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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Mississippi’s  community  colleges  and  universities  
are  serving  40,000  more  students  than  15  years  
ago.  At  the  same  time,  the  cost  of  postsecondary  
education  is  rising  sharply  and  the  needs  of  students  
are  changing.  Receiving  a  postsecondary  degree  
is  increasingly  necessary  for  greater  economic  
opportunity  for  students  of  all  ages  –  from  high  
school  graduates  to  working  parents.  Now  more  
than  ever,  Mississippi’s  students  need  a  robust,  

stress.  Adjusting  the  design  of  state-­funded  grants  
can  improve  college  success  and  increase  the  
competitiveness  of  Mississippi’s  workforce.  Investing  
in  Our  Future  makes  recommendations  for  reshaping  

Financial Aid is Important for Post-
Secondary Completion 

positive  effect  on  graduation  and  persistence  of  students  
in  higher  education.i This  relationship  is  important  
as  a  large  portion  of  Mississippi  students  enroll  from  
backgrounds  of  economic  insecurity  with  limited  
resources.  A  lack  of  resources  can  shape  low-­income  
students’  decisions  to  persist  in  school,  underscoring  
the  need  for  robust  state  grant  aid  that  is  accessible  to  a  
broad  group  of  students.  

A Low Portion of State Grant Aid Goes to  
Students with Financial Need 

Mississippi  ranks  below  average  for  its  state  
appropriations  to  grant  programs  that  consider  the  

of  the  grant  aid  distributed  by  states  considers  the  
ii  By  contrast,  in  Mississippi,  

need.iii  In  Mississippi,  more  than  one  in  three  youth  grow  
up  in  conditions  of  poverty  –  a  higher  prevalence  than  
youth  nationally.  In  each  of  the  state’s  59,000  low-­income,  
working  families,  at  least  one  adult  does  not  have  any  
postsecondary  experience.iv  The  relatively  low  portion  of  

students  makes  it  important  to  adjust  the  state’s  current  
programs,  so  students  of  all  ages  can  successfully  
attain  degrees  and  strengthen  the  state’s  workforce  
competitiveness.  

Student Enrollment Rises and Becomes  
More Diverse

As  enrollment  at  community  colleges  and  universities  
has  grown,  so  has  the  diversity  of  Mississippi’s  students.  
African-­American  students  and  other  minorities  
accounted  for  three  quarters  of  the  increase  in  university  

of  community  college  students  were  African  American.  
Adults  also  make  up  a  large  number  of  the  students  
pursuing  higher  education.  More  than  36,000  community  
college  students  and  25,000  university  students  are  of  
working  age.

Current State Grant Programs Need Updates 

Mississippi  administers  three  state-­funded  grant  programs  
to  undergraduate  students  to  help  offset  some  of  the  
costs  of  college  –  Mississippi  Eminent  Scholars  Grants  
(MESG),  Mississippi  Tuition  Assistance  Grants  (MTAG)  
and  Higher  Education  Legislative  Plan  (HELP)  grants.v  
Each  grant  program  was  established  in  the  mid-­1990s  

since  that  time.  The  grants  have  application  criteria  that  
exclude  part-­time  students,  and  two  grants  exclude  non-­
traditional  students  from  receiving  support.  MTAG  also  
has  criteria  that  exclude  students  receiving  a  full  Pell  
grant  from  receiving  support.  

Student Loan Debt Persists

students  have  one  of  the  highest  student  loan  default  
rates  in  the  country.

Higher Education Funding is Not Keeping Up

colleges  came  from  state  resources.  By  2011,  the  state’s  

Similar  shifts  in  state  resources  have  occurred  throughout  
Mississippi’s  university  system.  As  the  state  covers  less  of  
the  cost  of  higher  education,  the  institutions  have  turned  
to  tuition  increases  –  elevating  the  cost  of  postsecondary  
education  to  students  and  their  families.  
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From  1995  to  2010,  undergraduate  enrollment  at  

years  ago.vi  

growth  has  outpaced  many  neighboring  southeastern  
states.  Between  2010  and  2011,  Mississippi’s  public  
university  enrollment  grew  at  a  larger  pace  than  
Arkansas,  Louisiana  or  Alabama.vii    Mississippi’s  
community  colleges  are  also  enrolling  more  students    
than  a  decade  ago.  Between  2000  and  2010,  enrollment  
in  for-­credit  classes  at  community  colleges  grew  by  
30,000  students.viii  

