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Mississippi doesn’t have enough educated or skilled people ready for the workforce. 

The Mississippi Tuition Assistance Grant (MTAG) was created in 1995 to help middle-class families afford to pay for college, but the program hasn't changed to meet the needs of TODAY’s families or TODAY’s workforce. 

So, a taskforce of education and workforce leaders came together a couple of years ago to think about how MTAG might be updated to help more Mississippians access the education or skills they need to fully contribute in today’s workforce. 

The result of that taskforce is a proposal to revise MTAG as “MTAG Works” – just in time for the program’s 30th anniversary. 




THE NEED FOR DEGREES
There is a production shortfall of college credentials of value. 

47.6%
    current postsecondary 

attainment rate 
(Lumina Foundation, January 2024)

2024 63%
of all jobs in Mississippi will require 
some training beyond high school

(Georgetown University National Report, March 2024)

by
2031

There are not enough Mississippians prepared for the workforce.

87%
    of current MS employers indicate 

the workforce needs additional education 
and training

(Accelerate MS Horizons Conference, August 2024)

2024
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Mississippi’s postsecondary attainment rate currently sits at 47.6%

But, by 2031, 63% of all jobs in Mississippi will require some training beyond high school. 

Plus, 87% of Mississippi employers say the workforce needs additional education and training.  

The numbers aren’t where they need to be, BUT Mississippi has a goal, called Ascent to 55%, that by 2030, 55% of our working age population will have a meaningful credential of value beyond high school diploma. 

MTAG Works will help the state reach the Ascent to 55% education attainment goal by making postsecondary education more accessible.

Training more individuals with skills beyond high school will also increase the state’s labor participation rate. 



THE NEED FOR MTAG WORKS
There are students to be trained who do not qualify for state aid.

Current MTAG exclusions are limiting student options. 

LINDSEY
FRESHMAN
PRACTICAL NURSING MAJOR
3.0 GPA
18 ACT®
MAX PELL GRANT

ELIJAH
SENIOR
CYBERSECURITY MAJOR
3.7 GPA
23 ACT®
PART-TIME STUDENT

EMMA
STOP OUT SOPHOMORE
EDUCATION MAJOR
2.8 GPA
19 ACT®
ADULT LEARNER

34%
of all state aid applicants 

qualified for max Pell Grant. 36%
of all community college students, and 21% of 

IHL students, are enrolled part time.

23%
of all IHL students, and 18% of community 

college students, are adult learners. 

None of these students 
qualify for MTAG. None of these students 

qualify for MTAG.

Most of these students 
do not qualify for MTAG.

(Office of Student Financial Aid, 2024)
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The current exclusions of MTAG are leaving many working-age Mississippians out. These are people who could be educated, add to our state’s education attainment rate, and added to our state’s labor participation rate.
Adult students are left out: Almost 18% of community college students and 23% of IHL students are adult learners, but most of these students do not qualify for MTAG under the current rules.
Part-Time students are left out: About 36% of community college students and 21% of IHL students are part-time, and they do not qualify for MTAG. 
The greatest need students are left out: About one third of all Mississippi students qualify for the maximum Pell Grant, which helps those with the greatest financial need, and they do not qualify for MTAG. 
In addition to excluding thousands of students, the MTAG award amounts are too low. 
In 1996, MTAG covered 45% of tuition for freshmen at universities and 52% of tuition at community colleges. 
But tuition has increased by more than 3 times in 30 years and the other costs of attending college have increased by about 5 times. 
In 2024, MTAG covers only 6% of tuition for freshmen at universities and just 13% of tuition at community colleges. 
We need adult learners, part-time students, and the poorest of students qualifying for max Pell to be educated with a college credential of value and added to our state’s labor participation rate.




GRAD RATE: 
+14%

Current Grad Rate: 49%
Estimated Grad Rate with MTAG Works: 63%

THE NEED FOR MTAG WORKS
There are students to be trained who can gain a 

college credential of value with state aid.

Make MTAG work for more Mississippians.

1,200+

(MTAG Works ROI Analysis and Calculations, 2024)
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Research shows that for every $1,000 of additional aid, enrollment rates increase by about 2% and graduation rates should increase by approximately 2.5 percentage points.

Adopting MTAG Works is projected to both increase enrollment AND increase graduation rates from 49% to 63% over time, adding approximately 1,200 additional graduates from the first cohort alone.  

That’s 1200 additional educated, trained, and skilled Mississippians each year who are ready for the workforce. 

That single group of graduates will return $63 million in increased lifetime wages through state and local taxes alone.

NOTE: State and local tax contributions of 9.8% (State and Local Tax Burdens by State | Tax Foundation).




KEY UPDATES
INCLUDE MAX PELL STUDENTS
INCLUDE PART-TIME AND ADULT STUDENTS
REMOVE INITIAL HIGH SCHOOL GPA / ACT 
INTRODUCE THREE INCOME-BASED AWARD LEVELS
MAINTAIN NO INCOME CAP
NO INSTITUTION OR STUDENT GETS LESS THAN 
CURRENT AWARD

Make MTAG work for more Mississippians.

