
AGENDA ITEM 5B. 
 

MAP ALLOCATION STRATEGIES 
 
 
 
Submitted for:  Information 
 
Summary:   The Monetary Award Program (MAP) was designed initially to provide access to 

and choice of postsecondary education opportunities for low and middle income 
students.  Over time, as costs have risen and state funds have become scarce, the 
awards have been increasingly targeted to very low income students and they do 
not provide the coverage of costs that they once did. A decade ago, we were 
providing grants to all eligible students who wanted one; today only about half of 
the eligible students are offered grants.  Awards are given out on a first-come, 
first-served basis to students who are eligible based on the MAP formula, a 
methodology which has come under scrutiny in recent years because the shortage 
of funding results in a very early suspense date.   

    
   Stagnant appropriations coupled with increased demand for higher education 

have strained the MAP allocation process.  Without new resources, groups who 
feel disadvantaged under the current system are advancing new allocation 
strategies.  It is important to remember that unless additional funding is made 
available, every time someone benefits from a new distribution of MAP dollars, 
others with equally legitimate needs lose. 

 
   The early suspense date has caught students and schools by surprise, and some 

have reacted by indicating that they would like a fixed suspense date.  Fixing the 
suspense date at a later date would require eligibility requirements or award size 
to flex. Alternatively, the award announcement deadline could be extended for 
certain groups, such as nontraditional students, but doing so with level funding 
would result in award losses to traditional, dependent students attending four-
year schools.  These are the students with the best chance of graduating.   

 
   Some allocation mechanisms would let eligibility vary to establish a fixed cut-off 

date.  The date and the maximum award would be preset, and then awards would 
be granted based on expected family contribution (EFC) – starting with the 
lowest EFCs.  Students would not know from year to year if their awards would 
be renewed; it would depend on the number of applicants with EFCs lower than 
theirs. 

 
   Other rationing mechanisms suggested are merit components and the exclusion 

of students in different sectors.  Each change proposed has a distinct set of losers 
and most do not help the state advance the goal of 60 percent of its workforce 
with a quality credential by 2025. 

 
 
Action requested:  None.
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MAP ALLOCATION STRATEGIES 

 
Introduction 
 
 The Monetary Award Program (MAP) was designed initially to provide access to and choice of 
postsecondary education opportunities for low and middle income students.  Over time, as costs have 
risen and state funds have become scarce, the awards have been increasingly targeted to very low income 
students and they do not provide the coverage of costs that they once did.  A little more than a decade 
ago, the maximum MAP grant ($4,968) covered the average cost of attendance at a public university 
($4,786).  Today, tuition and fees at public universities have nearly tripled ($13,382) while the maximum 
MAP grant has actually declined ($4,720).  A decade ago, we were providing grants to all eligible 
students who wanted one; today only about half of the eligible applicants are offered grants.  We have 
more MAP-eligible students who are “suspended” – whose awards we cannot make – than MAP-eligible 
students who receive awards.  Awards are given out on a first-come, first-served basis to students who are 
eligible based on the MAP formula, a methodology which has come under scrutiny in recent years 
because the shortage of funding results in a very early suspense date.  These early suspense dates can 
disproportionately affect certain groups of students including older, non-traditional students who 
generally apply later in the process and downstate students who may not be exposed to as many messages 
regarding the need to file their application for financial aid (the FAFSA) early in the year.   
  
 It is not just lower income students who are having difficulty paying for their education. Middle 
income families are struggling to pay for tuition and fees that have tripled at the same time their pay has 
remained flat or even decreased.  Currently a student from a middle income family ($60,000 for a family 
of four with one student in college) receives no need-based grant assistance from the federal or state grant 
programs and must cover the costs of tuition and fees (plus room and board, transportation, books and 
supplies that double the cost) out of savings and loans.  The impact of this situation can be easily seen: 
Cumulative student loan debt has risen steadily over the decade and now tops out at over $28,000 for the 
70 percent of Illinois graduates who borrow.  Aggregate loan debt now exceeds the starting salaries of 
many of the graduates from Illinois schools, especially those in the necessary fields of teaching, health 
care and social work. 
 
 Stagnant appropriations coupled with increased demand for higher education have strained the 
MAP allocation process.  Without new resources, groups who feel disadvantaged under the current 
system are advancing new allocation strategies.  It is important to remember that unless new funding 
becomes available, every time someone benefits from a new distribution of MAP dollars, others with 
equally legitimate needs lose. 