As  enrollment  has  grown,  so  has  the  racial  diversity  of  
Mississippi’s  university  and  community  college  students.  
Non-­white  students  accounted  for  three  quarters  of  
the  enrollment  increase  among  the  state’s  universities  

Similarly,  among  Mississippi’s  community  colleges,  

enrollment.ix  

In  Mississippi,  more  than  one  in  three  youth  grow  up  in  
conditions  of  poverty  –  a  higher  prevalence  than  youth  
nationally.  African-­American  students  are  particularly  
vulnerable  to  growing  up  in  low-­income  households.  
About  half  of  the  state’s  African-­American  children  grow  

white  children.x  

Low-­income  households  have  fewer  resources  to  help  
family  members  cover  the  cost  of  college.  Low  and  
middle-­income  students  are  also  more  likely  to  graduate  
when  their  families  remain  economically  secure  or  build  
wealth  throughout  their  college  experience  than  those  
students  from  similar  backgrounds  whose  families  

xi  

The  relationship  between  a  student’s  college  success  

forced  to  permanently  step  out  of  school  as  their  outside  

student’s  college  enrollment  and  completion  that  will  
insulate  them  from  poverty  in  the  long  term.  

Figure  1  illustrates  the  growth  among  Mississippi’s  white  
and  non-­white  university  students.  Enrollment  among  
non-­white  students  has  increased  at  four  times  the  rate  
of  white  students  since  1995  with  the  vast  majority  of  
the  increase  represented  by  African-­American  students.  
At  the  same  time,  African-­American  students  are  more  
likely  to  grow  up  in  environments  of  poverty  and  attend  
struggling  public  schools  than  Mississippi’s  white  
students.  Both  poverty  and  K-­12  education  experiences  
shape  students’  preparedness  for  college  and  can  lead  to  
outside  stress  on  a  student  while  enrolled.  

CHANGES IN STUDENT ENROLLMENT AND THE NEEDS OF STUDENTS

In Mississippi, more than one in three youth 
grow up in conditions of poverty – a higher 
prevalence than youth nationally. About half 
of the state’s African-American children grow 
up in impoverished households compared to 
one in !ve white children. 
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Figure  2  provides  graduation  rates  among  Mississippi’s  
university  students  and  community  college  associate  

of  students  who  complete  in  double  the  normal  time  –  
eight  years  for  university  students  and  four  years  for  
community  college  students.  African-­American  students  
are  less  likely  to  persevere  to  completion  across  colleges  
and  universities.  A  reformed  system  of  state  grant  aid  

education  costs  is  one  path  to  increase  the  success  rate  
of  all  students.  

Financial  aid  can  have  a  positive  effect  on  graduation
and  persistence  of  students  in  postsecondary  education.xii  

plays  a  critical  role  in  completion  rates  for  low-­income  
students.  

Data  from  Complete  College  America  shows  graduation  
rates  are  lower  for  Mississippi  community  college  and  
university  students  who  are  part-­time,  low-­income  or  
working-­age  adults.xiii  The  rates  of  completion  and  
graduation  among  Mississippi’s  university  students  are  
the  region’s  lowest.xiv  As  more  Mississippians  enroll  in  
higher  education,  the  state  must  better  ensure  that  these  
students  are  able  to  navigate  the  path  to  completion.  
Successful  outcomes  for  students  are  also  important  
for  universities  and  community  colleges  as  they  face  
increased  accountability.

A  large  portion  of  students  
entering  Mississippi’s  
community  colleges  do  so  
underprepared  to  take  on  
college-­level  coursework.  
These  students  must  
enroll  in  remedial  classes  
in  English,  math  and/or  
reading  to  become  ready  
to  take  courses  that  count  
toward  their  degree.  
When  students  need  
this  preparation,  it  often  
lengthens  the  number  of  
semesters  they  need  to  
reach  their  educational  
goal  –  increasing  the  costs  
they  incur  for  college.  

is  critical  to  these  students  
who  already  experience  
academic  barriers  to  
success,  so  that  limitations  
in  grant  funding  are  not  
the  reason  for  stepping  out  
during  the  longer  road    
to  completion.  

