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ABSTRACT 

 

The HOPE Scholarship went through the most significant changes in its existence in 

2011, when the generous full scholarship for all in-state college students in Georgia with a 3.0 

GPA was reduced to a fixed amount per credit hour which equates to approximately 70-80 

percent of tuition costs. In looking at enrollment, economic, and demographic data from the 

county level, it is apparent that since 2011, more and more HOPE students have enrolled in 

technical colleges rather than four-year public or private universities, and this is especially true 

in poorer counties outside of the metro Atlanta area. 
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Introduction and Background 

In November 1992, the state of Georgia voted to permit for the first time a statewide lottery, 

with tax revenue from ticket sales to go toward education funding. The next year, the state 

government under Governor Zell Miller set up the lottery, with sales earmarked for three specific 

programs: a pre-kindergarten program for four-year-old children, a technology instruction 

program, and the Helping Outstanding Pupils Educationally (HOPE) Scholarship. At its 

inception, the HOPE Scholarship was available to Georgia high school students who met the 

following criteria: 

 Graduated from a Georgia high school with a 3.0 grade point average (GPA) or higher 

 Had enrolled in a public institution of higher learning in the state of Georgia  

 Met citizenship or qualified non-citizen criteria, along with at least two years of Georgia 

residency prior to high school graduation 

 Had a family income of $66,000 or less annually  

 Maintained a 3.0 GPA throughout college 

HOPE initially covered the first two years of tuition, whether at a technical college or a four-

year institution. Additionally, it provided a small grant for students attending a private college in 

Georgia. The benefits and requirements would change over the next few years thanks to the 

success of the lottery in generating revenue for the state. In 1994, HOPE expanded to cover four 

years of tuition as well as a small stipend for books and fees, and the income cap was raised to 

$100,00 per year for a family. The next year, the family income eligibility cap was abolished 

altogether, making HOPE a completely merit-based scholarship, and students who “lost HOPE” 
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their freshman year due to low grades were allowed a chance to bring their GPA back up to 

eligible levels their second year. In 1996, the scholarship for students in a private university was 

doubled to $3000 per year and tied to GPA as well. 

 While the first decade of HOPE’s existence saw repeated expansions of the scholarship in 

both eligibility and awards, the second decade was a very different story. In 2008, the residency 

requirements were slightly strengthened. 2011 saw the most dramatic changes to HOPE since the 

removal of the means test. Governor Nathan Deal signed new legislation that resulted in HOPE 

covering less than full tuition for most students – approximately $233 per credit hour for full-

time students for the latest year, with the specific amount being tied to lottery revenue. In the 

most recent academic year, this scholarship amount equated to around 70 to 80 percent of in-

state tuition at most universities. Additionally, HOPE introduced a tiered system for the first 

time, retaining the full tuition model of previous years for students with 3.7 GPAs in high school, 

certain minimum test scores, and a 3.3 GPA in college, with this level being designated as the 

Zell Miller Scholarship in honor of the former governor.a  

 Over its twenty-three years of life, HOPE has been both held up as an exemplary model 

for states nationwide and criticized for various reasons. Much of the criticism centers around the 

funding mechanism or the incentive structure it presents for students. Georgians who purchase 

lottery tickets in effect subsidize the education of the state’s college students, which critics have 

argued amounts to a tax on the poor to pay for middle and upper-class students’ educations. 

Additionally, other studies suggest that HOPE unfairly penalizes college students who study 

                                                 
a Georgia Student Finance Commission, “Georgia’s HOPE Scholarship Program Overview,” 2016, 

https://secure.gacollege411.org/Financial_Aid_Planning/HOPE_Program/Georgia_s_HOPE_Scholarship_Program_

Overview.aspx.  
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science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields, as the rate of attrition among 

that population is higher than among students with non-STEM majors, likely owing to the 

demanding curriculum. Nonetheless, other states have adopted similar models of funding and 

scholarship in the years since HOPE, and national policymakers have lauded Georgia’s 

scholarship model. 

