
Since opening its door in October of 1885 to eighty-five students, Georgia Institute of Technology has expanded to a student population of over 16,000 undergraduates and graduate students within its six colleges as of the year 2003. Of the 11,000 undergraduates, 65 percent are in-state students and 20 percent are freshmen. Sixty percent of those in-state residents receive the HOPE merit-scholarship, which calculates out to 40 percent of the total undergraduate class (“IRP -- Common Data”). Without merit-based scholarships at Georgia Tech, many of those students within that 40 percent range would not be attending this rigorous university; therefore, financial aid at Georgia Tech should be based on merit and not on financial need. 

During Fall 2002, only 33 percent of the undergraduate class were “determined to have financial need” (“IRP-Common Data Set 2003-2004”). The majority of the two-thirds of the undergraduate class depend on some sort or merit-based aid and to base financial aid on need only would leave out a significant portion of the student population. The incoming freshmen class for the academic year of 2002-2003 had a 1336 composite SAT score compared to the national average of 1026 that same year; even if students do qualify for financial need assistance, their acceptance alone into Georgia Tech should enable them to receive merit-based aid.  Merit based scholarships would benefit not only those who are not freshmen, but also those who are from out-of-state or even those who have lost HOPE since their first year. 

Merit-based award such as the HOPE scholarship enables students with above average grades to receive the education they choose without having to worry so much about money. The state of Georgia offers a HOPE (Helping Outstanding Pupils Educationally) scholarship program, which offers financial assistance to Georgia high school student who wish to attend a college or university within state. HOPE covers tuition for those who attend a public university but will only pay a limited amount for private colleges/universities. The current eligibility requirements for traditional high school graduate include a cumulative GPA of a 3.0 based on a 4.0 scale or an 80 numeric average. HOPE assistance ends when the student achieves their Bachelor degree or attempts 127 semester/190 quarter hours (with exceptions). In order to stay eligible for the HOPE scholarship, college students must maintain a 3.0 GPA or risk the loss of a main financial backer. HOPE began in 1993 and Georgia’s Lottery for Education funds the HOPE scholarship program. (“Georgia’s HOPE Scholarship Program”)

Merit-based scholarship, like HOPE, usually has some criteria that the student needs to fulfill in order to continue receiving the scholarship money. Such scholarships are like the HOPE scholarship, which requires that a 3.0 GPA be maintained while in college. This level of pressure at Georgia Tech pushes those HOPE scholars to step up in their studies and take college seriously or else they will lose a main financial backer. If all merit-based recipients were to work hard and maintain their awards, then this would have a positive effect on Georgia Tech and the state of Georgia as a whole. For those who receive need-based aid, they can slack off during their time in school still knowing that they’ll receive money during their next term. This is not same for those who have certain criteria’s that they must meet; these students work hard all semester and these criteria’s also push students to work their best knowing the consequences if they do not.

For those who do not believe in rankings and numbers, they have never met a Georgia Tech student. U.S. News and World Report ranks Georgia Tech as number 42 in the top national universities in the nation and number ten for top public universities. The Yellow Jackets pride themselves in having one of top engineering programs with the number one industrial engineering program in the nation.  Students who keep up their GPA in order to maintain a merit-based scholarship can help raise Georgia Tech into a higher position in the national rankings as well as gives the college more prestige. With higher prestige comes more money not only from the government but also from private donors. 

The state of Georgia will also benefit greatly for those who choose to stay in state due to the HOPE scholarship. According to a study released by the University of Georgia, professors found that three-fourths of Georgia high-school graduates who scored a 1500 or better on their SAT’s stayed in state compared to only 23% from before HOPE became instituted. Merit-scholarships such as HOPE has also increased “the states overall college enrollment by 11% … including 24% jump for black students” (Selingo 2001, A20). Those statistics go against what some critics say about state supported merit programs that have a negative effect on the quality of college education.

Need-based merit programs do not always cover everyone who really needs it. At the end of the day, the representation of a family’s financial situation only comes in numbers; there are many families who are just above the cut-off line for need-based aid and then there are also middle-class families who have a very difficult time sending their children to college without the aid of merit scholarships. Even parents who make a modest income but have multiple mouths to feed find themselves in a tough situation especially when they have more than one child in college. These days college tuition per year can easily amount to an average person’s salary and that does not even include room and board or books. Merit-based scholarships can help those parents who have many mouths and dependents to feed, clothe, and shelter but just do not meet the requirements to be poor.

Merit-based aid also gives high school students an incentive to do well in school. Students who are aware of the eligibility for merit awards will focus more on doing well in high school, which will help the state and themselves when they are in college. For students who know that they will receive need-based funds they have less of a will to do well in school. Those who choose not to care about their education but can somehow manage to get into college will most likely not stay in college very long. Need-based aid questions rather students deserve tuition money for not doing as well as they could. It is hypocrisy because in order to receive aid for being poor, one must stay poor; in order to receive aid for being intelligent, one must stay intelligent.

Overall, merit-based aid will have a positive affect on everyone in and related to the Georgia Tech community. Those students who are on merit-based aid tend to get their act together once they lose it or drop out to a less challenging college. For those who do step up to the plate to hold on to their aid will not only benefit themselves, but the school, state, and entire country. Georgia Tech needs to base their financial aid on merit and not on financial need.
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