 
The current distribution system:  The MAP formula plus “first-come, first-served” 
 
 Changing the way MAP is allocated is a zero-sum game.  There are always  
“winners” but also equally deserving “losers.”   Without increased funding for MAP, the program can be 
modified only by extracting some funds from the losers and reallocating them to the winners.    The MAP 
formula determines eligibility for the program; it sets the financial parameters for eligibility.  The formula 
involves calculating the total cost of attendance at the school of the student’s choice, then subtracting 
available resources to yield “remaining need” – costs in excess of the sum of federal grant aid and the 
expected family contribution (EFC).  Table 1 shows the components of the MAP formula annotated with 
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changes and the impacts of those changes on eligibility. 
 
 

 
Table 1:  FY2015 Start-up MAP Formula 

 
BUDGET 

 
1 

 
Use 2003-2004 reported tuition and fees, assessed at 100 percent at all institutions. 
 

2 Use one living allowance for all applicants, set to $4,875. 
 

RESOURCES 
 
1 

 
Use 80 percent of Pell Grant eligibility as determined by the 2003-2004 Pell Grant Payment 
Schedule, which contains a $4,050 maximum. 
 

2 Calculate the ISAC-adjusted EFC by inflating the Federal EFC. 
 
Adjusted Dependent Students’ Parent Contribution:   
Adjustment Factor =[PC/11,000 + 1.10] rounded to 2 decimal places 
Adjusted PC = PC x Adjustment Factor 
 
Adjusted Independent Student Contribution:   
Adjustment Factor =[EFC/11,000 + 1.10] rounded to 2 decimal places 
Adjusted EFC = EFC x Adjustment Factor 
 

3 Use a minimum self-help expectation of $1,800 for all students. 
 

AWARD AMOUNTS 
 
1 

 
Set the maximum award equal to the lesser of $4,968 or the tuition and mandatory fees specified 
in the budget. Set the minimum award to $300 and round maximum eligibility in $150 
increments to calculate partial awards. 
 

2 
 
3 

Provide no award for applicants who have an EFC equal to or greater than $9,000. 
 
Reduce awards by 5 percent. 
 

4 Students who have used 75 or more MAP paid credit hours must be a junior or senior to be 
eligible for MAP.  Students who have used 135 or more MAP paid credit hours are not eligible. 

 
 
 
 
 Because current costs are not in the model but current income is, awards have been driven down 
to the lowest-income students.  With few exceptions, only students in the first income quintile and the 
lower half of the second income quintile now receive MAP grants – 92% of our MAP recipients are Pell-
eligible as well.  Reducing eligibility further by reducing the EFC cap would direct awards further down 
the income scale and expand the number of days before suspension.  Further reducing the size of the 
awards would maintain the same eligibility levels but also stretch out days before suspension.  However, 

Increasing tuition 
and fees or the 
living allowance to 
more accurately 
reflect true costs 
would increase 
eligibility for 
students from 
slightly higher 
income families. 

The Pell Grant can be assessed at 
different rates.  The actual Pell 
value usually matches the tuition 
and fee year used.  Higher Pell 
percentages and values mean lower 
awards for lower income students. 

The adjustment factors give 
more weight to higher parents’ 
incomes.  Higher adjustment 
factors lower awards for any 
income level. 

The student’s self-help 
contribution hasn’t changed in 
over a decade.  Higher 
contributions reduce award size. 

The minimum 
award can be 
raised to 
reduce 
eligibility. 

The EFC cap can 
be raised or 
lowered.  Raising it 
lets in students 
from relatively 
higher income 
families; lowering 
it will stretch 
awards further into 
the year for lower 
income students. 

Reduction factor can 
be raised or lowered 

Number of credit hours paid can 
be  further restricted. 
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the former would take funds away from students who are nearly as poor as those who receive the awards, 
and the latter could reduce awards below the point where they can change behavior – where they are of 
sufficient size to allow a student to attend school.  A decade ago, the MAP grant covered 100 percent of 
average tuition and fees at a public university or community college; today the grant covers about 35 
percent at a public university and about half of tuition and fees at a community college.  Claim rates (the 
rate at which students offered a MAP grant accept it) have fallen from 79 percent to 73 percent over the 
decade as students who initially decide they would like to attend college find out that, even with 
assistance, they cannot afford it. 
 