THE NEED FOR MTAG WORKS
Providing educational opportunities for more skilled Mississippians.
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So how do we propose to update MTAG to make “MTAG Work” for More Mississippians:
We want to include students who receive the maximum Pell Grant, so even the poorest students can benefit
We want to allow part-time students to qualify for a prorated award, so more students can go to college to earn a first credential, upskill, or retrain while they continue to work or raise a family. 
We want to remove the initial high school GPA and ACT requirements to make the grant accessible to more adult students by eliminating these academic barriers.
We want to raise the award amounts and create a three-tier system that provides increase support based on income levels.
Finally, we want to keep one aspect of the original MTAG program.  We want to continue to provide aid to all Mississippians without restricting it based on higher income limits. No institution or student would receive less than what they would get under the current MTAG program.




AID LEVELS BY INCOME & ENROLLMENT

Number of 
New Recipients

Freshman/ 
Sophomore Years

Junior/
Senior Years

Aid over 4 Years 
(full-time)

Aid over 4 Years
(part-time)

0 - 50% 
Median 
Income

19,000
MAX PELL 
STUDENTS

$1,000 $2,000 $6,000 $3,000
PART-TIME 
STUDENTS

51-100% 
Median 
Income

8,000 $750 $1,500 $4,500 $2,250

101%+ 
Median 
Income

11,000 $500 $1,000 $3,000 $1,500

THE NEED FOR MTAG WORKS
Providing educational opportunities for more skilled Mississippians.

Make MTAG work for more Mississippians.
(MTAG Works ROI Analysis and Calculations, 2024)
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MTAG Works is proposing three levels of awards for MTAG. 
The lowest income students from families making up to half of the state's median family income would receive double the current award amount - $1,000 for freshman/sophomore years and $2,000 for junior/senior years.  
Students from families making up to the median family income would receive 50% larger awards.
Students from families making at or over the median family income in Mississippi would continue to receive awards in the same amount they always have
Awards at each level would be prorated for part-time students.
These changes together would make MTAG work for more Mississippians by getting aid to an additional 38,000 students who have never before qualified to receive state aid.  
This includes 19,000 max Pell students - our state's lowest-income and neediest students. 





THE NEED FOR STATE AID.
There is a shortfall in state aid by FTE with our competitors.

Mississippi is not keeping up in providing state aid to our students.

Mississippi

$394
Texas

$1,070Tennessee
$1,954

Arkansas

$961 Louisiana
$2,057

(NASSGAP (National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs) Annual Survey, 2022; State Higher Education Officers Association, 2024)

Georgia

$2,615
Alabama

$286

Kentucky
$1,864
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Investing in postsecondary education is essential for Mississippi's workforce development and the combating 'brain drain.’ 

Prioritizing postsecondary education helps retain homegrown talent, supports local economic growth, and reduces the outmigration of highly skilled workers, positioning Mississippi for long-term success in a competitive global market – to do so, we need to compete regionally.

Unlike the rest of education appropriations, in most states, financial aid to public institutions has increased over time, but in Mississippi, it’s decreased.

In 2022, the Southern Regional Education Board, which works with 16 member states, ranked Mississippi 15th (out of 16) in both Total State Grant Aid as % of State Fiscal Support for Higher Education as well as Undergraduate Grants per FTE. 

Mississippi gave just $394 to students in 2021-2022, while the SREB Average in the same year was $1,312.28. The only state providing less than Mississippi was Alabama.

Since 2001, state public financial aid in Mississippi has decreased 24.2% per FTE and total education appropriations has stayed at 5.0%. 
In short, Mississippi is not keeping up in providing state aid to our students.

Source: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association. (2024). State Higher Education Finance: FY 2023.
Source: NASSGAP (National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs) Annual Survey, 2022



2:1 ROI
Estimated Cost: $31.5M
Estimated ROI: $63M
(Example Cohort: Class of 2017)

2025

THE NEED FOR MTAG WORKS
Providing educational opportunities for more skilled Mississippians.

Make MTAG work for more Mississippians.
(MTAG Works ROI Analysis and Calculations, 2024)
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The proposal isn’t without cost, but the expected return is worth it!  

The state would be asked to increase the annual investment in MTAG by $31.5 million.  
We call this an “investment” rather than a “cost”, because our conservate estimates project a $63 million return from each $31.5 million annual investment. 

The return will come from higher state and local tax contributions of a more highly skilled workforce, reduced demand for social services, like healthcare, basic needs assistance, and corrections, an increase in the state’s education attainment rate of Ascent to 55%, increased enrollments, higher graduation rates for college credentials of value, and more individuals skilled for the state’s labor participation rate. 
We believe this is a very conservative estimate and the return will likely be higher. By comparison, research on a similar program in California showed a 3:1 ROI.

NOTE: State and local tax contributions of 9.8% (State and Local Tax Burdens by State | Tax Foundation).
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MTAG Works is ultimately a Workforce & Economic Development Project with the goal of providing educational opportunities for more skilled Mississippians. 

Affordable educational pathways lead to a stronger, more reliable workforce, attracting and retaining jobs within the state.
Higher levels of educational attainment correspond to greater lifetime earnings, contributing to stronger economic growth and job creation.
Increased educational attainment will lead to higher levels of employment and greater public returns to the state. 
Adopting MTAG Works will help Mississippi meets its postsecondary attainment goals and drive long-term workforce development.

A large and growing coalition of education and business leaders, students, and their families are going to be working hard to push for these changes during the 2025 Legislative Session.  

Can we count on your support?
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