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Agenda

1. Unaccompanied & Homeless Youth
2. Illinois Youth in Care
3. The Retention of Illinois Students and Equity 

(RISE) Act
4. Resources
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Unaccompanied & Homeless 
Youth
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Students Experiencing Homelessness

May not consider themselves homeless or at risk of being 
homeless 

Often unaware of available support services during high 
school

Face many educational challenges due to high mobility

May be confused about their postsecondary options and 
accessing financial aid for college

Require additional support as they transition into their 
postsecondary option
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Students Experiencing Homelessness 
in Illinois
• According to the School House Connection Child and 

Youth Homelessness Data Profile for the 2022-2023 
school year:
• 56,005 or 3% of PreK – 12th grade students were identified as 

experiencing homelessness
• Chronic absenteeism rate was 53.6% compared with 28.5% for the 

state average
• High school graduation rate was 69.4% compared with 87.6% for the 

state average
• Where students reported staying when identified as homeless:

• Staying with others: 78.3%
• Staying in a shelter: 7.9%
• Staying in a hotel/motel: 5.5%
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Definitions for FAFSA

• Homeless: Means lacking fixed, regular, and adequate 
housing, which includes living in shelters, parks, motels, 
hotels, public spaces, camping grounds, cars, abandoned 
buildings, or temporary living with other people because you 
had no where else to go. Also, living in any of these 
situations and fleeing an abusive parent, maybe considered 
homeless even if the parent would otherwise provide a 
place to live

• Unaccompanied: Means not living in the physical custody of 
a parent or guardian

Note: homelessness, on its own, does not qualify a student as being independent 
for federal student aid purposes
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Providing a Mailing Address
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• The mailing address on the FAFSA 
will be prefilled 

• Students don’t need to provide a 
home address, but they must 
provide a mailing address where 
you can reliably receive mail

• Their mailing address can be the 
address of a relative or friend or it 
can be their college’s address



Student Homelessness and the 
FAFSA
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Receiving Homeless Youth 
Determination
• The list of people who can provide a determination has been 

expanded
• The following sources are:

• Homeless District Liaison
• Financial aid office from a different school that for the same or 

prior award year
• Director or designee of a:

• Transitional or emergency shelter
• Street outreach program
• Homeless youth drop-in center
• Program serving individuals experiencing homelessness
• Program supported by federal TRIO or GEAR UP grant
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High School Homeless District 
Liaison
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Illinois Homeless Youth Provider 
Agencies list
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Not Having a Homeless Youth 
Determination
• If you answer “Yes” to the general unaccompanied 

and do not have a homeless youth determination 
from one of the individuals at an eligible agency 
from the previous slide, you may still submit the 
FAFSA form without parent information

• You will need to complete additional steps with the 
financial aid office before your eligibility for 
financial aid can be finalized
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Homeless Youth Determinations and 
FAFSA Renewals 
• Not to be confused with an unusual circumstance 
• If the student does not have a determination, the 

FAA may make a case-by-case determination
• Renewal applicants with an eligible unaccompanied 

homeless youth determination on their 2024-2025 
FAFSA, will have their answers to these questions 
carried over and pre-populated 

• Renewal applicants must still affirm that their previous 
answers to the dependency questions are still applicable 
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Student Unusual Circumstances

• If a student does not 
have a determination 
or meet the definition 
of experiencing 
homelessness and 
unaccompanied, but 
has an unusual 
circumstance, they 
can identify that here

• By answering yes, a 
student is considered 
a provisional 
independent student
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Provisionally Independent Student
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• Designation for students who believe they may 
qualify as an independent student based on an 
unusual circumstance

• These students will:
• Be able to submit the FAFSA 
• Receive an estimate SAI and Pell Grant

• A school’s financial aid office will make the final 
determination based on documentation submitted

• These students will not be required to answer to 
answer information about their parent(s)



Updates for Institutions

• Schools can accept documentation of independent 
student status from another financial aid 
administrator at a different institution

• Students who are deemed independent for financial 
aid purposes, can be considered independent for 
the subsequent award year(s) only if the student 
attended the same institution – the student no 
longer must submit documentation every year to 
meet the criteria
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Illinois Youth in Care
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Students in Foster Care

Often hesitant to share their living situations

Often lack adult support

Require additional support as they transition into 
their postsecondary option

Lower rates of high school completion and 
employment

Less likely to earn a college degree
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Illinois Data on Students in Foster 
Care
• According to the Illinois Department of Children and Family 

Services (DCFS), as of April 30, 2025, there are 17,741 total youth 
in foster care

• 1,537 are over the age of 18
• 3,611 are between the ages of 13-17
• 5,750 are between the ages 6-12
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Foster Care Question on FAFSA

• Students are asked if at 
any time since they 
turned 13 if they were in 
the foster care system

• If yes, they are 
independent and will not 
be required to enter 
parent information

• Foster care parents are 
NOT considered parents 
for purposes of financial 
aid
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Illinois DCFS Postsecondary 
Programs
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• The Illinois DCFS provides several programs for 
students are in or have aged out of the foster care 
system

• Each program has its own criteria and eligibility 
requirements

• Students can receive benefits from DCFS and 
receive a Monetary Award Program (MAP) Grant 
and/or Pell Grant

https://dcfs.illinois.gov/brighter-futures/growing-
minds/post-secondary-education-services.html 
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• Up to $5,000 annually 
for education expenses

• Up to 5 years or until the 
age of 26, whichever 

occurs first

• Tuition & fee waiver 
for public universities 
and in-district community 
colleges