Chart 1: Percent of Average Tuition and Fees Covered by Max Announced MAP Award 

 
 
 
 After the FAFSA filers’ eligibility has been determined, awards are made, up to the eligible 
amount, to students on a first come, first served basis determined by the date the student filed his FAFSA.  
Awards are made until the funding runs out.  Because students are filing earlier and earlier due to “file 
your FAFSA” initiatives and because more students are attending college, the deadline when funding is 
exhausted has moved from late August a decade ago to late February this year.  This has taken many 
students and schools by surprise and has resulted in a desire to explore other allocation mechanisms. 
 
Other Allocation Mechanisms 
 

We face uncertainties every year when trying to administer MAP.  We don’t know how many 
students are going to apply, when they are going to apply, where they are going to go or how many 
courses they are going to take.  We have some historical data that we use as a guide but, increasingly, the 
past is not as good a predictor of the future.  In addition, we don’t know what the actual appropriation is 
going to be and we have to make a reasonable estimate of that variable as well.  In the face of these 
uncertainties, at least one of the parameters around MAP must 
be variable.  Right now, it is the suspense date.  We hold 
eligibility and award size constant and adjust the suspense date 
to ensure that we do not exceed the MAP appropriation. 
 
 The early suspense date has caught students and schools 
by surprise, and some have reacted by indicating that they would 
like a fixed suspense date.  Fixing the suspense date at a later 
date would mean that eligibility requirements or award size must 
flex in order to stay within a finite appropriation.  For example, 
fixing the suspense date at April 30th could result in a 20 percent 
reduction in award size.  For Pell-eligible students who attend 
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community college and have tuition and fees already covered by Pell (Chart 2), this reduction might not 
change behavior significantly, but for students at four-year institutions who are already receiving far less 
than they need, this further reduction (about $1,000 on a full award) could be enough to keep them from 
attending. 
 
Chart 2: Need-based Grant Aid Coverage of Sector  
Average Tuition and Fees 
 

 The award announcement 
deadline could be extended or 
contracted for certain groups, such 
as nontraditional students, 
nontraditional students with 
dependents, displaced workers, 
Hispanic students, students at 
community colleges and Hispanic 
students at community colleges (all 
of which have been advocated by 
some group this session).  Even 
extending the deadline for everyone 
would not benefit every group 
equally. Currently we are 
suspending in late February.  
Increasing the suspense date to 

April would help students in all sectors; after that the increase in the suspense date generally benefits 
students attending community colleges and urban public, private and proprietary institutions that serve 
nontraditional students. Without additional funding, all of these changes from our initial allocation would 
likely result in serious award losses from traditional, dependent students attending four-year schools.  
These are the students with the best chance of graduating, meaning that these extensions would shift 
funds from students who are more likely to graduate to students who are less likely to graduate.  This 
does not seem to support the 60 percent by 2025 goal established by the state. 
 
  The maximum MAP award size could be increased or decreased.  We have statutory authority to 
increase the maximum MAP grant by $1,500 to $6,468.  Currently the maximum award is set at $4,720 – 
the old maximum of $4,968 with a 5 percent reduction factor applied.  Increasing the maximum award 
benefits students—mostly traditional, dependent students—who are attending higher cost institutions such 
as public universities and private and proprietary colleges. Conversely, reducing awards by implementing 
higher reduction factors hurts these students. Students at public universities have seen the grant coverage 
of their tuition and fees bill decline from 100% to a little more than a third. When we survey MAP 
recipients, financial reasons are the number one factor for not graduating.  Given this impact on 
completion, and given the existing level of unmet need for students attempting bachelor’s degrees, 
reducing aid to these students in order to extend the award deadline for more community college students 
also does not seem to support the 60 percent by 2025 goal. 
   
 Some allocation mechanisms would let eligibility vary.  One allocation methodology would set a 
deadline date, set the maximum award amount and then award grants based on family EFC – starting with 
the lowest (zero) EFCs.  Students would not know from year to year if their awards would be renewed; it 
would depend on the number of applicants with EFCs lower than theirs.  If the deadline date was set to 
occur in July or August, EFC rationing alone might not work because there would be so many zero-EFCs 
that the awards wouldn’t stretch to cover all of them.  EFCs of a dollar or more, still very low-income, 
would be excluded entirely.  This allocation mechanism would create great “cliffs”:  If the student had an 

77%  
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EFC of zero, he would receive a $4,720 award; if he had an EFC of $1, he would receive nothing. 
 
