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GETTING STARTED 

 
You can cancel your federal student loans based on a permanent and total disability.  All 
federal loan borrowers are eligible for this discharge.  Parents with PLUS loans may 
apply based on their own disabilities, not those of their children.   
 
In order to qualify, you must be unable to work and earn money because of an illness or 
injury that is expected to continue indefinitely or result in death.  This is a very restrictive 
standard, generally higher than the standards in most other disability programs, such as 
Social Security.   
 
Congress recently passed a law that makes some changes to this standard.  Most of the 
new rules will go into effect by July 1, 2010.  One important change is already in effect.  
As discussed in the next section, veterans who have been determined by the Secretary of 
Veterans Affairs to be unemployable due a service-connected condition should qualify 
for this discharge without having to provide additional documentation from a doctor. 
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FORMS YOU NEED TO FILL OUT 
 

Discharge Application 
 
You must fill out the attached application form even if you are a veteran and qualify 
under the new rules.  All applicants must fill out sections 1 and 3.  Everyone except 
veterans qualifying under the new rules must also ask a doctor to fill out section 4.  The 
doctor must be a doctor of medicine or osteopathy and licensed to practice in the United 
States.  
 
Section 1 requires you to fill in identification information.  Be sure and read section 3 
carefully and then sign and date at the bottom.  You should also carefully read the other 
sections to find out more about this discharge program. 
 
There are instructions on the form that will explain this process to your doctor.  In 
addition, you may want to give your doctor the attached information sheet.   
 
The doctor must sign the form at the bottom of page 2.  It is very important that the 
doctor include the date of signature, print his/her name, and provide a professional 
license number. A lot of applications are rejected only because some of this information 
is missing. 
 
If you are a veteran, you will qualify under the new rules if you can provide 
documentation from the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs showing that you are 
unemployable due to a service-connected condition.  If you have this documentation, you 
are still required to complete sections 1 and 3 of this form, but you do not have to ask a 
doctor to fill out section 4.     
 











 
 

 
 
 
 

OPTIONAL DOCTOR INFORMATION 
SHEET  



  
 
Dear Doctor: 
 
The purpose of this letter is to provide you with information about the Department of 
Education disability discharge process.   
 
Please see the attached application form. 
 
A few tips: 
 
1.  Please review and complete Section 4 of this application.  This section asks you to 
certify that it is your professional judgment that the borrower cannot work and earn 
money due to an injury or illness that will last indefinitely or result in death.  Every single 
blank in this section must be completed; if any are left, the application will be rejected. 
 
2.  The disability standard used by the Department of Education is different than the 
standard in other government programs, such as Social Security.  Please see the definition 
in section 5 of the form. 
 
3.  You no longer have to provide information about when the borrower became disabled.  
The eligibility standard is only that the borrower is totally and permanently disabled as of 
the date you sign this form.   
 
4.  This is a new form as of 2009 and it requires you to provide more complete 
information about the borrower’s disability.  Please provide more than a diagnosis.  You 
must also identify the medical condition, as required on the form, and clearly and fully 
explain how the condition prevents the borrower from working and earning money.   
 
5.  You may submit additional information with the application. 
 
6.  Any changes must be initialed. 
 
7.  Please be sure and date the form and provide your professional license number. 
 
8.  You should expect that someone from the Department of Education or a guaranty 
agency will contact you to follow up on this application.  It is important to include as 
much supporting documentation (medical records) at the outset to help avoid repeated 
requests for additional information. 
 
Thank you for your assistance with this matter.   
 
Sincerely, 
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WHERE TO SEND THE APPLCATION 
 
1.  You must submit a completed application to your loan holder.  The loan holder is 
defined as the agency that is collecting your loan.  This could be a lender, servicer, 
private collection agency, or guaranty agency.   

2.  If you have a Direct Loan, you should send the form to the Department of Education 
at this address:     

U.S. Department of Education 

Conditional Disability Discharge 

P.O. Box 5200 

Greenville, TX  75403-5200 

3.  If you have a Perkins loan, you should submit your application to your school or 
whichever entity is collecting on behalf of the school.  The school will then send your 
application to the Department.  

4.  You should send the application by certified mail with return receipt.  
 
5.  You must submit the application within 90 days of the date of the doctor’s signature 
on the form. 
 
6.   After receiving a completed form, the loan holder must stop collection efforts. 
 
7.  If you have different loan holders, you must submit a separate form to each loan 
holder.  You can submit a copy, but your original signature must be on every form you 
submit regardless of whether it is an original or copy. 
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WHAT TO EXPECT AFTER YOU SEND IN THE APPLICATION 

 
Your loan holder is required to make a preliminary determination on the application.  If 
this is a federally guaranteed (FFEL) loan, the lender must submit the application to the 
guaranty agency within 60 days of application.  The guaranty agency has 90 days to 
review the application.  If the guaranty agency approves your application, you will 
receive a letter that looks something like Sample Letter #1.  Approved applications are 
sent to the Department of Education’s Disability Discharge Unit. 
 
If it is a Direct Loan, the Department of Education will be making the decision.  If you 
have a Perkins loan, you should submit your application to your school or whichever 
entity is collecting on behalf of the school.  The school will then send your application to 
the Department of Education.  
 
