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What Everyone Should Know 
When Filing Their 2020 
Individual Tax Returns 



Who Must File?



Other Situations:

Most Often Seen 
Net Earnings from Self-Employment Over $400.
Repayment (Recapture) of 2008 First Time Home Buyer 

Credit.
Affordable Care Act Health Insurance.
 For 2020 – to claim or correct Economic Impact 

Payments (EIPs) through the Recovery Rebate Credit 
(RRC). **
To claim Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), Child Care Tax 

Credit (CTC), or other refundable credits.



Filing Status

Single (S)

Married Filing Jointly (MFJ)

Married Filing Separately (MFS)

Head of Household (HOH)

Qualifying Widow with Dependent Child (QWDC)



Why Does Filing Status Matter?

Filing status impacts calculation of income tax, standard 
deduction amounts, and the allowance of certain credits 
and deductions. 
 Single/MFS = $12,400

MFJ = $24,800
HOH = $18,650

Amounts are higher if taxpayer/spouse is blind or born 
before January 2, 1956!



Filing Status and Marital Status

Generally, a taxpayer is considered married if legally 
married Dec. 31st.
Also married if spouse died during the year.

Generally, a taxpayer is considered unmarried if divorced 
before Dec. 31st. 
BUT some taxpayers may be considered unmarried under 

tax law, even if NOT divorced or legally separated. 
 Special rules for Head of Household status discussed 

later.



Single (S)

 Can file single if on Dec. 31st, taxpayer is:
Not married 
 Legally separated (with court doc.), or 
 Divorced

Some single taxpayers can qualify for Head of 
Household (HOH) status, if they have dependent 
children. HOH has a higher standard deduction and is 
the better choice if taxpayer can qualify.



Married Filing Jointly (MFJ)

MFJ can be claimed by taxpayers who, on Dec. 31st:
 Were married and lived together
 Were married and lived apart
 Meet requirements of common law marriage (TX), or 
 Did not remarry after spouse died during  the year.

 IRS considers each spouse to be “jointly and severally 
liable” for the tax shown on the return. That means the 
IRS can hold either spouse responsible for the full 
amount owed.



Married Filing Separately (MFS)

Married taxpayers are NOT required to file taxes together, 
but MFS status is considered the “worst” status because 
you cannot claim many credits, such as Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC) or Education Credits.
Remember “joint and several” liability—if you don’t trust 

your spouse to be honest on taxes, better to file MFS so 
you’re not held responsible. (It’s easier to avoid liability 
than it is to get Innocent Spouse relief later.)
 Some people use MFS to lower student loan payments 

under their Income-based Repayment Plans.



Head of Household (HOH)

Taxpayer may qualify for HOH status if he/she:
 Is unmarried or considered unmarried;
Paid > than 50% the cost of keeping up a home for year; 

and
Had a qualifying person living in the home for > than 6 

months in the year.
 Certain exceptions for dependent parent & temporary absences.
 College students are considered living in the home even when 

away at college.



“Unmarried” Rules for HOH Status

Married taxpayer may be considered unmarried for HOH status if 
he/she:
 Files a separate return from spouse;
 Paid > than 50% cost of keeping up home for year;

 Lived apart from spouse during the entire last 6 months of year; and
 Provided the main home for > than 6 months for a qualifying child.



Who Can Be a Qualifying Person for HOH?

 Qualifying Child (QC) who is:
 Single - whether or not child can be claimed as dependent
 Married - but only if can be claimed as a dependent; 

 Qualifying Relative (QR) related to you AND who can be claimed as a 
dependent; or

 Dependent parent 
 No residency requirement for father or mother.



Qualifying Child (QC)

Must be taxpayer’s (TP) child*
[Relationship Test]

Must be: 
 under age 19
 under age 24 and a full-time student, or 
 any age, if permanently and totally disabled
[Age Test]

Must live* with TP > than ½ year 
[Residency Test]



Qualifying Relative (QR)

Must be related as:       

 Must live with TP > than ½ year 

 Qualify as dependent
 Relative’s gross income for year must be < than $4,300.