 The data used in this paper comes from datasets from several sources. For the 

information on Georgia demographics, economic indicators, and enrollment rates, the sources 

were the 2011 and 2015 Georgia Counties Guides and Farmgate Value Reports, databases 

maintained by the University of Georgia’s Georgia Statistics System and the Carl Vinson 

Institute of Government. Published every year, it contains information at the county level from 

across the state, including information on the number of HOPE Scholars in each county (and 

whether the student is enrolled at a four-year public university, private university, or technical 

college), economic indicators, and demographic information. In Georgia, the county level is a 

useful unit of analysis. The state has an unusually high number of counties at 159—greater than 

any other state’s total save Texas—and counties often are very distinctive and segregated by 

class or race, especially in the greater Atlanta area where much of the state’s population and 

economic power lies. The 2011 Georgia Counties Guide is comprised of data mostly from the 

fiscal year (FY) 2010 and slightly before, while the 2015 version contains data as recent as 2013. 

In light of the significant cutback in HOPE’s generosity in 2011, the data range is very important 

and will allow for comparison after the changes took effect.  

 The overall aim of this study is to map out what changes in HOPE enrollment trends have 

occurred since 2011 that may be attributable to that year’s cutback in benefits. Previous research 
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has looked at tangential questions, yet most of the extant literature was published before the 2011 

cutbacks. Having post-2011 data is key to understanding how the new HOPE guidelines may 

affect Georgia students.  

Framing the Question 

While HOPE began as a means-tested program, it rapidly shed its origins and became 

open to both students of means and low-income students. Reviews of its effects indicate it did 

indeed contribute to encouraging talented high school students from going to out-of-state 

colleges (Zhang & Ness, 2010), while there are other issues with its grading requirements and 

how it may incentivize students to eschew demanding courses in college. Nonetheless, the 

program remains a popular constant in Georgia politics.b  

How does one look at this question, and what tools exist for analysts to evaluate the 

effect and impact of the HOPE Scholarship? Many previous studies have focused on student 

cohorts in college or at where the incidence of buying lottery tickets falls. However, there has 

been scant examination of how HOPE affects students from varying communities in Georgia.  

Counties and local government in Georgia distinguish the state in many ways. To start 

despite only ranking twenty-fourth among the states in territory and eighth by population, 

Georgia has the second-highest number of counties of any state. Counties also have a 

considerable degree of autonomy under the state constitution. Additionally, owing to the fact that 

there are 159 crammed into only the twenty-fourth biggest state, the counties are fairly small and 

                                                 
b Kim Severson, “Georgia Facing a Hard Choice on Free Tuition,” New York Times (New York, NY), Jan. 6, 2011. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/07/us/07hope.html?_r=0 
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can be quite homogenous. Indeed, we see this in some of the racial makeup of the counties. 

Despite the overall black population of Georgia being close to one third at 31.4 percent in 2013, 

the percentage of the county population that African Americans comprise varies from 72.6 

percent in Hancock County in rural middle Georgia to 0.7 percent in rural Fannin County near 

the Tennessee and North Carolina state lines. This variance reflects historical differences 

between the typical cash crop economy of the Deep South in places like Hancock County, where 

cotton plantations dominated in antebellum times, and the Appalachian culture that prevailed in 

Fannin County in addition to the legacy of segregation and migration patterns.  

There are several points in this data that will be of interest to policymakers. Programs 

such as HOPE that garner widespread support across the electorate often go without critical 

evaluation of whom the beneficiaries are and how different parts of a large, diverse state such as 

Georgia. As there has not yet been much evaluation and analysis of HOPE since the major 

changes to the program in 2011–where benefits were scaled back for the first time–comparing 

the post-change figures on a county level to the pre-change figures will allow the state to 

determine if the cutback in 2011 has had a disparate impact on HOPE beneficiaries. Comparing 

the map and nature of beneficiaries of the program at a county level from some years ago to the 

situation today makes these comparisons, evaluations, and analyses on the program possible.  

Literature Review 

The HOPE Scholarship has attracted a great deal of nationwide attention, both from 

policymakers as a successful model to help students in their states afford a college education and 

to encourage talented students to stay in the state and as a subject of critical, scholarly analysis 
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on its benefits, effectiveness, and fairness. However, there are some possible shortcomings with 

the body of literature on the subject, and it is my ambition that further research into this thesis on 

my part will help address these issues and add a new, updated perspective on the HOPE 

Scholarship program.  