As  Mississippi’s  student  population  grows  and  becomes  
more  diverse  in  age  and  race,  the  needs  of  the  state’s  
students  also  change.  As  more  working-­age  adults  enroll  
and  more  underprepared  students  from  low-­income  

aid  and  expanding  eligibility  to  part-­time  students  are  
critical  pieces  of  ensuring  students  are  secure  and  persist  
in  their  studies  without  added  obstacles  outside    
the  classroom.  

"e relationship 
between a student’s 
college success 
and their family’s 
!nancial situation 
underscores the 
importance of 
robust !nancial 
aid, so students 
are not forced to 
step out of school 
if their outside 
!nancial situation 
becomes strained. 
Ultimately, it is 
that student’s 
continued college 
enrollment that 
will insulate them 
from poverty in 
the long term.
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As  student  enrollment  rises,  it  creates  a  challenge  for  the  
Legislature  to  appropriate  enough  resources  to  cover  the  
costs  of  providing  a  quality  education  for  those  students.  
Mississippi’s  higher  education  systems  have  undergone  

overall  appropriations  to  Mississippi  community  colleges  
xv

to  Mississippi’s  community  colleges  came  from  state  

of  the  system’s  overall  budget.  Similar  shifts  between  
state  resources  and  tuition  revenue  have  occurred  
throughout  Mississippi’s  university  system  

The  amount  of  funding  available  to  cover  the  cost  of  
education  for  each  student  has  fallen.  After  adjusting  for  

xvi

Declining  appropriations  per  student  lead  community  
colleges  and  universities  to  cut  course  offerings,  increase  
class  size,  and  decrease  support  staff  on  campus.  
Most  importantly,  fewer  resources  per  student  have  led  
universities  and  colleges  to  offset  losses  by  increasing  
tuition  rates  charged  to  Mississippi’s  students  and  
their  families.  

Changes in College and University Costs 

Simply  put,  Mississippi  families’  incomes  are  not  keeping  
pace  with  the  increases  in  tuition  across  the  community  
college  and  university  systems.  Data  from  the  Working  
Poor  Families  Project  indicate  Mississippi  has  the  2nd  
highest  percentage  of  working,  low-­income  families  in    
the  nation.    

Since  1995,  Mississippi’s  median  household  income  

xvii  In  contrast,  the  cost  of  
tuition,  housing  and  a  5-­day  meal  plan  at  Mississippi’s  

xviii

As  postsecondary  costs  grow  faster  than  income,  tuition  
and  fees  at  community  colleges  are  taking  up  a  larger  
share  of  Mississippi  families’  resources.  In  1995,  tuition,  
housing  and  meals  at  community  colleges  accounted  
for  one  tenth  of  the  median  income  of  a  Mississippi  
household.  By  2011,  
average  costs  had  risen  
to  one  eighth  of  median  
household  income.

For  students  who  are  
eligible  for  support  through  
the  federal  Pell  Grant  
program,  a  full  Pell  Grant  
provides  much  needed  
support  to  help  offset  some  
of  the  costs  of  pursuing  an  
associate’s  or  bachelor’s  

college  students  from  Mississippi  were  eligible  for  a  full  

xix

FUNDING OF UNIVERSITIES AND COLLEGES

Data from 
the Working 
Poor Families 
Project indicate 
Mississippi has 
the 2nd highest 
percentage of 
working, low-
income families 
in the nation.  
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However,  it  is  important  to  note  the  that  most  students,  
even  those  at  community  colleges  receiving  a  Pell  Grant,  
have  additional  costs  beyond  those  covered  by  the  Pell  
Grant.  The  result  is  that  students  at  Mississippi’s  colleges  

or  take  out  loans  to  pay  for  attending  school.  

Figure  4  shows  the  value  of  a  full  Pell  Grant  in  

undergraduates  attending  two  Institutions  of  Higher  
Learning.  The  costs  of  attendance  are  above  and  beyond  
a  Pell  Grant.  The  gap  between  Pell  funding  and  the  cost  
of  attendance  would  accumulate  each  year  the  student  
attends  the  university.  Costs  of  attendance  include  most  
expenses  a  student  would  incur  while  in  school,  including  
tuition,  housing,  food,  books,  transportation  and  other  
basic  needs.  

