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Thank you Senator Hopson, and thank you all for joining us in this important work.  

I’d like to start by explaining why we are all here.  (Pause)




Statewide Higher 
Education Goal

To make available an accessible, 
quality public higher education at 
an affordable cost that prepares 

Mississippians to become 
productive, financially self-

sufficient members of society while 
meeting the human resource needs 

of Mississippi and its employers.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We have reached a tipping point in state aid.  

Our state has more than 25 student financial aid programs on the books, but we can only afford to fully fund the three undergraduate grant programs. 

Within a year or so, we will be unable to fully fund the grants with the current level of appropriations. 

We can, of course, maintain the status quo and continue to operate these programs as we have in the past and accept pro-ration as the new normal.  

OR, we can seize this opportunity to critically examine state aid, to engage the financial aid and larger higher education community to rethink our programs and possibly forge a new path forward 

We must ensure we’re being effective in helping the state reach its Statewide Higher Education Goal to make postsecondary education in Mississippi both ACCESSIBLE and AFFORDABLE for students while also helping the state address specific workforce shortages.
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To start our critical examination of the current situation, let’s take a quick stroll through the history of student financial aid in Mississippi. 

Way back in 1942, the state entered into the original contract with SREB for the education of Mississippi students at out-of-state institutions for programs not offered in-state, such as medicine, dentistry, veterinary medicine, optometry, and others.  Today, we continue to participate in the SREB program, but only for optometry. 

In 1975, the Postsecondary Education Financial Assistance Board was created to serve as “lender of last resort” for the Federally Insured Student Loan Program.  Until the early 1990s, the Office served a dual purpose as the state aid office and the MS Guaranteed Student Loan Agency.

In 1991, the Omnibus Forgivable Loan Bill was passed which created a number of our state forgivable loan programs and also created a mechanism to allow the IHL Board to create additional programs of like character. 

In 1995, MTAG and MESG were created and became the hallmarks of Mississippi student financial aid.  The two programs remain virtually unchanged 23 years later.

Just two years later, the HELP Grant was created, but the program remained relatively unknown until about 7 years ago. 

A host of other programs were created since 1997, some of which have come and gone and some of which were never funded.  These program existed across 9 chapters of state code and were authorized by four different boards.  

Finally, in 2014, the Office of Student Financial Aid lobbied the Legislature to consolidate all of the financial aid programs into a single section of code to be authorized by the Postsecondary Board. 

We find ourselves today with a hodgepodge of programs that were cobbled together with very little strategy or overarching aim.

Certainly, each of these programs was established with good intent to meet specific workforce needs.  Unfortunately, however, we find ourselves with a collection of programs that do not always serve their intended purpose nor work in concert with the other programs. 
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And what of the cost of these programs?  

The FY2019 General Fund Appropriation for SFA is $39.7 million. 

The blue line shows general fund appropriations for Student Financial Aid in real dollars.  The orange line shows the same general fund dollars adjusted for inflation, using the 2017 South Urban CPI. 

When adjusted for inflation, the SFA general fund appropriation increased only 2% from 2002 until 2019. 

During this same time period, 8 new financial aid programs were created, and overall postsecondary enrollment in the state increased by more than 10%.

You may be wondering how can that be?  And the answer is that we’ve used policy tools to prioritize funding. 



Miss. Code Ann. §37-106-14 (2)
(2) Subject to the availability of funds, it is the intent of 
the Legislature to first fund grant awards to eligible 
students. If funds are insufficient to fully fund grant 
awards to eligible students, grant awards shall be 
prorated among all eligible students. No student shall 
receive any combination of student financial aid in 
excess of the cost of attendance. After grant awards are 
made, it is the intent of the Legislature to fund forgivable 
loan awards to eligible renewal students and then to 
eligible new students on a first-come, first-served basis.
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The SFA code directs us to prioritize undergraduate grants and award all eligible students.  

We are to prorate if funding isn’t sufficient. 

Once grants have been funded, then we can award forgivable loans, beginning with renewal students first and adding new applicants on a first-come, first-served basis. 

