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Note: We updated this Electronic Announcement on June 16, 2020, by expanding

flexibilities for standard term programs and extending the timeframe for those

flexibilities through the end of the academic year that includes December 31,

2020 or the end date for the COVID-19 Federally declared emergency, whichever

occurs later. The changes can be found at the end of the section entitled

“Approval to Offer Distance Education.”

Note:  On May 15, 2020, we posted further updated guidance at

https://ifap.ed.gov/electronic-

announcements/051520UPDATEDGuidanceInterruptStudyRelCOVID19May2020.

Note:  On April 3, 2020, we posted further updated guidance at

https://ifap.ed.gov/electronic-

announcements/040320UPDATEDGuidanceInterruptStudyRelCOVID19.

Note: We updated this Electronic Announcement on March 20, 2020, by adding an

attachment titled “COVID-19 FAQs” to the announcement. We will continue to

provide answers to questions we receive in response to this and any future

guidance.

This electronic announcement addresses concerns expressed by higher education

leaders regarding how they should comply with Title IV, Higher Education Act

(HEA) policies for students whose activities are impacted by Coronavirus (COVID-

19), either directly because the student is ill or quarantined, or indirectly because

the student was recalled from travel-abroad experiences, can no longer

participate in internships or clinical rotations, or attends a campus that

temporarily suspended operations. This information provides flexibilities for

schools that are working to help students complete the term in which they are

currently enrolled.

These instructions do not contemplate accommodations for students who have

not yet enrolled or whose term has not yet begun, with certain exceptions. We will

continue to monitor the situation and make a later determination of what

accommodations may be necessary should longer-term interruptions become

likely. We will continue to provide updates to this information as appropriate.

We encourage institutions to visit the Department’s Coronavirus webpage,

https://www.ed.gov/coronavirus?src=feature , on this topic frequently, as we

will post updates as they become available. In addition, the Department’s

webpage has links to guidance from the Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention, including for how Institutions of Higher Education should manage

human health risks associated with Coronavirus.

We address five potential student and campus scenarios: that may prompt an

institution to have questions about how to comply with Title IV, HEA requirements

if the Coronavirus impacts a student or a campus:

A student was enrolled or was supposed to begin a travel-abroad experience

and either the student has been called back to the U.S. or was never able to

begin the travel abroad experience;

A student was enrolled in a program and met the requirements for full-time

enrollment; however, due to the COVID-19, one or more classes – such as an

internship, a clinical rotation, student teaching or fieldwork – have been

cancelled and now the student has fallen below the 12 credit hour minimum

and is no longer considered to be a full-time student;

A student is quarantined and misses class or a student is incapacitated due

to COVID-19 illness;

A campus temporarily stops offering ground-based classes in order to

prevent the spread of COVID-19;

A foreign school that serves U.S. students who participate in title IV

programs temporarily suspends operations due to COVID-19.
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We offer information below about options we are making available to institutions

under our current statutory authority to provide as much flexibility as possible so

that you can continue to serve students. In some instances, we have been asked to

consider providing flexibilities that are beyond our statutory authority. As a result,

we cannot provide those flexibilities. If you have questions about the information

provided in this electronic announcement, or you are encountering a scenario that

we have not addressed, please email the Department at COVID-19@ed.gov .

We recommend that institutions document, as contemporaneously as possible,

any actions taken as a result of COVID-19, including those actions described in this

document.

Accommodating Students Whose Enrollment is Disrupted by Coronavirus

Our goal is to work with institutions and find ways to enable you to accommodate

students and help them continue their education despite interruptions caused by

COVID-19. For many institutions, online education will provide a viable option for

continuing to teach students through COVID-19-related interruptions. In some

instances, students enrolled in ground-based programs at campuses that must

temporarily close could participate in distance education for a period of time and

then resume ground-based attendance when the campus reopens. In other

instances, an institution may provide online learning opportunities for a student

who was recalled from a travel-abroad program but the student is too late into the

semester to enroll in other classes offered by the home campus, or the student

who arrived in a foreign country intending to complete a travel abroad experience

finds that the program has now been cancelled or temporarily suspended. We are

providing the following flexibilities to institutions to help them understand what

options they can make available to students and remain in compliance with Title IV

requirements.

Approval to Offer Distance Education

The Department is providing broad approval to institutions to use online

technologies to accommodate students on a temporary basis, without going

through the regular approval process of the Department in the event that an

institution is otherwise required to seek Departmental approval for the use or

expansion of distance learning programs. This flexibility only applies to a program

during a payment period that overlaps the date of this electronic announcement or

the following payment period. If an institution chooses to continue offering a new

program or use distance education in a manner requiring the Department’s

approval after that point, it must seek approval under the Department’s normal

process.