The  costs  of  pursuing  a  post-­secondary  degree  are  
outpacing  federal  need-­based  aid.  This  gap  between  cost  

sources  for  students,  so  they  are  not  forced  to  take  out  an  
unsustainable  amount  of  debt  to  pursue  higher  education.  

Comparing Mississippi’s Support of State Aid  
to Other States

While  a  clear  gap  exists  between  the  resources  of  
Mississippi’s  students  and  the  cost  of  attending  higher  
education,  it  is  also  important  to  look  at  the  state’s  
spending  on  grant  aid  relative  to  other  states.  Nationwide,  

support  for  higher  education  on  average.  In  contrast,  

education  spending  on  state  aid  in  2011.  Arkansas,  
Louisiana,  Tennessee,  Texas,  Georgia,  and  South  
Carolina  all  spent  a  larger  portion  of  funds  on  state  grant  
aid  than  Mississippi.xx

Mississippi  also  ranks  below  average  for  its  allocations  to  
programs  where  the  need  of  the  student  is  considered.  

basis  of  need.xxi  The  relatively  low  portion  of  state  grants  

emphasizes  the  importance  of  restructuring  the  state’s  

Mississippi  has  three  primary  state-­funded  grant  
programs  for  undergraduate  students  to  help  offset  some  
of  the  costs  of  college:xxii

(MESG);;

(MTAG);;  

(HELP).  

2012  than  they  did  a  decade  earlier.xxiii  Table  1  on  the  
following  page  provides  the  key  components  of  each  
grant  program,  including  eligibility  and  the  number  of  
students  who  receive  grants  through  each  program.  
MTAG  and  MESG  are  both  merit-­based  grants,  which  
means  they  are  distributed  on  the  basis  of  the  student’s  
previous  academic  performance  and  test  scores.  HELP  is  
a  need-­based  grant  program  that  is  allocated  to  support  

merit  requirements  as  well.  

CURRENT STATE AID PROGRAMS
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Both  university  and  community  college  students  are  
eligible  for  each  grant  program.  However,  key  eligibility  
criteria  limit  access  to  the  funds  among  working-­age  
adults.  Students  must  be  full-­time  college  enrollees  to  
receive  MTAG  support.  Both  MESG  and  HELP  require  
students  to  enroll  full-­time  and  within  a  short  time  period  
after  high  school  graduation,  blocking  adults  who  return  to  
school  from  receiving  state-­funded  support.  
  
Each  grant  program  was  established  in  the  mid-­1990s  

since  that  time.  In  addition  to  limiting  adults  and  
excluding  part-­time  students,  the  grants  also  have  some  
potentially  problematic  criteria  for  low-­income  students.  
MTAG  excludes  students  who  receive  a  full  Pell  Grant.  
Importantly,  the  Cost  of  Attendance  exceeds  the  full  

  

The  gap  between  Pell  Grants  and  the  cost  of  attendance  
underscores  that  many  university  students  and  
community  college  students  –  particularly  working  adults  –    
could  use  the  additional  support  through  MTAG  to  cover  
the  rising  cost  of  higher  education.  

For  example,  from  2002  to  2012,  the  average  tuition  and  

funding  for  the  MTAG,  MESG,  and  HELP  grants  rose  only  

likelihood  that  many  students  with  a  need  to  cover  rising  
tuition  are  less  able  to  access  adequate  support  from  
state  grants.    

Scholarship Eligibility 
Need 

Based 
(Y/N) 

Grant Amount 
Total 

Students 
2012 

Total 
Expended 

2012 

Resident Tuition Assistance 
Grant (MTAG) 

Students with a 2.5 HS GPA and a 
15 on the ACT. Students eligible for 
full Pell Grant are ineligible for 
MTAG. Must enroll full time. Max 
award is four years. 

No 

$500 for freshman and 
sophomores; $1,000 for 
juniors and seniors per 

academic year. 

22,490 $13,660,150 

Eminent Scholars Grant 
Program (MESG) 

First-time students with a 3.5 HS 
GPA and 29 on the ACT. Must 
apply within 3 years of graduation 
from high school.  Must enroll full-
time. 
 

No 

Up to $2,500 per academic 
year, not to exceed tuition 

and fees. 
Max of 4 years. 