Many of the scholarly reviews of HOPE are sound analyses that examine the impact and 

other facets of the program, but the main issue is simply their age. Most are a decade or more 

older, and this presents several issues. Georgia’s demographics have shifted and are continuing 

to shift in multiple ways. The state continues to grow at a much faster rate than the rest of the 

nation – the population grew from 8.2 million in 2000 to an estimated 10.1 million in 2014, 

adding a new congressional seat following the 2010 Census. As one may expect from these 

figures, numerous counties and cities in the state ranked among the fastest-growing in the 

country. It also goes without saying that the 2011 cutbacks, being one of the most significant 

alterations to the program in its history, merit a close examination of their effects. 

Additionally, the racial composition of Georgia is changing as well. Within ten years, 

census figures project that whites will become a minority in the state, mirroring shifts across the 

greater nation. Georgia has seen tremendous growth in its Asian and Hispanic/Latino populations 

over the last decades, especially in the metro Atlanta area.c Despite the growth, the state was 

particularly hard hit in the recent economic crisis, with housing prices in metro Atlanta declining 

precipitously, and the state’s unemployment rate has remained above the national average since 

2008. Prior to the recession, Georgia’s unemployment rate had been on par with or considerably 

                                                 
c Niraj Chokshi, “The States Where White Voters Will Soon Be Outnumbered, in 1 Chart,” Washington Post, Feb. 

24, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/govbeat/wp/2015/02/24/the-states-where-white-voters-will-soon-

be-outnumbered-in-1-chart/?tid=sm_tw.   
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lower than the national average, especially from 1991 to 2004.d Demographic and economic 

shifts such as this affect millions of people and would especially be expected to impact higher 

education enrollment trends.  

In “How Do Financial Aid Policies Affect Colleges? The Institutional Impact of the 

Georgia HOPE Scholarship,” a 2004 study published in the Journal of Human Resources, author 

Bridget Terry Long looked at the impact the then-decade-old HOPE program had on tuition fees 

and other policies on universities in Georgia, comparing the in-state universities whose students 

benefitted from HOPE to out-of-state “competitors,” such as those in other southeastern states, 

especially universities where Georgia students comprised more than five percent of their student 

bodies prior to HOPE’s establishment. 

Long then compared tuition and other cost increases at Georgia institutions to three other 

categories: competitor schools (those with more than five percent of their students hailing from 

Georgia), other southeastern schools, and all other public, four-year universities nationwide. The 

data indicates that tuition at public Georgia colleges mostly decreased, which could not be 

explained solely be increased funding from the state legislature. However, these colleges did 

increase fees on students through room and board charges. For private colleges in Georgia, Long 

found that they simply raised tuition in line with nationwide increases, and there was not a 

corresponding rise in non-tuition fees at these colleges.  

In “Who Loses HOPE? Attrition from Georgia’s College Scholarship Program,” 

published in the Southern Economic Journal in 1999, authors Thomas S. Dee and Linda A. 

                                                 
d Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Local Area Unemployment Statistics,” U.S. Department of Labor, 

http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LASST130000000000003.  
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Jackson examined which students who receive the HOPE Scholarship their freshman year of 

college are able to retain it throughout their studies. At the time, graduating high school seniors 

who had been awarded HOPE based on a high school GPA of at least 3 were only guaranteed 

HOPE funding for their first year of higher education. College students needed to maintain at 

least a three-point GPA in order to keep the scholarship; students with a sub-three GPA “lost 

HOPE.”  

The authors note that while the HOPE rules on GPA may “promote academic 

achievement,” the policy may also be inequitable if economically disadvantaged or non-white 

students are more likely to lose HOPE after matriculation, or if there are inequities around 

certain courses of studies with differing grading standards. They followed a cohort of students at 

the Georgia Institute of Technology (Georgia Tech) eligible for HOPE funding who first 

matriculated in the summer or fall of 1996 and followed them through the end of the 1997-1998 

academic year.   

According to Dee and Jackson, students studying engineering or other scientific 

disciplines at Georgia Tech were substantially more likely to lost HOPE by the end of their 

freshman year, despite the higher academic ability of the students in these rigorous, demanding 

courses of study. Preliminary regressions in Dee and Jackson’s model indicated that female 

students were more likely to retain HOPE while black students were more likely to lose HOPE, 

but these distinctions became statistically insignificant once student academic ability was 

accounted for in the model via test scores and other variables. They concluded that the structure 

of HOPE punished students who chose to study rigorous scientific curricula with more stringent 
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grading procedures – similarly qualified students in STEM and similar majors were 21 to 51 

percent more likely to lose HOPE than their peers in other courses of study.  

