblocks in the system.

“(A) student is a citizen, 
but parents are undocu-
mented and have been un-
able to submit or complete 
FAFSA, because the par-
ents don't have a Social Se-
curity number, which has 
prevented them from ac-
cessing certain portions of  
the parents' side of  the ap-
plication,” Weinzveg said.

In past years, parents 
could bypass the form 
that asked for their Social 
Security number, as long 
as their student had en-
tered their own. A parent 
could then submit their tax 
forms and proof  of  income, 
which would be included 
in the calculation that de-
termines their student’s 
financial need.

The new website format 
eliminated that off-ramp, 
creating a full stop for stu-
dents with undocumented 
parents.

Students like Quiroz 
Garcia with mixed status 
— meaning at least one of  
their parents is not a Unit-
ed States citizen — could 
not submit the application 
at all.

“At first, 10,000 Degrees 
and the school told me to 
just do the student section 
of  FAFSA, as my parents 
didn’t have a Social Securi-
ty number,” Quiroz Garcia 
said. 

Only last week, on 
March 13, was a work-

around created for families 
like his, where parents can 
enter in personally identi-
fiable information and tax 
information manually.

“It was very frustrating 
finding different problems 
at all the stages of  the FAF-
SA form,” Quiroz Garcia 
said. “It also didn’t help 
that because of  this I had 
to delay some scholarship 
applications that required 
FAFSA to be already com-
plete.”

What FAFSA determines 
as the financial need for 
a student is labeled their 
Student Aid Index, a calcu-
lation that other scholar-
ships and grants often ask 
for as part of  their qualifi-
cation for additional schol-
arship money. 

Quiroz Garcia, who is 
headed to University of  
California, Berkeley, hopes 
to study computer science. 
And while he has finally 
completed the FAFSA ap-
plication, he continues to 
resubmit additional schol-
arships that now include 
his Student Aid Index. 

“It's a huge issue as 
historically this under-
represented, under advo-
cated community of  un-
documented people have 
yet again, another barrier 
or roadblock put in their 
way when trying to access 
these funds and the infor-
mation for their students 
to access higher educa-
tion,” Weinzveg said.

An uphill climb now be-
gins for college counselors 
and advisers who’ll have 
to support families in sub-
mitting the application, 
waiting for results, and ex-
plaining the financial aid 
offers in the final weeks of  
the school year.

At Roseland University 
Prep, a high school with 
a large number of  Latino 
college-bound students,
the problem hangs over the 

students who would oth-
erwise be narrowing in on 
their four-year decision.

In the 2020-21 graduat-
ing class, 98% of  seniors 
submitted forms for FAF-
SA or DREAM Act, an-
other financial aid appli-
cation for students who 
entered the U.S. at age 16 
or younger.

“Regardless of  the sta-
tus of  the parents or the 
students, there is a signifi-
cant delay,” said Sean Kerr, 
Roseland University Prep’s 
head counselor. “Kids who 
have input completely 
their FAFSA and parent 
information since Jan. 10 
still have no answer. To say 
it's a problem is an under-
statement.”

The charter school, 
which offers all students 
college preparatory class-
es, provides access to col-
lege tours and tailored 
services that ease the tran-
sition to higher education 
for students and their fam-
ilies.

“These are kids that 
have spent their whole ed-
ucational career waiting 
for this moment, and the 
federal California and state 
grants are the biggest part 
— it's a game changer,” 
Kerr said.

And while a significant 
number of  University 
Prep students have mixed 
status, the website bugs 
have affected nearly ev-
ery student in one way or 
another, Kerr said. That, 
paired with no easy route 
for students, their parents 
or counselors to reach out 
to the portal officials has 
exacerbated the problem 
even more.

As of  March 13, this
year’s nationalapplication 
completion rate lags 34% 
behind last year’s. Kerr is 
worried about the bottle-

 neck the situation might 
create for schools with

May 1 deadlines for stu-
dents to commit to their 
chosen university.

The Student Aid Index 
also determines the ad-
ditional aid students get 
directly from universities 
that now must wait for 
FAFSA applications to 
roll in from the students 
they’ve already accepted.

“It’s hard on the stu-
dents to hear from the 
schools: “This is the mon-
ey you should expect, but 
I don't know if  it's going to 
be there,’” Kerr said.

For many University 
Prep students, the amount 
of  financial aid they re-
ceive is a major determi-
nant for the universities 
they choose, Kerr said.

Schools in the Universi-
ty of  California and Cali-
fornia State Universities 
systems have extended 
the deadline for students 
to commit to any of  their 
schools, citing the FAFSA 
delays.

This decision allows 
some wiggle room for 
Sonoma County students, 
Weinzveg said, but ulti-
mately it's up to FAFSA 
technicians to create work-
arounds to the site’s glitch-
es and process the appli-
cations with enough time 
for students to prepare for 
their college financial obli-
gations.

“It's just a matter of  
how far back are deci-
sions going to be able to be 
pushed,” Kerr said. “For 
me, we just need to wait 
and see. I don't see how 
these students can collec-
tively not get served.”
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Director of college and career counseling Sean Kerr, top left, helps seniors Ivan Cerezo, Leylanni Batista, and Jennifer Ruiz 
with their FAFSA and college applications Friday at Roseland University Prep in Santa Rosa.

Roseland University Prep senior Ivan Cerezo, right, talks with Sean Kerr, director of college 
and career counseling, while filling out FAFSA and college applications Friday in Santa Rosa.