Generally Do NOT include Social Security Benefits 

 TP must provide > than 50% of the relative’s support. 



Dependents

Although TCJA* suspended personal and dependency 
exemptions thru 2025, the ability to claim a dependent 
impacts eligibility for many other tax benefits such as:
Child tax credit 
Credit for other dependents
Child and dependent care credit 
Earned income credit
Head of household filing status 
Education credits

TCJA refers to the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017.



Dependents – Continued 

An eligible child/person can only be claimed as a 
dependent on one tax return.
 If any SSN is used more than once for that purpose, IRS 

will reject the last e-filed tax return.
This is a TECHNOLOGICAL reject, not a determination 

by IRS of who can claim the child. If the second person 
filing is the party entitled to claim the child, they should 
do so and print/sign/file paper return.



Qualified Child of More than One Taxpayer

 Blended, Multi-generational or Other Households
 Relationship – Natural parent takes priority
 Residency/custody – Person with whom child spends more nights 

during the year
 If equal residency – Parent with higher income claims the child.

E. g. Your daughter meets the conditions to be a qualifying child for both 
you and your mother. Under the rules above, you are entitled to treat 
your daughter as a qualifying child for all of the tax benefits for which 
you otherwise qualify. Your mother isn’t entitled to take any of the tax 
benefits unless she has a different qualifying child. However, if your 
mother’s AGI is higher than yours, you can let your mother treat your 
daughter as her qualifying child. If you do that, your daughter isn’t your 
qualifying child for any tax benefits.



Children of Divorced or Separated Parents or 
Parents Who Live Apart

USUALLY, the custodial parent (parent with whom the 
child lived for the greater number of nights during the 
year) claims the child for all tax benefits UNLESS

The custodial parent provides the other parent with a 
written declaration (IRS Form 8332) allowing the other 
parent to claim the child.



Identity Protection Personal ID Number (IP PIN)

 The IP PIN is a unique identifier that shows that a particular 
taxpayer is the rightful filer of the return.

 A new IP PIN is assigned to the taxpayer each year by the IRS for 
each year an identity theft indicator is on his/her account.

 Taxpayers may request an IP PIN for self, spouse or dependent at 
https://www.irs.gov/identity-theft-fraud-scams/get-an-identity-
protection-pin

 If the IRS provides an IP PIN, it MUST be entered or the return will 
not electronically transmit.

https://www.irs.gov/identity-theft-fraud-scams/get-an-identity-protection-pin


Family Support

 Child support payments are neither deductible by the payer nor taxable to the 
recipient. 

 Under divorce or separation instruments executed on or before December 31, 
2018, alimony/spouse support payments are deductible by the payer and 
taxable to the recipient.

 For divorce or separation instruments executed after December 31, 2018, 
alimony payments are neither deductible by the payer nor taxable to the 
recipient.

 For documents executed on or before December 31, 2018, documents can be 
modified to specifically provide alimony payments are neither deductible by the 
payer nor taxable to the recipient.



March 2020 Economic Impact Payments (EIPs) and 
Recovery Rebate Credits (RRC) – CARES Act
Based on 2018 or 2019 Adjusted Gross Income
 “Advanced Payment” of 2020 Recovery Rebate Credit 

(RRC).
Eligible taxpayers who did not get correct EIP can claim it as 

an RRC on 2020 return (e.g. child born during 2020).
Taxpayers who received incorrect EIP (based on 2020) not 

required to pay it back.

NOT TAXABLE.



March 2020 Economic Impact Payments (EIPs) and 
Recovery Rebate Credits (RRC) – CARES Act - Continued
 Full Amounts: 

 $1,200 for eligible individual filers
 $2,400 for eligible MFJ filers, plus
 $500 per qualifying child

 AGI Eligibility for Full Amounts by Filing Status: 
 $150,000 for MFJ
 $112,500 for HOH
 $75,000 for single and MFS

 For higher income individuals, EIP was reduced by 5% of the amount that 
their AGI exceeded the above and was reduced to $0 once AGI hit certain 
thresholds. 



