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Helping Veterans Who Have Fallen Through the Cracks
n  By Albert Ciardi III, Daniel Siedman and 

Adrienne Anderson 

A general principle in Chapter 7 law is that stu-
dent loans are rarely dischargeable. For extreme cases, the 
Brunner1 standard affords possible discharge. Required 
are (1) showing that debtor cannot maintain a “minimal” 
standard of living if required to pay the loans, (2) proof 
that debtor’s financial situation is not likely to improve 
and (3) evidence of prior good faith efforts to repay the 
loans.  While the Military Assistance Project (MAP) 
opened intake in 2012, not until 2015 did we have a cli-
ent for whom we were prepared to make such a case.

Donovan2 is a U.S. Navy veteran who had spent most 
of the past eight years either homeless or staying with 
relatives. He owned no property, and came to MAP as an 
unemployed veteran earning $0/month. He suffered from 
severe debilitating depression, insomnia, post-traumatic 
stress disorder, hypertension and hypervigilance. He was 
living at the Coatesville VA Medical Center. He had 
considerable debt, including student loans, and was legally 
married but had no regular contact with his spouse. They 
had never lived together as husband and wife.

Sarah Pitts, in-house counsel for MAP, handled the 

initial Chapter 7 filing for Donovan in April 2015, then 
referred the case to the law firm of Ciardi Ciardi & Astin. 

The firm took responsibility for several adversarial 
actions contesting individual debts, including the student 
loan matters. Working with University of Pennsylvania 
Law  School volunteers, we pulled Donovan’s medical 
records from the VA and interviewed his psychologist 
as a means of substantiating his health issues to demon-
strate the repayment of the loans was an undue hardship. 
We filed an adversarial action in July 2015 against the 
Department of Education (DOE) and then engaged in 
discovery. On July 14, 2016, before the case went to trial, 
we received word that the DOE had stipulated to the 
discharge of his loans because they were able to establish 
through discovery that undue hardship was present. While 
it would have been nice to try the case, we were very 
excited to be successful on our first attempt to discharge 
student loans.  Donovan’s reaction that day was music to 
our ears: he thanked us for our help, and explained that 
this was the best news he had heard all year.

Donovan’s overall financial picture improved mark-
edly during our work with him. He re-enrolled in the 
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs program known as 
Compensated Work Therapy. Through that program, the 

VA compensated him for time spent in a vocational reha-
bilitative program. He was also enrolled in Social Security 
Disability, which provided him much-needed cash flow 
to survive.  It is our hope that his fresh start will be more 
than just financial.

Pitts connected Donovan to the team at Momjian 
Anderer, LLC, which kindly offered to do a pro bono 
divorce to clean up his marital status. We remain grateful 
to our partners across the hall for that work. Today we 
remember the good work that Stephen Anderer did; not 
just for this client, but for many people throughout Phila-
delphia. We are all better for having known him.

Albert Ciardi III (aciardi@ciardilaw.com) is a partner and 
managing attorney; Daniel Siedman (dsiedman@ciardilaw.
com) is an associate; and Adrienne N. Anderson (aander-
son@ciardilaw.com) is an associate; at Ciardi Ciardi & 
Astin. 
 
1Brunner v. New York State Higher Educ. Servs. Corp., 831 F. 2d 
395 (2d Cir. 1987) 
2Name changed to protect client’s privacy

Our team has been leading the ADR field for over two decades, 
and we know how to find you the best outcome for your case. 
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