2,156 $5,132,949 

Higher Education Legislative 
Plan (HELP) 

First-time students with a HS GPA 
of 2.5 and a 20 on the ACT. The 
student’s family must have an 
average adjusted income of 
$36,500 or less. Must enroll full-
time. Complete a rigorous high 
school curriculum. 

Yes 

 
Up to the tuition and 

required fees at a public, in-
state institution. Students 

attending a private 
institution will receive a 

grant equal to the award of 
a student attending a 

comparable public 
institution. 

 

652 $3,153,418 

Table 1. Background on Mississippi Statewide Grant Programs For Undergraduate Students
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Financial Aid Distribution by Income

HELP,  the  state’s  one  need-­based  aid  program,  
accounted  for  the  smallest  amount  of  grant  funds  out  
of  the  three  programs  in  FY2012  
shows  the  amount  distributed  for  each  program,  and  

dollars  distributed  through  the  three  main  grant  programs.  

A  closer  look  at  the  students  receiving  each  grant  shows  

per  year   .  On  the  higher  end  of  the  income  

Compared  to  the  economic  status  of  all  Mississippi  

overrepresented  in  the  grant  recipient  population.  In  2011,  

recipients  were  members  of  families  earning  
xxiv  

  
Data  from  the  Working  Poor  Families  Project  indicates  

income  or  poor.xxv  Despite  the  fact  that  Mississippi  has  
the  highest  rate  of  low-­income  families  nationwide,  the  
current  structure  of  our  state’s  grant  programs  leads  to  
a  large  distribution  of  grants  to  high  income  families.  
The  stark  difference  in  these  two  trends  elevates  a  call  

so  that  students  with  barriers  to  college  success  and  

Mississippi’s  leaders  need  to  reconsider  the  criteria  for  
state  aid  programs  and  revise  the  application  deadlines  
for  the  need-­based  HELP  grant.  Early  application  
deadlines  for  HELP  grants  may  be  contributing  to  low  
levels  of  grant  distribution.  HELP  applications  are  due  
each  spring,  well  before  the  academic  year  begins  each  
fall.  In  contrast,  applications  for  the  other  two  grant  
programs  –  MESG  and  MTAG  –  are  due  after  the  school  
year  starts  in  the  fall.  As  a  result  of  the  later  deadlines,  
college  administrators  can  help  students  apply  for  
MESG  and  MTAG,  but  that  option  is  not  available  for  
HELP  grants.  

The  inconsistency  among  the  deadlines  is  noteworthy  
given  that  low-­income  students  are  less  likely  to  complete  
the  Free  Application  for  Federal  Student  Aid  or  to  receive  
college  guidance  from  counselors.  As  a  result,  students  
who  would  be  eligible  for  HELP  may  slip  through  the  
cracks  because  the  deadline  has  passed  by  the  time  they  
learn  about  the  program.
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Financial Aid Distribution by Race

and  are  automatically  considered  for  each  of  the  grant  

  
white  in  2012 .

recipients  were  white  in  2010.  The  portion  of  African  

  
  
  

Financial  stress  plays  a  critical  role  in  a  college  student’s  
decision  to  stay  enrolled  and  persist  to  a  degree.  In  

of  community  college  adults  receive  an  associate’s  
degree  within  three  years.xxvi  Adults  over  25  years  old  
are  particularly  vulnerable  to  leaving  before  completion  
when  compared  to  their  counterparts  who  enroll  directly  
after  high  school.  At  the  same  time,  thousands  of  adults  
continue  to  need  opportunities  to  access  college.  Across  

in  high  school  and  lack  the  postsecondary  experience  
needed  to  compete  in  the  labor  market.xxvii  

aid  grants  limit  working-­age  adults  from  being  able  to  

problematic  given  the  volume  of  working-­age  students  
who  enroll  in  higher  education  each  year  seeking  
additional  skills  and  greater  economic  opportunity.    

Across  Mississippi,  36,000  students  enrolled  in  
community  colleges  are  age  22  or  older  –  at  least  four  
years  beyond  traditional  high  school  graduation.xxviii  At  
Mississippi  public  universities,  students  over  age  25  make  
up  nearly  1/3  of  all  the  students  enrolled  –  approximately  
25,000  students.xxix  Adults  who  return  to  higher  education  
after  a  period  of  work  are  more  likely  to  enroll  part-­time  
and/or  take  a  cut  in  earnings  and  work  hours.  Balancing  
the  expenses  for  school  and  the  expenses  of  maintaining  
a  family  often  causes  stress  for  adult  students.  Issues  
with  transportation,  childcare,  and  other  familial  
responsibilities  can  also  strain  parents  who  are  enrolled  
in  college.  