• Up to 5 consecutive years

• $1,557 monthly stipend
• Reimbursement of books
• Up to 5 consecutive years 

or until the age of 25, 
whichever occurs first

• Tuition & mandatory fee 
waiver

• Reimbursement of books
• $1,577 monthly stipend
• Must award a minimum 

of 53 awards (over 250 
awarded last year)

• Up to 5 consecutive 
years

DCFS 
Scholarship

Youth in 
College/

Vocational 
Training

Education 
& Training 
Vouchers 

(ETV)

Tuition & 
Fee 

Waivers

DCFS Postsecondary Programs
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Support Services for Homeless and 
Foster Youth
• Institutions are increasingly collaborating with local housing 

authorities to address student homelessness
• IL HOUSE Liaisons

• Each institution of higher education in IL is required to designate a 
member of staff to serve as a liaison to students experiencing 
homelessness and students in DCFS foster care

• Creation of on-campus food pantries
• Open to all students on and off campus

• Youth in Care - College Advocate Program 
• Provides youth with foster care experience with ongoing support in 

navigating college life
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RISE Act

24



Retention of Illinois Students & Equity 
(RISE) Act 
• Signed into law on June 21, 2019
• Provides a pathway for eligible undocumented 

students who are disqualified from federal student 
aid to apply for ISAC, and other state funded 
financial aid programs

• Including DCFS programs (except ETV program) 
• Relies on criteria already in state law that’s used to 

determine eligibility for in-state tuition at public 
institutions

Note: The RISE Act does not exempt students from meeting existing program 
eligibility criteria

25www.isac.org/Alternative-Application
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Eligibility Criteria for the RISE Act

• Undocumented students may be eligible for ISAC’s programs if 
they meet all of these criteria:
1. Resided with their parent or guardian while attending a public or private 

high school in this State;
2. Graduated from a public or private high school or received the 

equivalent of a high school diploma in this State;
3. Attended school in this State for at least 3 years as of the date the 

individual graduated from high school or received the equivalent of a 
high school diploma in this State;

4. Provides an affidavit stating that they will file an application to become 
a permanent resident of the United States at the earliest opportunity 
they are eligible to do so; 

5. Has not established a residence outside of Illinois

26www.isac.org/Alternative-Application
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The Alternative Application for Illinois 
Financial Aid
• The application is process for eligible students to 

apply for the Monetary Award Program (MAP) 
Grant only

• There are prescreening questions built into the 
application to determine which application a 
student should complete, Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) or Alternative 
Application

• The application is patterned after the FAFSA:
• A Student Aid Index (SAI) is calculated
• Opens the same time as the FAFSA

27www.isac.org/Alternative-Application
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Alternative Application Privacy Notice

• The information provided on the Alternative Application 
is used by ISAC to determine eligibility for state financial 
aid

• ISAC has strict security and confidentiality policies and 
procedures in place to protect the integrity of student 
records

• ISAC only shares student data with your school, for the 
purposes of awarding financial aid or for research 
purposes 

28https://studentaid.gov/notices/privacy 
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Alternative Application Processing

• A completed Alternative App goes through ISAC for 
processing 

• Unlike the FAFSA, the Alternative App is a state form 
and data elements are not matched with other 
agencies – eligibility for the Monetary Award 
Program (MAP) will be determined by the school 
the student attends
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Resources
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IL DCFS Contacts

Laura Gutierrez
Post-Secondary Education Specialist 
Laura.Gutierrez@illinois.gov 

Kim Peck
Downstate Education and Transition Services 
Administrator
Kim.Peck@illinois.gov  
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ISAC Student Portal 
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Resources Beyond Financial Aid
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• Food resources
• SNAP benefits for college students - Illinois' community 

college students enrolled in Perkins-approved CTE 
programs have access to food security through SNAP

• Housing & utilities
• Medical care
• Illinois college food pantries
• Child and dependent care
• Special circumstances and professional judgment 



Thank You!

Questions? Contact the Professional Development 
team at isac.outreachtraining@illinois.gov!

Sign up for ISAC’s e-Messaging service to receive the 
latest news and updates at 
www.isac.org/emessaging

34

mailto:isac.outreachtraining@illinois.gov
https://www.isac.org/emessaging/

	Understanding & Advocating for Students in Foster Care & Experiencing Homelessness
	Agenda
	Unaccompanied & Homeless Youth
	Students Experiencing Homelessness
	Students Experiencing Homelessness in Illinois
	Definitions for FAFSA
	Providing a Mailing Address
	Student Homelessness and the FAFSA
	Receiving Homeless Youth Determination
	High School Homeless District Liaison
	Illinois Homeless Youth Provider Agencies list
	Not Having a Homeless Youth Determination
	Homeless Youth Determinations and FAFSA Renewals 
	Student Unusual Circumstances
	Provisionally Independent Student
	Updates for Institutions
	Illinois Youth in Care
	Students in Foster Care
	Illinois Data on Students in Foster Care
	Foster Care Question on FAFSA
	Illinois DCFS Postsecondary Programs
	DCFS Postsecondary Programs
	Support Services for Homeless and Foster Youth
	RISE Act
	Retention of Illinois Students & Equity (RISE) Act 
	Eligibility Criteria for the RISE Act
	The Alternative Application for Illinois Financial Aid
	Alternative Application Privacy Notice
	Alternative Application Processing
	Resources
	IL DCFS Contacts
	ISAC Student Portal	
	Resources Beyond Financial Aid
	Thank You!