December 2020 Coronavirus Response and Relief 
Supplemental Appropriations Act – Second Round of EIPs

 Eligibility:  
 U.S. citizens and resident aliens who are not eligible to be claimed as a 

dependent on someone else’s income tax return

 Who Received These payments Automatically?
 Taxpayer who filed 2019 return.
 SS retirement, SSDI, SSI, Railroad Retirement Benefits and VA Benefits
 Anyone who registered for first payment on irs.gov non-filer portal by 

11/21/20.
 Anyone who submitted a simplified tax return that was processed by 

IRS.



December 2020 Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental 
Appropriations Act – Second Round of EIPs – Continued 

How much are the payments?
• Individual taxpayers got $600.
• Married taxpayers got $1200. 
• Up to $600 for each qualifying child. 
• If you have an adjusted gross income of up to $75,000 (individuals) and up to 

$150,000 (married couples filing joint returns and surviving spouses), you will get the 
full payment.

• Filers who make above those amounts will get a reduced payment. 

What if You Did not Receive the Payment?
• If you are eligible and have not received the payment, you can claim the payment on 

your 2020 tax return under the Recovery Rebate Credit. NOTE:  This credit IS 
refundable!



March 2021 American Rescue Plan Act – Third Round 
of EIPs
 Eligibility:  
 U.S. citizens and resident aliens who are not eligible to be claimed as a 

dependent on someone else’s income tax return

 Who Received These payments Automatically?
 Taxpayer who filed 2019 return.
 SS retirement, SSDI, SSI, Railroad Retirement Benefits and VA Benefits
 Anyone who registered for first payment on irs.gov non-filer portal by 

11/21/20.
 Anyone who submitted a simplified tax return that was processed by 

IRS.



March 2021 American Rescue Plan Act – Third 
Round of EIPs – Continued 
How much are the payments?

• Individual taxpayers got $1400.
• Married taxpayers got $2800. 
• Up to $1400 for each qualifying dependent. 
• If you have an adjusted gross income of up to $75,000 (individuals) and up to 

$150,000 (married couples filing joint returns and surviving spouses), you will get the 
full payment.

• Filers who make above those amounts will get a reduced payment. 

What if You Did not Receive the Payment?
• If you are eligible and have not received the payment, you can claim the payment on 

your 2020 tax return under the Recovery Rebate Credit. NOTE:  This credit IS 
refundable!



How to Claim Recovery Rebate Credit

 Recovery Rebate Credit

 Did you receive any stimulus payment(s) from the government due to COVID-19? Learn more

 NOTE:
This information is strictly used to ensure you have received the full amount you are entitled. It will 
not increase your taxable income or taxes due. 

 Select all that apply:
Total amount received during first round of payments*
*May be reported on Notice 1444  
$_________________

I received stimulus payment(s) during the second round of payments.
Total amount received during the second round of payments*
*May be reported on Notice 1444-B
$_________________

I have not received any stimulus payments.



Filling out your Tax Return using Free File or Other 
Software
1. Answer the questions.
2. Copy your forms.

THE SOFTWARE WILL DO THE WORK FOR YOU
Questions/prompts will help you determine --
 Filing status
Who you can claim as a dependent
Which type of Deduction is best (Standard vs. Itemized) 
Which credits you can claim and amount



IRS Free File Program

 IRS.GOV “File Your Taxes For Free”

 INCOME LESS THAN $72,000 – access to free use of 
commercial tax software and free federal electronic 
filing.

Other factors:  age, AGI limitations, EITC, Military.

Be sure to pick one that will also do State for free.