Authors Liang Zhang and Erik Ness in “Does State Merit-Based Aid Stem Brain Drain?” 

consider one of the central arguments for HOPE’s existence: that it serves to keep some of 

Georgia’s most talented students at in-state schools and consequently in the state after 

graduation, rather than losing them to neighboring states or nationally prominent universities. 

Indeed, many of the well-regarded “public ivy” state universities are in neighboring or nearby 

states – the Universities of North Carolina, Florida, and Virginia. Zhang and Ness measured the 

impact of HOPE and numerous other states’ similar merit-based programs for in-state students at 

public universities, from Alaska to Florida.  

“State Merit Scholarship Programs and Racial Inequality” (2004) looked at the impact of 

numerous state scholarship programs on minority enrollment and higher education outcomes, 

including HOPE. They looked at data from the high school graduation class of 2002, focusing 

largely on black and white students, as those two racial groups comprised the vast majority, over 

93 percent, of the class of 2002. The study found that students from schools with a larger 

proportion of black students received less in HOPE funding than their peers from less black 

schools, while a higher Asian proportion was correlated with a higher share of HOPE funds. 

They also found that by adding in variables for school quality, such as average test scores, 

teacher experience, and proportion of teachers with advanced degrees, racial disparities in HOPE 

eligibility and outcomes were insignificant statistically. This highlights the huge quality gap 

between many of the mostly white suburban schools in north metro Atlanta and mostly black 

schools in rural South Georgia or the urban areas. The study also found (in line with Zhang and 
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Ness’s findings) that HOPE helped the state of Georgia retain high-achieving students in its 

public and private colleges. Very presciently, the study also noted that the demand for HOPE 

was likely to soon exceed the lottery revenues for funding the program. There was some minor 

tightening of the grade requirements around this time – only core curriculum classes counted 

toward “HOPE GPA,” rather than any college preparatory-track courses – yet this proved to be 

insufficient to ward off the major redesign that the program underwent in 2011.  

Significantly, HOPE boosted enrollment in higher education among white students by 

about 3.6 percent and among black students by around 15 percent. Much of the latter is 

attributable to the high number of historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) in 

Georgia, both public and private. Indeed, enrollment at HBCUs rose 23 percent since HOPE’s 

establishment. However, the study raised the point that 5 of the 6 HBCUs in the state were 

ranked in a low academic tier as “less competitive” and suggested that increased HBCU 

enrollment was a result of higher admissions standards at larger colleges like the University of 

Georgia (UGA) or Georgia Tech.   

In a separate 2006 paper, “The Enrollment Effects of Merit-Based Financial Aid: 

Evidence from Georgia’s HOPE Program,” the authors estimated that total college enrollment in 

the state was 5.9 percent higher with HOPE than it would have been without the program, 

equating to nearly 3,000 more freshmen than there otherwise would be at Georgia colleges. 

Additionally, like the authors of the previous study, the researches behind “Enrollment Effects” 

found that this HOPE enrollment effect was smaller for white students than black students. The 

overall effect on the population of college students in Georgia was to increase the black share of 

enrollment by 2.7 percentage points – a substantial increase in a state with an unfortunate 
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historical legacy of segregation and discrimination. The paper also determined that HOPE indeed 

stemmed brain drain from Georgia, with the number of students leaving the state for college 

being reduced by more than 500 annually, the average SAT score at Georgia college rising more 

than 40 points, and a threefold increase in the number of Georgia students with an SAT score of 

above 1500 staying in the state since 1993.   

An interesting side effect of the HOPE program has been a boost in car sales. Students 

colloquially refer to new cars belonging to incoming freshmen from Georgia as “hopemobiles,” 

as it is supposed that middle and upper-class parents who find out that their child’s tuition will be 

covered by HOPE find themselves with enough cash on hand to reward their son or daughter 

with a new car to start college with. This was evaluated in 2007 in “Merit-Based College 

Scholarships and Car Sales,” by Christopher Cornwell and David B. Mustard, who found that 

there was indeed proof of the existence of “hopemobiles,” at least in the wealthiest quarter of 

counties in the state, where they found a significant increase in auto registrations.  