 Students could be included or excluded based on factors other than or in addition to financial 
eligibility. Some type of merit component is often mentioned as an additional rationing mechanism for 
MAP.  The MAP Task Force looked closely at merit components and found them to have major 
problems.  Minimum high school GPAs or ACT scores often further disadvantage very low-income 
students who attended poor quality schools.  Adding a merit component adds further inequity and will 
exacerbate the achievement gaps we now have between high-income and low-income students’ college 
completion rates.  Adding a merit component to retain a MAP grant once in college also seems to single 
out poor students and those who would be the first in their families to complete a postsecondary degree.  
All students who attend public colleges and universities are heavily subsidized by the state yet need to 
only maintain, in most cases, a minimum 2.0 GPA to stay in school.  Pell “satisfactory academic 
progress” requirements, which MAP recipients must meet, have this minimum GPA requirement plus a 
pace requirement.  To require MAP recipients, often first generation college students who are less 
advantaged, to maintain a higher GPA requirement to stay in school than students from higher income 
families does not seem fair and would only exacerbate the achievement gap.  In addition, a large number 
of students from underperforming high schools are minority students who would be denied aid.  Since 
over half of all minority public university students receive MAP, restricting it with a merit component 
could drive minority attendance at public and private universities far down below their existing levels. 
 
 Still other allocation mechanisms focus on the schools.  Some advocates would like to exclude 
proprietary schools from MAP.  Currently, nine Illinois proprietary schools are in MAP, given that the 
requirements for MAP eligibility are fairly stringent:  Their home office must be in Illinois and the 
majority of their students must be in associates’ degree or higher degree programs approved by the 
Illinois Board of Higher Education.  These schools are open admission schools providing education for 
students whose most likely alternative would be an area community college, if they were attending 
college at all.  All but one of the proprietary colleges in MAP is in the Chicago area, making the City 
Colleges a likely choice for school if the proprietary schools were no longer MAP-eligible.  Notably, the 
cost of attendance for students moving from a proprietary school to a community college would be 
significantly reduced.  However, the chances of graduating would also appear to be reduced, based on 
current graduation rates for these institutions.   
 
 Sometimes it is suggested that all private schools should be excluded from MAP.  Over the past 
30 years there have been about 100,000 more students entering the higher education system in Illinois, yet 
the seats at public universities have expanded by only 5,000.  MAP and Pell grants also leverage many 
need-based scholarships offered by private institutions.  Average debt levels for students graduating from 
Illinois private institutions are similar to debt levels for students graduating from public universities, 
despite sticker prices that are twice as high.  Private institutions also have some of the highest graduation 
rates in the state. 
 
Summary of Impacts  
 
 A summary of the impacts of some often mentioned changes to the MAP allocation mechanism is 
shown below.  For a change to be seen as positive, it had to affect most of the students in the particular 
group in a positive way when compared to the baseline first-come, first-served model.  For example, 
allocating MAP dollars by sector would increase the number of awards at a community college, and that 
would positively affect the poor and minority students that attend that school.  At the same time, it would 
make it more difficult for very poor students and minority students to get the aid they need at four-year 
institutions – so the net affect is “no.”   
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Table 2:  Impacts of Different Allocation Mechanisms 

 
 
 
The combination of the MAP formula eligibility determination coupled with a first-come, first-served 
allocation of awards is far from perfect.  However, most of the suggested changes to the existing 
allocation method help only selected groups.  The arguments presented to support alternative methods 
thus far have not proposed that there is a better mechanism overall, one that improves the program’s 
ability to help the state meet its goals. Rather, they have been arguments that a different method would 
benefit a specific group who some consider to be more deserving than other groups. The biggest problem 
with the MAP program is that it is underfunded, with fewer than half the dollars that it needs to meet 
demand.  Illinois has had some real economic challenges and even keeping MAP funding relatively 
constant has been difficult. Continued support has shown the commitment of the governor, most 
legislators and the public to the MAP program. 
  
Action Requested:  
 
 None. 
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