Other online software (cheapest FreeTaxUSA)



Other FREE Tax Preparation Assistance

 IRS Free File Program
 GetYourRefund.org
MyFreeTaxes.com (United Way)
 Find a Location for Free Tax Help: 

https://www.irs.gov/individuals/find-a-location-for-free-tax-prep
 Volunteer Income Tax Assistance  (VITA) fairfaxcounty.gov/family 

services/employment-and-training/volunteer-income-tax-assistance
 TurboTax FreeFile (Part of IRS FreeFile)
 HRBlock Free Online

https://www.irs.gov/filing/free-file-do-your-federal-taxes-for-free
https://www.getyourrefund.org/en
https://www.myfreetaxes.com/
https://www.irs.gov/individuals/find-a-location-for-free-tax-prep
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/familyservices/employment-and-training/volunteer-income-tax-assistance
https://freefile.intuit.com/
https://www.hrblock.com/online-tax-filing/free-online-tax-filing/


Forms/Documents You Will Need

 Social Security cards/numbers AND dates of birth for all individuals on 
return.
 Income documents:  W-2’s, 1099’s (including 1099-G for 

unemployment, available on Gov2Go)
 Deduction documents?  Maybe, if you itemize. Most people use 

Standard Deduction
 Driver’s Licenses for taxpayers to file Virginia return
 Copy of Last Year’s Tax Return
 Banking information:  Routing number AND Account number.
 Identity Protection Personal Identification Number letter from IRS



Account Set-Up

EMAIL ADDRESS – must verify

USERNAME

PASSWORD

MOBILE PHONE – must verify with Code



Most Common Income Tax Forms

W-2 – Wages and withholding – everything on W-2 must match 
EXACTLY.
 1099-MISC or 1099-NEC – Self Employment/Schedule C
 1099-G – Unemployment – MUST be included on tax return. It is 

taxable.  (Economic Impact Payments are NOT taxable.)
 1099-R – Pensions and Retirement
 1099-SSA – Social security statement.
 1099-MISC or 1099-NEC – non-wage compensation—usually goes 

on Schedule C



Income 

Go to Income Menu

Find and click on the type of Income form from the list 
(e.g. W-2, 1099-R)

Download or copy the information from your form—
must be an exact match!



Wage Income & Form W-2

Wage income reported on W-2, along with employee 
benefits. 
 Input W-2 correctly and software will compute!
 Software will default amounts for Boxes 1, 3, and 5
Must verify and edit to match W-2.

Pay attention to Box 12 and Box 14 on Form W-2
Be sure to check the “retirement box” if it’s checked 
on W-2.



Business Income – Schedule C 

 Business income information may come from:
 Form 1099-MISC and New Form 1099-NEC (Nonemployee 

compensation)
 Form W-2 (Statutory Employee)
 Form 1099-K (Payment Card and Third Party Network 

Transactions)
 Taxpayer’s books and records

http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/f1099msc.pdf
http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/fw2.pdf
http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/f1099k.pdf


Deductions 

 Things you SUBTRACT from income that reduce the amount you 
are taxed on.  
 Standard Deduction vs. Itemized (Schedule A)
 2020 Standard Deduction increased amounts:
 Single/MFS = $12,400
MFJ = $24,800
 HOH = $18,650

 Qualified Business Income Deduction 
 A sole proprietor may be able to deduct up to 20% of qualified 

business income.



Adjustments – Above-the-Line Deductions

Gross income minus adjustments = adjusted gross 
income (AGI).
Adjustments reduce income subject to tax. 
Examples:  SOFTWARE WILL PROMPT YOU!
 Student loan interest paid of up to $2,500.
 K-12 educator expenses of up to $250. 
 Charitable contributions of up to $300, for taxpayers not itemizing. 
 IRA Contributions. 
 Self employment health insurance and 1/2 SE taxes. 



Itemized Deductions

 Taxpayers can claim itemized deductions in lieu of standard 
deduction. MOST PEOPLE NOW TAKE STANDARD.
 Schedule A  Form 1040.
 Only if aggregate allowable itemized deductions greater than 

standard deduction.
 Itemized deductions include:
 Out of pocket medical expenses (including insurance); 
 Certain State & Local Taxes (SALT);
 Certain mortgage interest/premiums; and 
 Charitable contributions.