Regulations  require  that  students  receiving  funds  enroll  
full-­time,  which  is  often  a  barrier  for  working  adults.  
Additionally,  MESG  and  HELP  have  requirements  that  
students  apply  for  funds  and  attend  college  within  a  short  
time  after  high  school  graduation.  The  structure  of  these  
grant  programs  leaves  adults  with  little  opportunity  for  
state  grants.

With  only  a  high  school  degree,  the  median  wage  for  a  

school  degree  or  GED,  the  median  wage  is  lower  at  
xxx  Many  adults  with  either  of  these  

levels  of  educational  attainment  will  encounter  economic  
insecurity  without  additional  opportunities  to  build  skills  
and  attain  college  credit.  To  reach  opportunities  that  
pay  adequate  wages,  many  working  adults  will  need  to  

students  of  all  ages  complete  college.

BOLSTERING FINANCIAL AID  
FOR ADULTS

Figure  8.  STUDENTS  APPLYING  FOR  FINANCIAL  AID  AND  STUDENTS  RECEIVING  STATE-­FUNDED  GRANTS
2010  –  2011
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When  students  are  not  able  to  cover  the  cost  of  higher  
education  through  federal  and  state  grants,  they  often  
need  support  from  loans.  As  the  costs  of  pursuing  higher  
education  rise,  it  leads  more  Mississippi  students  to  
take  out  larger  levels  of  debt.  Although  Mississippi’s  
universities  and  colleges  are  often  cited  as  some  of  the  
nation’s  more  affordable  options,  the  drastic  increases  in  
college  costs,  set  against  the  backdrop  of  stagnant  wages  
in  the  state,  force  students  of  all  ages  to  take  out  large  
amounts  of  debt  to  pursue  a  degree.  These  students  also  
struggle  to  pay  back  their  debt  and  are  impeded  from  
building  wealth  or  buying  a  home.  The  following  section  
details  information  on  student  loans  in  Mississippi  to  
underscore  that  a  large  gap  continues  to  exist  between  
what  Mississippi  students  can  afford  to  pay  for  college  
and  the  costs  of  college  incurred  even  with  federal  and  
state  support.

The  level  of  student  loans  taken  out  by  Mississippi  
students  is  a  particular  concern  because  evidence  shows  

that  loans  can  have  a  negative  
impact  on  college  persistence  
and  completion.xxxi  Even  with  
the  availability  of  the  Federal  
Pell  Grant  program  and  state  
grant  programs,  a  large  portion  
of  students  in  higher  education  
need  to  take  on  debt  to  pursue  
a  postsecondary  degree,  
emphasizing  that  changes  to  

aid  are  needed.  

In  FY2010,  34,000  Mississippi  
students  started  repaying  their  
student  loans.  Among  these  

their  loans  within  two  years.  
Figure  9  shows  student  loan  
default  rates  by  state,  with  
Mississippi  among  the  states  
with  the  highest  rates.  The  
portion  of  the  FY2010  cohort  
in  default  was  higher  than  the  

th  highest  in  the  nation  at  this  time.  Higher  than  average  

debt  after  college.    

  
  

"e amount of 
funding available 
to cover the cost 
of education for 

each student 
has fallen. 

A#er adjusting 
for in$ation, 

Mississippi 
appropriated 

$3,935 per full-
time university 
student in 2012 

compared to 
$6,009 in 2000 – 

a decrease  
of $2,074. 

STUDENT LOAN BORROWING
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Figure  9.  STUDENT  LOAN  DEFAULT  RATES  BY  STATE
2009  –  2010  2-­Year  Cohort  Default  Rates.

2-­Year  Cohort  Default  Rates.
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are  more  likely  to  graduate,  increase  workforce  
competitiveness,  and  take  on  manageable  debt.  