In addition to prioritizing, we’ve also had to implement new “rules” in recent years to help contain costs and avoid proration.  Such rules include awarding only one state grant per recipient, implementing grade checks every term instead of every year, and increasing the definition of full-time from 12 hours to 15 hours.  

These rule changes have been made with students in mind.  It has been our goal to negatively impact as few students as possible.  And we’ve been pleased to see that some of these changes appear to have had positive effects on student performance.  Nevertheless, the underlying purpose of these changes was budget control. 

But we’ve run out of manipulation tools to control the budget.  We are not longer awarding loans, except the few loans that require specific appropriation.  And the HELP grant, is growing so fast that the budget can’t keep up.  We will have to pro-rate all undergraduate grants in the next year if nothing changes.  



State Aid in Mississippi
Distribution by Program Type, Sector, and Demographics 
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So, that brings us to our opportunity here to critically evaluate state aid and possibly make changes.  

Our critical evaluation begins with some basic information about who currently receives state aid. 

Then later, our state LifeTracks researchers will share their findings about the effectiveness of state aid. 




Applicants and Awards

• 2017-18 Complete Mississippi FAFSAs:  195,043 
• 2017-18 Applicants:  59,622
• 2017-18 Applicants with FAFSA:  55,840 (94% of applicants)
• 2017-18 Recipients:  23,427 (39% of applicants)
• 2017-18 Amount Awarded:  $36.9 Million 
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As the state grant agency, the Mississippi Office of Student Financial Aid receives and processes all Mississippi records from the FAFSA, which is the Free Application for Federal Student Aid.  

In 2017-18, our office about 195,000 FAFSAs for MS residents.   

The FAFSA is not just for low-income students applying for Pell grants.  The FAFSA also offers access to loans, work study, institutional aid, some state aid, and even some private aid. 

In addition to the FAFSAs, our office processed almost 60,000 applications for state aid.   Currently, the FAFSA is not required for eligibility for all state aid programs.  Still, about 94% of state aid applicants also completed a FAFSA. 

In 2017-18, we awarded $36.9 million to 23,427 students or about 39% of all state aid applicants.  




2017-18 State Aid Awards and Award 
Amounts by College Sector
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The chart on the left shows state aid awards by college type.  

57% of state aid awards are made to 4-year public institutions, 34% to public two-year colleges, and 9% to private institutions.  

You may notice that these numbers do not add up to the same number of recipients. That is because some individuals received awards at more than one college, due to transferring mid-year. 

The chart on the right shows state aid award amounts by college type. 

74% of funds go to 4-year public institutions, 15% of funds to public two-year colleges, and 10% of funds to private institutions. 




State Aid Recipients by Gender
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This chart shows that 59% of all recipients are female, and 41% are male. 



State Aid Recipients by Age
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Mississippi financial aid recipients are primarily traditional-aged students, with 97% of all recipients being 16-24 years old. 



State Aid Recipients vs Enrolled by Race
State Aid Recipients Enrolled
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These charts show the distribution of state aid by race. 

The chart of the left shows that 75% of state aid recipients identify as Caucasian, while 20% identify as African American. 

The chart on the right shows a comparison of overall enrollment in our postsecondary institutions by race.






State Aid Recipients vs 
FAFSA Completers by Income
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These charts show a comparison of state aid recipients to Mississippi FAFSA completers based on income.  

The chart on the left shows the breakdown of 23,427 state aid recipients.   

If we assume that students who do not complete the FAFSA are likely to have higher incomes and do not need federal loans or other assistance to pay for college, we see that 50% of all state aid recipients come from families in the top two income quintiles – making over $75,000/year.  

Only 33% of state aid recipients come from families in the bottom two income quintiles – making under $48,000/year.  

The chart on the right shows the breakdown of 195,000 Mississippi residents who completed a FAFSA. 

Only 13% of FAFSA completers come from families in the top two income quintiles, while 78% of FAFSA completers come from families in the bottom two income quintiles.  




Disparities by Design

• Two primary types of state aid: 
• Grants/Scholarships : 

• Don’t have to be repaid
• Ex: MTAG, MESG, and HELP

• Forgivable Loans/Loan Repayment:
• Loans that may be repaid or “forgiven” with service

• Grants focused on “traditional”, full-time students
• Focus on merit/residency, not need
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The disparities in age, socio-economic status and race that you see in the distribution of aid have much to do with the way programs are designed.  