Home Ownership-Related Deductions

Mortgage Interest & Premiums
 Deductible if qualified principal residence indebtedness. 
 For 2020, mortgage insurance premiums also deductible. 

 Homeowners' association fees are NOT deductible.  

Limitation on Deductible State & Local Taxes (SALT)
 Deductible SALT limited to max of $10,000 ($5,000 for MFS), 

aggregate of:
 Property taxes not for trade or business, and 
 State income taxes (or sales taxes in lieu of).



Things to Know about Itemized Deductions

Medical Expenses
 10% AGI Deduction Threshold 
 Deductible medical expenses does not  include:

 Health club dues
 Nonprescription drugs

Gambling Losses
 Gambling losses are deductible on Sch. A, if TP is itemizing BUT losses 

cannot exceed total gambling income. 
 If you are taking the Standard Deduction, you cannot deduct gambling 

losses. 



Charitable Contributions (if Itemizing) 

Contribution of cash or property to a qualified organization.
501(c)(3)
GoFundMe donations, cash to needy friends/family does 

not qualify for deduction. 

 For cash contributions, taxpayers are required to maintain a 
bank record or a written communication from the qualified 
organization containing the name of the organization, the 
amount, and the date of the contribution.



Special 2020 Rules –
Early Distributions from Retirement Account

Usually - Penalty of 10% imposed on early distribution 
(before age of 591/2) from qualified retirement plan 
(not rollover). 
2020 –
NO penalty on early distributions
Can spread out income tax over 3 years OR
Can pay back within 3 years (no tax)



Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)

 Federal aid for low-to-moderate income working individuals 
and families. 

Qualifying taxpayers can receive a refund even if they owe $0 
in taxes.

 Families may claim EIC for up to 3 children, and amounts are 
adjusted for inflation every year. 
 $6,660 max EIC for 2020
 Amount depends on earned income and # of children
 Income ceiling is $56,844 for 2020



Income Must be Earned to Receive EITC

Earned Income
Wages
Tips
Self-employed 1099 

or cash net earnings

 Income NOT Earned
Social Security 
Unemployment
Pensions & Annuities
 Investment Income



****EITC Special Rule for 2020 ****

If your earned income for 2019 is HIGHER than your 
earned income for 2020 – YOU CAN OPT TO USE YOUR 
2019 EARNED INCOME TO CLAIM THE EITC!

(This is one reason you need last year’s tax return.)



Qualifying Child for EITC

 Child must be related to taxpayer (relationship test)
 Child must be
 Under 19
 Under age 24 and a full time college student OR
 Any age, if permanently and totally disabled

 *****Child MUST LIVE WITH TAXPAYER > ½ year BUT DOES NOT 
HAVE TO BE A “DEPENDENT”******
 NO support test. 
 Divorced/separated—noncustodial parent may claim child w/ 

Form 8332, but only custodial parent can claim EITC!!



Educational Expenses & Education Credits

 Educational expenses of the taxpayer, the taxpayer’s spouse (if 
married filing jointly), and/or taxpayer’s dependents can generate 
one of the following credits: 
 American Opportunity Credit (AOC = most beneficial) – can only be claimed 4 times; can claim books 

and supplies; 

 Lifetime Learning Credit (beneficial, if not eligible for AOC) – no limit on number of years can 
be claimed; can only claim books if course requires purchase from the educational institution.

 But, for any one student, the taxpayer may use only one of the 
credits.
 Room, board and parking DO NOT COUNT towards these credits!
 ONLY  the person who claims the student is permitted to claim the 

credit, no matter who pays the expense.



How are Educational Expenses Reported?