Several  critical  trends  are  affecting  our  universities  
and  colleges  and  the  resources  available  to  connect  
students  with  the  education  needed  to  access  quality  
careers.  Enrollment  is  rising  and  increasingly  diverse.  
State  appropriations  are  not  keeping  pace  with  growing  
student  populations.  Tuitions  are  rising  while  family  
incomes  are  not  growing  –  increasing  the  risk  that  
students  will  take  on  larger  amounts  of  debt  or  be  priced  
out  of  college  altogether.  At  the  same  time,  Mississippi’s  
businesses  and  employers  increasingly  need  working  
adults  with  postsecondary  experience.  The  following  
recommendations  will  position  Mississippi  to    
move  forward.  
  

1. Remove MTAG exclusions that exist 
for full Pell Grant eligible students. 
Across  Mississippi,  the  cost  of  attendance  at  public  
universities  and  community  colleges  far  exceeds  the  

thousands  of  dollars  of  costs  still  to  cover  for  school.  
Currently,  MTAG  does  not  allow  participation  by  students  

need,  this  exclusion  should  be  removed.  

2. Move application deadlines for the 
HELP grant, so they are the same as 
deadlines of MTAG and MESG. As  it  currently  
stands,  applications  for  the  HELP  grant  be  must  submitted  
by  March  31  of  each  year  while  MESG  and  MTAG  grants  
must  be  submitted  by  September  15.  The  earlier  deadline  
inhibits  more  low-­income  students  in  Mississippi  from  

Mississippi  should  shift  the  deadline  for  the  HELP  grant  to  
match  that  of  MTAG  and  MESG.  

3. Increase the family income eligibility 
for the HELP grant and shift more 
resources to HELP.
was  created,  the  income  threshold  for  a  family  of  three  to  

While  the  income  threshold  has  not  been  adjusted  in  
over  15  years,  the  expenses  encountered  by  families  
have  risen.  In  2006,  the  state’s  Tuition  Assistance  Study  
Commission  recommended  increasing  the  income  

Income.  It  has  been  seven  years  since  the  Commission  

have  been  made.  Implementing  such  an  increase  through  

for  Mississippi  to  allocate  more  of  its  state  aid  on  the  basis  
of  need.  

4. Open eligibility for MTAG to part-
time students. Currently,  none  of  the  three  state-­
funded  grant  programs  are  available  to  students  who  
enroll  part-­time.  However,  thousands  of  students  –  many  
who  are  working  adults  –  aim  to  increase  their  skills  
through  part-­time  enrollment  at  a  community  college  or  
university.  Adjustments  should  be  made  to  MTAG  eligibility  
to  open  the  program  to  students  who  enroll  part-­time.

appropriation for HELP grants to 
ensure resources are available to 
cover additional students who are 
eligible for the program by adjusting 
family income thresholds and 
extending deadlines. Extending  the  application  
deadline  for  students  will  result  in  larger  demand.  
Allocating  the  necessary  funding  to  cover  additional  
students  will  be  a  critical  part  of  shifting  the  state’s  grant  
structure  to  better  meet  the  needs  of  low  and  middle-­
income  families.  

6. Increase overall appropriations for 
state grants to college and university 
students. Mississippi  spends  less  on  state  aid  
relative  to  its  overall  higher  education  budget  than  
many  states  in  our  region.  In  fact,  Mississippi  spent  the  

Arkansas,  Louisiana,  Tennessee,  Texas,  and  Georgia.  To  
take  a  serious  step  in  raising  the  affordability  of  college  

Mississippi  will  need  to  expand  its  funding  of  grant  aid  and  
the  criteria  for  current  grant  programs.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STRENGTHENING FINANCIAL AID

10



i.   Long,  Bridgett.  2010.   .  Harvard  School  of  Education.  Issue  Brief  prepared  for  the  
White  House  Summit  on  Community  Colleges.  

ii.   National  Association  of  State  Grant  and  Aid  Programs.  
.  

iii.   Ibid.  

iv.   Working  Poor  Families  Project.  2013  State  Data  and  Indicators.  Provided  by  the  Population  Reference  Bureau,  analysis  of  2011  American  
Community  Survey.    

v.  
students  to  enter  a  particular  program  (nursing,  teaching,  law  enforcement).  The  three  programs  mentioned  are  available  to  students  regardless  of  
the  Mississippi  institution  they  attend  and  regardless  of  their  plan  of  study.  More  information  on  other  programs  can  be  found  at    