The Department of Education’s Disability Discharge Unit will do another review of the 
applications it receives. They can ask for additional medical evidence or even arrange for 
an additional medical review by an independent doctor at no expense to you.  The Unit 
will either deny the claim or approve it.   
 
This process can take a while.  The Department says that this process can take up to one 
year.  It is a good idea to contact the Department’s Disability Discharge Unit regularly to 
check on the status of your application.  Contact information is included at the end of this 
packet and on the letters you will receive from the Department. 
 
If approved, you will not get a discharge immediately.  Instead, you will be placed in a 
three year conditional discharge period.  The three year time period starts from the date 
your doctor signed the form. 
 
During this period, you are not required to make any payments on the loan.  You are not 
required to pay any interest that accrues during this period.   
 
You will qualify at the end of the three years if: 

• Your annual earnings from employment do not exceed the poverty line amount 
for a family of two in your state, regardless of your actual family size.  In 2009, 
this amount is $14,570 if you live in the 48 contiguous states.  (Information about 
poverty level guidelines can be found on the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services web site:  http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/poverty.htm), 

• You do not receive any new federal loans or a TEACH grant, and 
• If a federal loan was certified or a TEACH grant was originated before the date 

your doctor signed the application, but a disbursement was made during the 
conditional discharge period, you must provide the Department with 
documentation showing that the disbursement was returned to the loan holder or 
for a TEACH grant to the Department within 120 days of the disbursement date. 

 



During the conditional discharge period, you must promptly inform the Department if 
your annual earnings exceed the poverty line for a family of two in your state and notify 
the Department of any changes in address. 
 
If you satisfy all of these requirements after the three year period, the balance of the loan 
is discharged. At this point, you will receive a letter from the Department similar to 
Sample Letter #2.   
 
Any payments received after the date the doctor signed the form must be returned.  This 
includes voluntary and involuntary payments, such as wage garnishments and tax refund 
offsets.  The discharge will also be reported to credit bureaus.  You should consult a tax 
professional regarding possible tax liability for the discharged amount. 
 
Note:  If you are a veteran with documentation from the U.S. Department of Veterans 
Affairs that you are unemployable due to a service-connected condition, you can receive 
a final discharge as soon as the Department reviews your application.  The three year 
conditional period does not apply in these cases. 
 
What to Do If the Application is Denied 
 
Borrowers will often find that a discharge is denied even after they have submitted a 
properly completed physician’s certification of total and permanent disability.  If the 
application is denied, you should receive a letter that includes the reasons for the denial.  
Unfortunately, the letter may not be very specific.  It may say only that you are denied 
due to a “medical review failure.”  It may look something like Sample Letter #3.  
 
You should not assume that a denial based on “medical review failure” is necessarily tied 
to an actual medical review.  Instead, this is a general category that can mean anything 
from a missing license number to an actual medical review failure.   Although there is no 
formal process within the Department to appeal, it is a good idea to contact the 
Department if you receive a denial and ask about the basis for the decision.  You can 
often resolve these problems informally.  You can contact the Department’s ombudsman 
program for assistance.  (The phone number for the ombudsman is toll-free 877-557-
2575; e-mail:  fsaombudsmanoffice@ed.gov).  You can also reapply if you missed a 
deadline or decide it is more efficient to start over again.  You should consult an attorney 
for assistance if possible. 
 
If you cannot resolve the problem informally, the denial may be appealed under the 
judicial review provision of the Administrative Procedures Act.   
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
 
I am disabled, but think I might be able to work.  Can I apply? 
 
The question is whether you really are able to work or not.  If you are able to work even 
if you are not currently employed, you will not qualify.   
 
What if I am working now?   
 
You will not qualify if you are working at the time you apply.  However, if you apply and 
are approved, you are allowed to work and earn minimal amounts during the conditional 
discharge period.   
 
What happens if I later want to take out a new federal loan? 
 
You will have to get a doctor to certify that you are able to work.  You will also have to 
sign a statement that the new loan cannot be discharged in the future based on any current 
impairment unless that impairment substantially deteriorates.  
 
Does the date I became disabled matter?    
 
Only for applications submitted before July 1, 2008. 
 

Can I apply again if I was denied the first time?  

Yes. This is more likely to be successful if there was a minor problem the first time 
around such as the doctor’s failure to fill in his license number. But you can also reapply 
if you have been able to gather stronger evidence of your disability 

I used the old form to apply, is this ok?   
 
Yes.  The Department has said that it will continue to accept the old form. 
 
Who can I contact at the Department for more information?  
 
The Department has set up a Disability Discharge Loan Servicing Center. The Center can 
be contacted by phone at 1-888-869-4169, by e-mail at disability_discharge@acs-
inc.com, or by regular mail at U.S. Department of Education, Disability Loan Servicing 
Center, P.O. Box 5200, Greenville, TX  75403-5200.   Hearing-impaired individuals with 
access to a TDD can call 1-888-636-6401.  You may also need to contact the 
Department’s servicer, Affiliated Computer Services (ACS) at 888-869-4169. 