We are also permitting accreditors to waive their distance education review

requirements for institutions working to accommodate students whose enrollment

is otherwise interrupted as a result of COVID-19. We currently are limiting that

permission to distance learning opportunities developed for the purpose of

serving students who were already in attendance, but whose attendance was

interrupted by COVID-19. Please note that this flexibility is not available for clock-

hour courses that lead to licensure if the licensure body will not accept distance

learning courses or hours or give credit for them toward the number of hours a

student must complete.

We want to make clear to institutions that for Title IV, HEA purposes, distance

learning does not require the use of sophisticated learning management systems

or online platforms, though accreditors may have additional standards included in

their review of distance learning programs. We are, however, permitting

accreditors to waive those standards for schools implementing distance learning

programs solely for the purpose of allowing currently enrolled students to

complete a term that is interrupted by COVID-19 closures. To meet the

Department’s requirements for providing distance education, an institution must

communicate to students through one of several types of technology – including

email – described under 34 CFR § 600.2, and instructors must initiate substantive

communication with students, either individually or collectively, on a regular basis.

In other words, an instructor could use email to provide instructional materials to

students enrolled in his or her class, use chat features to communicate with

students, set up conference calls to facilitate group conversations, engage in

email exchanges or require students to submit work electronically that the

instructor will evaluate.

Institutions may provide distance learning temporarily to accommodate students

as a result of a COVID-19 interruption, including in cases where students began

attendance in classes offered in a brick-and-mortar setting but were transitioned

to a distance education format in the middle of the term. In these cases, we will

accept the accreditation and state authorization of the institution for the

programs in which those students were enrolled prior to the interruption due to

COVID-19 to enable students to complete the current term.

Institutions may also enter into temporary consortium agreements with other

institutions so that students can complete courses at other institutions but be

awarded credit by their home institution. In addition, in instances where

accrediting agencies require students to complete a final number or percentage

of credits in residence at the institution, accrediting agencies may waive that

requirement for students impacted by COVID-19 without objection by the

Department.

The Department will permit students who wish to take an approved leave of

absence for COVID-19-related concerns or limitations (such as interruption of a

travel-abroad program), to take such leave, even if the student notifies the

institution in writing after the approved leave of absence has begun. In such a

case, the institution may retain those Title IV funds to apply when the student

continues enrollment. If the student does not return to complete their program

within 180 days, the school would then be expected to perform the Return of Title

IV funds calculation based on the date on which the leave-of-absence began. Note
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that in term-based programs, if a student takes an approved leave of absence

from a term-based program, the institution must ensure that the student is

permitted to complete the coursework he or she began prior to the leave of

absence.

Finally, because we understand that some students may have been recalled from

travel abroad programs or canceled-out of experiential learning opportunities

after the semester began, institutions may offer courses to those students on a

schedule that would otherwise be considered a non-standard term, if doing so

enables those students to complete the term. These flexibilities will also be

provided to institutions, or their additional locations or programs, that must

temporarily close as a result of COVID-19.

[Updated as of 06/16/2020] The Department is aware that, due to ongoing

concerns over the COVID-19 emergency, many institutions have found it necessary

to adjust their academic calendars. In recognition of this, we are expanding these

flexibilities to include all programs, regardless of whether students are returning

from travel abroad programs or have been cancelled out of experiential learning

opportunities and extending applicable deadlines. All standard terms will be

permitted to overlap with an adjacent term without the program being considered

non-term. Additionally, a standard semester or trimester may consist of as few as

13 weeks of instructional time and a standard quarter as few as 9 weeks of

instructional time without the program being considered a non-standard term

program. It should be noted that any reduction in a program’s defined academic

year to less than 30 weeks of instructional time must be specifically approved by

the School Participation Division (SPD). Submit your request by email to

CaseTeams@ed.gov. This guidance is applicable through the end of the academic

year that includes December 31, 2020 or the end date for the COVID-19 Federally

declared emergency, whichever occurs later.

Foreign Schools

We cannot extend flexibility regarding the use of distance learning to foreign

schools since the Higher Education Act does not permit foreign schools to provide

distance learning to U.S. students who participate in Title IV, HEA programs. We

continue to consider if there are any other flexibilities we could extend to foreign

schools that temporarily close due to COVID-19.