.    

vi.   Institutions  of  Higher  Learning.  Undergraduate  Enrollment  by  Ethnicity.  University  Research  Center.    

vii.   Southern  Regional  Education  Board.  2011-­2012  State  Indicators  Report.  State  Data  Exchange.    
.  

viii.   Mississippi  Community  College  Board.  Legislative  Budget  Request.  FY2011  and  FY2013.  

ix.   Mississippi  Community  College  Board.  Division  of  Research  and  Planning.  Audited  Data.  Request  from  November  2012.  

x.   U.S.  Census  Bureau.  2011  American  Community  Survey.    

xi.   Urahn  et.  al.  2011.  Housing  Wealth  and  Higher  Education:  Building  a  Foundation  for  Economic  Mobility.  The  Pew  Charitable  Trusts.  http://www.
pewstates.org/uploadedFiles/PCS_Assets/2011/HousingWealthandHigherEd.pdf.  

xii.   Long,  Bridgett.  2010.   .  Harvard  School  of  Education.  Issue  Brief  prepared  for  the  
White  House  Summit  on  Community  Colleges.  

xiii.   Complete  College  America.  Mississippi  2011  Fact  Sheet.  http://www.completecollege.org/docs/Mississippi.pdf.    

xiv.   Southern  Regional  Education  Board.  2011-­2012  State  Indicators  Report.  State  Data  Exchange.    
.  

xv.   Mississippi  Community  College  Board.  FY2012  State  Funding  Request.

  

xvi.   Mississippi  Institutions  of  Higher  Learning.     February  2012.    
(Amounts  reported  are  in  2000  dollars  and  taken  from  page  9).    

xvii.   Working  Poor  Families  Project.  2013  State  Data  and  Indicators.  Provided  by  the  Population  Reference  Bureau,  analysis  of  2011  American  
Community  Survey.  

xviii.   Mississippi  Community  College  Board.  Division  of  Finance  and  Administration.     
fndefault.aspx.    

xix.   2010-­2011  Diversity  Report.  Mississippi  Institutions  of  Higher  Learning.  

xx.   Baum,  Sandy  and  and  Kathleen  Payea.  2012.     College  Board  Advocacy  and  Policy  Center.  http://trends.collegeboard.org/
.  

xxi.   Ibid.  

xxii.  
students  to  enter  a  particular  program  (nursing,  teaching,  law  enforcement).  The  three  programs  mentioned  are  available  to  students  regardless  of  
the  Mississippi  institution  they  attend  and  regardless  of  their  plan  of  study.  More  information  on  other  programs  can  be  found  at    

.    

xxiii.   Institutions  of  Higher  Learning.  
  

xxiv.   U.S.  Census  Bureau.  American  Community  Survey.  2009-­2011  Averages.  Table  S9101.    

xxv.   Working  Poor  Families  Project.  2012  State  Data  and  Indicators.  Available:  http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/indicators/#.  

xxvi.   Complete  College  America.  Mississippi  2011  Fact  Sheet.  http://www.completecollege.org/docs/Mississippi.pdf.  

xxvii.   U.S.  Census  Bureau.  2011  American  Community  Survey.    

xxviii.   Mississippi  Community  College  Board.  Division  of  Research  and  Planning.  Fall  2011  Enrollment  Data.  Data  pulled  November  1,  2012.    

xxix.   Mississippi  Institutions  of  Higher  Learning.  Institutional  Research  Center.  Fall  2012  Enrollment  Fact  Book.  

xxx.   U.S.  Census  Bureau.  2011  American  Community  Survey.  Table  B20004.  

xxxi.   Dowd,  A.  C.,  and  Coury,  T.  2006.  The  effect  of  loans  on  the  persistence  and  attainment  of  community  college  students.  Research  in  Higher  

Sources

11





Mississippi  Economic  Policy  Center  
Hope  Enterprise  Corporation  
4  Old  River  Place,  Suite  A  
Jackson,  MS  39202    
601.944.1100    
www.mepconline.org
www.hope-­ec.org



Mississippi  Economic  Policy  Center  
Hope  Enterprise  Corporation  
4  Old  River  Place,  Suite  A  
Jackson,  MS  39202    
601.944.1100    
www.mepconline.org
www.hope-­ec.org


