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Guide to Student-Centered Financial Aid
State financial aid makes it possible for countless students to pursue higher education. Yet too often, state policies that distribute financial aid fail to make college 
more affordable for the students with the greatest financial burdens. To make state financial aid programs truly student-centered, resources should be based 
on financial need rather than “merit” and respond to the circumstances of today’s students — who are often older, working, and have parenting or dependent 
responsibilities. But how do you know if your state’s financial aid programs make the grade? 

EdTrust developed this checklist to determine how student-centered your state’s financial aid programs are:

My State’s Financial Aid 
Program… Why Is This Important? What to Look For Meets 

Criteria
1. Covers costs beyond 
tuition and fees

To attend college and succeed, students must be able to 
cover their essential expenses. More than tuition and fees, 
the full cost of attendance (COA) includes housing, food, 
transportation, books, supplies, and child care — often the 
COA’s largest portion. Yet states often restrict what aid can be 
used beyond tuition and fees.1

Also, state aid is often considered “last dollar,” which means 
other forms of aid, like the Pell Grant, are applied to a student’s 
balance beforehand. As a result, the lowest-income students 
who qualify for the Pell Grant often receive minimal state aid, if 
any, because the Pell Grant covers most or all their tuition. 

Aid does not satisfy this metric if the award cannot be used 
for essential non-tuition expenses, such as housing, food, 
transportation, books, computers, and child care.
Aid meets this metric if it is first dollar, meaning that it is 
applied to a student’s balance before other forms of aid, such 
as the Pell Grant.

2. Bases eligibility on need 
only, with no GPA, ACT, or 
other merit requirements 
beyond maintaining 
satisfactory academic 
progress

Students must already meet merit requirements to 
gain admission to a college. Additionally, the federal 
government requires students to make “satisfactory 
academic progress,” typically defined as maintaining a GPA 
higher than 2.0, to retain eligibility for federal financial aid. 
Adding additional merit requirements creates unnecessary 
barriers for students.2 

Aid does not satisfy this metric if it requires students to have 
a certain GPA, SAT, or ACT score, or any other non-need-
based criteria. However, meeting satisfactory academic 
progress, as defined by the institution, is acceptable. 
Aid meets this metric if a student’s financial situation solely 
determines their eligibility.
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3. Is available to part-time 
students 

Excluding students who cannot enroll full time harms those 
who would benefit most from grant aid. Students from 
low-income backgrounds, adult learners, student-parents, 
students of color, and community college students are 
more likely to enroll in part-time programs.3 Aid that allows 
students to enroll part time accounts for students’ additional 
responsibilities, such as full-time employment, raising 
children, and caring for dependents.

Aid does not satisfy this metric if eligibility is limited to 
students attending full time or if students are required 
to earn a certain number of credit hours per semester or 
academic year.

Aid meets this metric if it prorates funding based on part-
time enrollment.

4. Is available to students 
attending two- and four-
year programs 

Aid should cover at least four years of college tuition, 
allowing students to enroll in the degree program that 
best suits their needs. Limiting assistance to students at 
two-year schools risks funneling students from low-income 
backgrounds, students of color, and rural students into 
colleges with less funding, lower graduation rates, and 
smaller economic payoffs.4

Aid does not satisfy this metric if eligibility is capped at fewer 
than four years, eight semesters, or 120 credit hours. 

Aid specifically for workforce programs does not need to be 
available for four years.

5. Never needs to be 
repaid 

Grant aid should never convert to a loan. Programs should 
not impose employment, residency, completion, or other 
requirements on recipients after they graduate or leave 
school for the aid to remain a grant. 

Aid does not satisfy this metric if at any time it is converted to 
a loan or if it must be repaid. This includes aid with attached 
employment or residency requirements that must be 
completed after graduation.

6. Is available to first-time, 
adult learners, returning 
students, and transfer 
students 

All students pursuing higher education should have access 
to state financial aid, regardless of their age or stage in life. 
For various reasons, high school graduates are not always 
able to enroll in college within a year of graduation,5 and 
many students complete a portion of college but leave 
before completing their degree. Costs and lack of access 
to institutional and state aid remain significant barriers to 
re-enrollment.6 These students should have access to state 
financial aid so they can pursue or complete their degrees.

Aid does not satisfy this metric if eligibility is based on 
age, year of high school graduation, or previous college 
enrollment.

Aid does not satisfy this metric if students with bachelor’s 
degrees are excluded.

Early identification aid programs that establish eligibility in 
middle school DO meet this metric.  
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7. Is available to justice-
impacted students

Individuals who are currently or formerly incarcerated have 
already been held accountable for their crimes and should 
have access to state financial aid both during and following 
release. Ensuring these students have access to higher 
education benefits not only the student, but society, as 
incarcerated individuals who participate in postsecondary 
programs are 48% less likely to return to prison.7 

Aid does not satisfy this metric if access for students who are 
incarcerated is restricted based on the type of conviction or 
the length of incarceration. 

Aid meets this metric if currently or formerly incarcerated 
students are eligible to receive it.

8. Is available to 
undocumented students 

Currently, undocumented students do not have access 
to federal financial aid. It is estimated that 120,000 
undocumented students graduated from high school in 
spring 2023, but their path to additional education remains 
fraught.8 These students and their families pay state and 
local taxes that support public higher education and state 
financial aid. States can provide a path to higher education 
for undocumented individuals by providing them with 
access to state financial aid.

Aid meets this metric if all undocumented students, not just 
those with certain immigration statuses such as DACA or 
Temporary Protected Status (TPS), are eligible for assistance.

9. Is available to students 
with federal loans in 
default

Excluding students whose loans are in default will only make 
it more difficult for returning students experiencing financial 
hardship to complete their degrees. The federal government 
bars borrowers in default from accessing federal aid. Most 
people who stop out of college cite financial reasons for 
doing so. Barring these individuals from state financial aid 
creates more financial barriers that hinder their ability to 
complete their degree. 

Aid does not satisfy this metric if students whose federal 
loans are in default are not eligible for the program.

10. At a minimum, is 
available to all students 
attending public colleges

States should prioritize aid for students attending public 
colleges as over 77% of all college students attend public 
colleges and universities.9 

Aid meets this metric if students at all public colleges, 
including community colleges, regional campuses, four-year 
colleges, HBCUs, tribal colleges and universities (TCUs),  
and minority-serving institutions (MSIs), have equitable 
access to aid.

Aid does not satisfy this metric if the formula used to 
distribute aid results in no awards for students attending 
lower-cost public colleges and universities.

To learn more about how your state can create more student-centered financial aid systems, read our report. 

https://edtrust.org/rti/state-financial-aid-illinois-indiana-minnesota/
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