Federal Work Study (FWS)

Federal law includes a provision allowing an institution to make FWS payments

under certain limited circumstances to disaster-affected students who are unable

to continue working. Given the unique nature of this situation, it is unlikely that an

entire region would be declared a Federal disaster area, yet to students enrolled

at a campus that must close temporarily, the loss of this important form of

financial aid can be devastating. The impact may be magnified if the institution

accommodates students by providing alternative instructional opportunities and

the student is required to continue paying tuition, but the student loses FWS as an

important part of their financial aid award. For students enrolled and performing

FWS at a campus that must close due to COVID-19, or for a FWS student who is

employed by an employer that closes as a result of COVID-19, the institution may

continue paying the student Federal work-study wages during that closure if it

occurred after the beginning of the term, the institution is continuing to pay its

other employees (including faculty and staff), and the institution continues to

meet its institutional wage share requirement. Students who were prevented from

beginning a term at the institution as a result of a COVID-19-related disruption

would not be eligible for Federal Student Aid for that term, and therefore could

not be paid FWS wages for hours they did not work. Graduate students who are

paid FWS wages on salary may continue to be paid for the remainder of the term if

the institution is also paying its faculty and staff during that period. In these

instances, institutions should document (as contemporaneously as feasible) that

the COVID-19 disruption was the reason the student received FWS funds without

documentation of hours worked.

Length of Academic Year

The Department is authorized under 34 CFR § 668.3 to approve a reduced

academic year. If at any point an institution determines it will close as the result of

a campus health emergency, it may contact the School Participation team to

request a temporary reduction in the length of its academic year.

Professional Judgement

Financial aid administrators (FAA) have statutory authority to use professional

judgement to make adjustments on a case-by-case basis to the cost of attendance

or to the data elements used in calculating the EFC to reflect a student’s special

circumstances. The use of professional judgement where students and/or their

families have been affected by COVID-19 is permitted, such as in the case where

an employer closes for a period of time as a result of COVID-19. In making

professional judgement determinations, FAAs must obtain documentation and

retain it in each student’s file. This documentation must substantiate the reason

for any adjustment. Institutions are reminded that, regardless of how broadly an

event may affect its student population, professional judgement determinations

must be made and documented on a case-by-case basis.

Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP)

An institution’s SAP appeal policy (34 CFR § 668.34(a)(9)) must, among other

things, describe the basis on which a student may file an appeal: the death of a

relative, an injury or illness of the student, or other special circumstances.

Circumstances related to an outbreak of COVID-19, including, but not limited to,

the illness of a student or family member, compliance with a quarantine period, or

the general disruption resulting from such an outbreak may form the basis of a

student’s SAP appeal even if not specifically articulated in the institution’s SAP

policy.

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2020-03-05/CaseTeams@ed.gov


Students Who Did Not Begin Attendance

We are aware that many U.S. students enrolled in eligible foreign institutions and

in study abroad programs offered by domestic institutions have already been

affected by local outbreaks of COVID-19 and the measures taken by institutions in

response. Of immediate concern are those students who travelled to overseas

destinations but were unable to begin classes due to school closures. There may

also be instances where students at domestic institutions are similarly affected

and unable to begin classes. Because these students did not begin attendance in

a payment period or period of enrollment, 34 CFR § 668.21 (rather than Return of

Title IV Funds) applies. In such a situation, the institution must return all Title IV

grant funds disbursed for the payment period or period of enrollment and all

Direct Loan funds that were credited to the student’s account at the institution for

that period. The institution must also return Direct Loan funds in the amount of

payments made directly by or on behalf of the student to the institution for the

period, up to the total amount of the loan funds disbursed. The institution is not

responsible for returning Direct Loan funds that were disbursed directly to the

student in the form of a credit balance as long as the institution was not aware

that the student would not attend prior to the disbursement, and students will be

able to repay those funds as a part of their educational loans. In these

circumstances, institutions are permitted, but not required, to return all of a

student’s Direct Loan funds, including the amount comprising the credit balance.

Normally institutions, once aware that a student will not begin or has not begun

attendance, must notify the loan servicer which results in issuance of a final

demand letter to the borrower. However, we have determined that in the case

where a student was unable to begin attendance due to a COVID-19-related school

closure, the provisions of 34 CFR § 668.21(a)(2)(ii), requiring the institution to

notify the servicer of that student’s failure to begin attendance, do not apply

because the option for the student to begin attendance did not exist. Accordingly,

the institution should not notify the servicer that the student did not begin

attendance. He or she will be permitted to repay any Direct Loan funds received

under the terms of the promissory note. This will also prevent a student from

being required to enter repayment within six months of withdrawing if the student

withdrew as a result of a Coronavirus-related interruption.