Annually, the state invests about $40 million each year in two main types of  state aid—Grants and Loans. 
  
Most of our resources go to the three undergraduate grant programs, MTAG, MESG and HELP, which don’t have to be repaid.

But we also offer some forgivable loans, which are loans that can be repaid through service.  

In general, however, the programs are designed to support “traditional-aged”, full-time students.  

There is no aid at the state level for part-time or returning students. 

Also, the focus on merit eligibility requirements necessarily advantages students from wealthier, better-resourced schools with greater access to advanced courses, ACT prep programs, and counseling.  



Undergraduate Grants
HELP, MTAG, and MESG
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Let me show you how this looks for MTAG, MESG, and HELP. 





Mississippi Resident Tuition 
Assistance Grant (MTAG)
• ELIGIBILITY

• MS Resident
• 2.50 GPA (on a 4.0 scale)
• 15 ACT or 720 SAT
• NOT full Pell-eligible
• Continuous, full-time enrollment at eligible Mississippi institution

• AWARD: 
• Up to $500 as a freshman/sophomore
• Up to $1,000 as a junior/senior

• $9.8 M (27%); 17,532 Awards (75%)
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The Mississippi Resident Tuition Assistance Grant (MTAG) is the state’s primary residency grant.  

The grant is available to MS residents with a 2.5 GPA.  

If coming straight from high school, students must have at least a 15 ACT, but the ACT score is not required for students with 12 college hours and a 2.5 college GPA. 

Students must maintain continuous, full-time (15 hours per term) enrollment, and must NOT be full Pell-eligible.   That means that low-income students are specifically excluded from receiving MTAG. 

The grant awards up to $500 a year for freshmen and sophomores and up to $1,000 a year for juniors and seniors.  

Until the 2015-16 aid year, MTAG was the state’s largest grant program.  But, that changed in 2016 as HELP outpaced MTAG in terms of dollars spent.  In more recent years, MTAG expenditures have decreased due to the rule changes we discussed earlier.  

In 2017-18, we awarded $9.8 million to about 17,500 students, which represents 27% of all state aid dollars and 75% of all recipients.   




MTAG Recipients – Income 

• 55% Adjusted Gross Income over $75,000
• 77% Caucasian; 18% African-American; 5% Other
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MTAG recipients are primarily middle- to upper-income.

Only 10% have an adjusted gross income less than $30,000; 

55% of all MTAG recipients have an adjusted gross income over $75,000. 


77% of recipients identify as Caucasian and 18% identify as African-American.  




Mississippi Eminent Scholars 
Grant (MESG)
• ELIGIBILITY

• MS Resident
• 3.5 GPA (on 4.0 scale)
• 29 ACT or 1290 SAT or National Merit / Achievement
• CAN be full-Pell
• Continuous, full-time enrollment at eligible Mississippi institution
• First-time college student within 3 years of high school

• AWARD: 
• Up to $2,500/year

• $6.3 M (17%); 2,830 recipients (12%)
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The Mississippi Eminent Scholars Grant, created 1995 along with MTAG, is the state’s grant program designed to keep the state’s highest achieving students in-state for their education. 

Recipients must be a MS resident, have a 3.5 high school GPA, a 29 ACT, and be within three years of high school graduation.  

Recipients must maintain continuous, full-time enrollment of 15 hours each term.  

The grant awards up to $2,500 per year 

In 2017-18, we awarded $6.3 million to 2,830 students, which represents 17% of all dollars and 12% of all recipients.




MESG Recipients – Income

• 72% Adjusted Gross Income over $75,000
• 90% Caucasian; 3% African-American; 7% Other
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The distribution gap by income is even more pronounced for MESG than for MTAG.

10% have an adjusted gross income less than $30,000; 
and again, if we assume higher incomes for non-FAFSA filers, we can estimate that 72% of MESG recipients have an adjusted gross income over $75,000. 

90% of recipients identify as Caucasian and 3% identify as African-American.  




