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Strategy Labs

Strategy Labs are an open platform for leaders and 
influencers in all 50 states to come together to share 
research, data and professional experiences to 
advance Goal 2025. That goal is to increase the proportion 
of Americans with high-quality degrees, certificates and 
other credentials to 60 percent by the year 2025. The 
Strategy Labs enable Lumina Foundation to connect and 
collaborate with state and system-level policymakers and 
higher education leaders to advance the State Policy 
Agenda and to focus on increased educational attainment.
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Please note . . .

• Lumina Foundation does not support or oppose any 
specific legislation. Lumina provides information and 
resources on a nonpartisan basis to advance Goal 2025.

• This presentation was produced for Strategy Labs by 
Nate Johnson and HCM Strategists with support from 
Lumina Foundation. The views expressed in this 
publication are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent those of Lumina Foundation, its 
officers and directors or employees.
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Strategy Labs Financial Support 
Principles for Goal 2025
• Make college more affordable for low-income students
• Make college prices more predictable and transparent
• Provide incentives to students and institutions to 

increase completion and lower prices
• Align federal, state, and institutional policies and 

programs
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Why State Aid Programs Must Be 
Strategic (US)
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Appropriations to Institutions = Biggest 
“Scholarship” in Connecticut and US
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Targeting: Connecticut Has Right 
Emphasis on Need-Based Aid
• State and institutional merit-based aid often affects only 

where students complete, not whether they complete
• Potential for biggest impact where students are “on the 

fence”, with high risk of noncompletion
• Need-based aid has biggest impact (e.g. Pell, Cal 

Grants)
• Merit-based aid only has impact if thresholds are low 

enough
• Kentucky Educational Excellence Scholarship (KEES):  

2.5 high school GPA threshold
https://www.kheaa.com/website/kheaa/kees?main=1
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Sizing

• Too small = risk of no effect
• Too big = more than needed to produce result
• Example of broad-based small award:  Rhode Island 

(was max $700, but state is changing…)
• Example of narrow award:  Maryland Guaranteed 

Access Program (max: $19,000)
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Award Size Examples

• Example: “Shared Responsibility” model  in Minnesota 
seeks to ensure limited funds are distributed equitably 
and effectively
https://www.ohe.state.mn.us/mPg.cfm?pageID=138

• Must look at gaps in need across states
• Must take into account all costs and all resources 

student has available before state aid
• Example:  Washington, Maine Affordability Framework
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Where Does State Need-Based Aid Fit?  
States w/Low Max Awards, Broad Eligibility
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Sizing:  Lumina Foundation Affordability 
Benchmark: 10-10-10
Higher education is affordable when the cost of a degree is 
something that…
• students can pay with 10 years of savings or 10 years of 

loan repayments…
• at savings or repayments rates no more than 10% of 

income…
• plus income from working 10 hours per week while 

enrolled full-time
• https://www.luminafoundation.org/news-and-

events/affordability-benchmark
• Not intended to be definitive: a starting point for 

discussion. How would CT define affordability?
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Connecticut Moving in Right Direction on 
Predictability and Transparency

• Other states looking at Governor’s Scholarship program 
simplification and consolidation

• Programs that people understand work better than those 
people do not understand

• Design of aid programs makes a difference
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More Could be Done to Create  
Predictability and Transparency

• Sooner students and families know about financial aid, 
the longer the same dollar can work

• Benchmarks must be seen as attainable, within students’ 
or schools’ control
– Good examples:  which courses to take, filling out FAFSA
– Bad examples: test scores, high GPA

• Best practices:  statewide promise programs for low-
income middle school students in Indiana, Washington, 
Oklahoma

• Emerging experimental research base supports the 
model
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Impact of Early Commitment 
Scholarships in New Brunswick
• True experimental design
• Up to $8,000 in “Learning Accounts” per participant 

during high school
• Impacts on enrollment
• Bigger impact on completion after 4 years
• Biggest impact on low-income and first-generation 

students
• For low-income recipients, no increase in total 

amount of government aid expenditure per student
• http://www.srdc.org/media/199776/ftd-fourth-year-psi-

report-en.pdf
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Timing and Deadlines

• In many states, funds run out because eligibility 
criteria and award amounts do not match 
budgets

• “Rationing by deadline” tends to exclude some 
of the potential high-impact students, favors 
those with more resources, better-educated 
parents
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Timing Solutions
• West Virginia need grant:  late deadline (mid-April), and 

holds back part of the aid budget for later/summer 
applicants

• Minnesota need grant:  rolling awards, deadline = 30 
days after start of each term

• To work, strategy requires:
– Administrative capacity and accurate technical 

models to project demand
– Realistic eligibility criteria and award amounts aligned 

with budget
– Statutory / budget flexibility to administer program in a 

changing and unpredictable world
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Questions, comments, follow-up

Nate Johnson
Principal Consultant, Postsecondary Analytics
Policy Priority Lead, Comprehensive Student Aid
Strategy Labs
Nate.Johnson@postsecondaryanalytics.com
850-294-0672
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