Enrollment Status Changes

We do not have the authority to waive the requirement to award or disburse Title

IV funds based on a student’s actual enrollment status. For example, assuming an

institution defines full-time enrollment as 12 credit hours, when a full-time student

enrolled for 12 credit hours drops or withdraws from three credits, that student is

now enrolled at three-quarter time status. However, we remind institutions that

for Direct Loans, the institution must only confirm at least half-time enrollment

status as of the time of disbursement. It is not necessary to recalculate a student’s

Direct Loan eligibility based on changes in enrollment status that occur after the

institution originates a Direct Loan. For enrollment status changes that occur after

an institution’s established Pell Grant recalculation (census) date, we do not

require recalculation. Note that the student must have begun attendance in all

courses comprising the enrollment status on which the Pell Grant payment was

based.

Return of Title IV Funds

Even in the case of a disruption from COVID-19, an institution must return any Title

IV funds for which it is responsible in accordance with the provisions of 34 CFR §

668.22 when a student withdraws. Currently, we do not have the authority to

waive the statutory requirement for the return of unearned Title IV funds in the

case where a student (who receives Title IV assistance) withdraws from an

institution during a payment period or period of enrollment after having begun

attendance. However, the guidance provided below explains the requirements for

performing Return of Title IV Funds calculations in situations where an institution

has temporarily ceased operations as a result of a COVID-19 disruption.

Definition of a Withdrawal Date

If an institution ceases operation during a payment period and fails to reopen by

the end of that payment period, its students are considered no longer in

attendance and must be considered withdrawn for that payment period or period

of enrollment, and would be subject to Return of Title IV funds requirements.

Similarly, if an institution closes and subsequently reopens during a payment

period, any students who began attendance during that payment period but failed

to return when the institution reopens must be considered withdrawn for that

payment period. If the institution is required to take attendance, the withdrawal

date is the last day of documented attendance prior to the closure. If the

institution is not required to take attendance, the institution can use any

applicable option under 34 CFR § 668.22(c), including the midpoint of the

payment period or period of enrollment under 34 CFR § 668.2(c)(1)(iii) or, because

the closure was a circumstance that the student could not control under 34 CFR §

668.22(c)(1)(iv), the date that the institution ceased operation. When determining

the number of days in the payment period or period of enrollment (the

denominator of the calculation), the institution should include all the days that the

student was scheduled to attend during that period on the date of the withdrawal.

For a clock-hour program, an institution should not include as “scheduled hours”

any hours on days that it was closed.

Date of Determination and Timeframes for Returns

Normally, if a student does not provide notification to an institution of his/her

withdrawal, the date of determination that the student has withdrawn is the date

that the institution becomes aware that the student ceased attendance. This is, in

most cases when an institution closes for reasons beyond its control, the date of

the closure. Therefore, the timeframes for completing Return of Title IV Funds

calculations and making the appropriate returns or post-withdrawal

disbursements begin on that date (e.g. 30 days to perform the calculation, 45 days

to return the funds, etc.).
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Reentering the Same Payment Period

If an institution that has closed subsequently reopens during the same payment

period or period of enrollment, and permits students to continue coursework that

they were taking at the time of the closure, students that return to class at that

time are considered to have reentered the same period and retain eligibility for

Title IV aid that they were otherwise eligible to receive before the closure. If a

student in this situation subsequently withdraws, the institution must exclude the

number of days that it was closed (if the closure was for at least five consecutive

days, in combination with weekends or other scheduled breaks) from both the

number of days the student completed and the total number of days in the

payment period or period of enrollment. If the institution altered the number of

days in the payment period or period of enrollment following the closure (e.g. if it

adds days to the term to make up for the time when it was closed), the institution

should use the new number of days in the student’s Return of Title IV funds

calculation.

NSLDS Enrollment Reporting

In general, when a student withdraws during a payment period, the effective date

for the withdrawn (‘W’) status for enrollment reporting purposes is the withdrawal

date used by the institution in accordance with 34 CFR § 668.22(b) or (c).

However, notwithstanding the requirement that the institution perform a Return of

Title IV funds calculation for students when an institution unexpectedly ceases

operation during a payment period and fails to reopen during that payment period,

we permit an institution to defer reporting an affected student’s enrollment status

as “withdrawn” in these circumstances when the institution has a reasonable

expectation that—

1. The institution will reopen at the start of a payment period that begins no

later than 90 days following the closure; and

2. The student will resume attendance when the institution reopens.

In these cases, the institution should continue reporting the most recent

enrollment status that it reported for the affected student prior to the closure. If

the student does not resume attendance as expected, the institution must change

the student’s enrollment status to “withdrawn” using the student’s actual

withdrawal date as the enrollment status effective date.

While the coronavirus threat to the American public remains low, we encourage

school communities to take all steps to ensure the health and well-being of

students, faculty, and staff. We established the website,

https://www.ed.gov/coronavirus?src=feature , to provide general information

and guidance for school communities, including links to information posted by the

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. We appreciate your cooperation and

welcome any additional questions at COVID-19@ed.gov .
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