Higher Education Legislative Plan 
for Needy Students (HELP)
• ELIGIBILITY:

• MS Resident
• 2.5 GPA (on 4.0 scale)
• 20 ACT
• Meet income limitations ($39,500 + $5,000 for add’l dependents)
• Complete specific high school core curriculum
• Be within 2 years of high school graduation

• AWARD: 
• Full tuition at MS 2- or 4-year public institutions or equivalent 

amount of public tuition at private institutions
• $19.0 M (51%); 3,188 recipients (14%)
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The Higher Education Legislative Plan for Needy Students, or HELP, was established in 1997, just two years after MTAG and MESG.  

HELP is a need/merit hybrid.  

Recipients must be MS residents with a 2.5 high school GPA, a 20 or higher on the ACT, and a specific high school curriculum that is very similar to the IHL College Prep Curriculum.

Recipients must be within two years of high school graduation and must meet income limitations.  Recipients must earn $39,500 or less for families with just one dependent.   

Students who meet these eligibility criteria receive awards equal to full-tuition, making HELP one of the original “free college” programs. 

In 2017-18, we awarded $19 million to 3,188 students, which represents 51% of all dollars and 14% of all recipients.  





HELP Recipients – Income

• 70% AGI < $30,000; 29% AGI $30,000 - $48,000
• 49% Caucasian; 42% African-American; 9% Other
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This pie chart looks very different than the one for MTAG and MESG. 
70% of recipients have an AGI less than $30,000 and 
29% have an income between $30,000 and $48,000. 

The distribution of aid by race is also more aligned with the overall racial distribution in MS colleges. 49% of recipients identify as Caucasian and 42% as African American.  




Growth of HELP
Aid Year Students Awarded Dollars Awarded
2009-10 289 $ 1,265,238
2010-11 316 $ 1,528,257
2011-12 652 $ 3,153,418
2012-13 918 $ 4,852,533
2013-14 1,381 $ 7,443,326
2014-15 1,840 $ 10,184,010
2015-16 2,661 $15,117,951
2016-17 2,912 $16,762,793
2017-18 3,188 $19,001,384
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I mentioned earlier that the HELP Grant has experienced rapid growth in recent years.  This growth is attributable to several things: 

When I started in the office in 2009, I was appalled to learn that we had this need-based aid program, but we weren’t doing anything to promote it.  

We started actively marketing the program, primarily through counselor education and word of mouth at college fairs.  We made progress with just marketing.  

Then, the high school counseling association effectively lobbied the Legislature in 2013 to align the HELP core curriculum with the IHL required college prep curriculum.  That launched exponential growth.  

When the state started offering the ACT to all juniors, we saw another increase as more low-income students realized that college was a real opportunity based on their ACT score.

Finally, statewide participation in the FAFSA completion project has also increased the number of students who establish eligibility.

Despite this rapid growth we estimate that we should be awarding almost twice as many HELP grants each year, based on the ACT and income data we have. 



Forgivable Loans 
and Loan Repayment

Undergraduate and Graduate
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Since we are currently unable to fund most of our loans and because we intend to discuss loans in the next meeting, I’m not going to discuss them today. 

But just know that we do offer about 25 forgivable loan programs that award loans to students in exchange for service in specific workforce shortage areas. 



Considerations
• Define the purpose of state aid
• Design programs strategically
• Measure and monitor
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In summary, the state invests about $40 million in aid through programs that primarily reward residency and merit in traditional-aged students.

As you undertake the work of this committee to evaluate and possible redesign our state aid programs, I encourage you to consider the following: 

Start by defining the purpose of state aid and establish priorities:  
Is it to reward high school achievement?
Is it to give back to taxpayers?
Is it to increase access and opportunities for Mississippi students?
Is it to improve affordability? 

With these questions in mind, let’s ensure our programs are designed strategically to fulfill their purpose.  

And lastly, let’s not wait another 25 years to fully evaluate programs, but instead create a reasonable accountability system to measure and monitor the programs to ensure we’re getting aid to the right students at the right time.  

Thank you for your dedication to this cause.  I and my staff stand ready to assist the committee in this process, and I’m happy to address any questions you may have. 
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