 Look for a Form 1098-T – source of information for 
American Opportunity Credit (max $2500)
 Lifetime Learning Credit (max $2000) 

This is the form issued by the educational institution.
The institution will fill in box 1 or 2 with amounts billed for 

educational expenses; scholarships or grants (box 5) must 
be subtracted. (Cannot just copy the Form.)
AOC – can add books, computers; LLC – can only include 

expenses incurred through the institution.



Form 1098-T

Amounts in box 1 or 2 are reduced by the amount of 
scholarships or grants reported in box 5!



Scholarships Reported on form 1098-T

Reduce qualified education expenses by amount of 
scholarship received.  
Scholarships or grants in excess of qualified education 

expenses may create scholarship income.
 If there is scholarship income for a student because the 

scholarships are greater than the qualified expenses, 
there can be no credit. 



Child & Dependent Care Credit

Child & Dependent Care Credit is credit available to 
taxpayers who incur expenses related to 
childcare/dependent care. 
 Taxpayer MUST pay expenses in order to work or look for work.
 Taxpayer must be able to claim child/person as dependent.
 Child/dependent must be under age 13 unless physically and mentally 

incapable of self-care.
 No age limitation if disabled. 

 Cannot claim credit for paying someone who lives in your home who 
cares for your dependent.
 Form 2441



Affordable Care Act – Premium Tax Credit

 If you or your family members are enrolled in 
Marketplace insurance (“Obamacare”), you will receive 
Form 1095-A from the Marketplace.

You must reconcile the information from the 
Marketplace insurance on Form 8962 to determine 
your Premium Tax Credit or your tax return will not be 
processed by the IRS.





Finalizing the Return

Manually input date and amount of estimated tax 
payments made towards current tax year in the Payments 
field. State estimated payments are generally entered in 
same place as federal tax payments.

Do State return. Virginia has very few things to add, e.g. 
your county. There are a lot of specific Virginia credits 
worth reading over for additional benefits. Good news—
Virginia does NOT tax unemployment benefits.



Finalizing Return – Continued

Select your method of receiving refund or making 
payment.
Direct Deposit of Refund is more secure and faster!
Direct Debit as method of payment is also more secure 

and ensures the payment gets to IRS, plus you can pick 
the date the funds get debited.
You can file now and pay by the filing date—4/15/21 

for IRS, 5/1/21 for Virginia.



Direct Deposit of Refunds

 Direct deposit to bank account(s), paper check, or purchase savings bonds. 

 Direct debit is quick and secure.  Can also load onto Debit Cards, but you 
need the bank routing number and account number—do not input the 
debit card #!



Driver’s License (Virginia/Maryland/DC Return)

 Input State Driver’s License or ID information. (This is 
not strictly required, but it is recommended.) If your 
license or ID is expired, software will not accept it—just 
check “No ID.”



Adjusted Gross Income (AGI)

You MUST input either your Adjusted Gross Income (AGI) 
from prior year (line 8b from 2019 Form 1040) OR the “self-
selected PIN” from the prior year’s return. (No one 
remembers their self-selected PIN.)

 If you don’t have your 2019 return, you can request a “Tax 
Return Transcript” from IRS at 
https://www.irs.gov/individuals/get-transcript
 If you filed an amended return, you may need to input the 

AGI from your ORIGINAL return for return to transmit.

https://www.irs.gov/individuals/get-transcript


Reasons a Return May Be Rejected

Electronically filed returns are usually Accepted or 
Rejected by IRS within 24 hours.

Common reasons for Rejects –
 Incorrect AGI (try using $0 or $1 for 2019 AGI)
Social Security Number on return (for taxpayer, 

spouse or dependent) has already been used. 
Paper return must be filed 



Contact Information

Jessica Harris, Qualified Tax Expert, LITC
703-778-4805; jharris@lsnv.org

Nancy O. Ryan, Director, LITC
703-504-9142; nryan@lsnv.org

Renier Jessel, Tax Paralegal
703-684-7317

General LSNV Intake: (703) 778-6800

mailto:jharris@lsnv.org
mailto:nryan@lsnv.org
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