As there has not yet been much evaluation and analysis of HOPE since the major changes 

to the program in 2011—where benefits were scaled back for the first time—comparing the post-

change figures on a county level to the pre-change figures will allow the state to determine if the 

scaling back in 2011 has had a disparate impact on HOPE beneficiaries. Comparing the map and 

nature of beneficiaries of the program at a county level from some years ago to today allows us 

to make these comparisons, evaluation, and analyses on the program. Additionally, this study 

hopes to contribute to the body of literature out there by focusing on regions of the state that 

have seen reduced enrollment in higher education and in four-year colleges. In many ways, 

Cornwell and Mustard’s 2007 study on “hopemobiles” hints at a divide in how HOPE affects 
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varying regions of the state. Their findings suggest that Georgia’s wealthier counties, almost 

exclusively in the metro Atlanta area, benefit financially from HOPE to a larger degree than 

other areas, given that automobile registrations rise for HOPE students. If this trend still holds 

true, one may expect that wealthier areas and poorer areas have experienced differing effects of 

the 2011 cutback.  

Description of Analysis Variables in Dataset 

 This study will focus on both linear ordinary least squares regressions as well as a 

difference-in-difference model relying on data from a different state (New Jersey) to examine the 

underlying factors that affect enrollment trends in both four-year universities and technical 

colleges in Georgia, as well as the possible impact of the 2011 changes. The principal variables 

for analysis in the dataset are:   

HOPE Scholarships: The dataset contains information on the total cumulative number of 

students in a county receiving HOPE scholarships since the program’s inception in 1993, the 

dollar amount awarded to those students, and the percentage of HOPE Scholars going to public 

universities, technical colleges, or private colleges since 1993 (as well as the raw numbers). The 

study utilizes information from the HOPE enrollment rates in several ways: 

 Total student sum: The total number of HOPE Scholars enrolled in any type of college 

or university from a county.  

 University students: The number of HOPE Scholars enrolled in a four-year public 

university in Georgia—institutions that are part of the University System of Georgia, or 
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USGA. This variable will serve as the basis for the primary dependent variable in most 

regression models, which is a percentage based on this figure.  

 Technical college students: The number of HOPE Scholars from a given county 

enrolled in an institution that is part of the Technical College System of Georgia 

(TCSGA), which operates as a totally separate entity from USGA. 

 Private university students: HOPE Scholars from a county attending a private 

university in the state of Georgia. This includes universities such as Emory University 

and Morehouse College, both in Atlanta, and Mercer University in Macon.  

 University, technical, and private percent: The proportion of HOPE Scholars from a 

given program enrolled in any of the types of institutions of higher education specified 

above, respectively. The percentage of USGA students is the most common dependent 

variable in the analyses.   

 New Jersey distinctions: As New Jersey lacks a parallel program to HOPE, the student 

enrollment sums and percentages for that state are total enrollment figures in all in-state 

colleges and universities of students from each county. This is an imperfect proxy, but 

should nonetheless roughly mirror HOPE, as most college-bound high school students in 

the state meet the requirements for enrollment in the program.  

Poverty rate: This variable in the dataset is a measure of the overall poverty rate for each 

county, or the proportion of adults and children in households with incomes below the federal 

poverty line.  

Unemployment Rate: The dataset has the unemployment rate for each county in each year of 

analysis.   
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Income: The dataset has the income per capita for each county in each year of analysis. Along 

with the unemployment rate, these two variables will measure the wealth and the economic 

conditions of each county.  

Racial makeup: The dataset contains the racial makeup of all counties. The regressions contain 

two analytical variables, a measure of the white proportion and black proportion of the county 

population.  

MSA: There are other significant cities in Georgia besides Atlanta, such as Columbus, Macon, 

Augusta, and Savannah; additionally, parts of the Chattanooga, Tennessee and Jacksonville, 

Florida metro areas lie over the state line in Georgia. This indicator shows if the county lies in 

any of the MSAs, as defined by the federal government.  

Big city: The greater Atlanta area, or metro Atlanta as it is commonly referred to, is made up of 

27 counties in northwest Georgia. This is a large area that comprises some counties far from 

Atlanta, but there is another useful proxy: the ten member counties of the Atlanta Regional 

Commission, an intergovernmental planning and coordination board. These ten counties—

Cherokee, Clayton, Cobb, DeKalb, Douglas, Fayette, Fulton, Gwinnett, Henry, and Rockdale—

comprise the vast majority of the Atlanta MSA’s population and economy, as well as the entirety 

of the city of Atlanta (DeKalb and Fulton) and all the cities regarded as suburbs or exurbs of 

Atlanta, such as Marietta, Decatur, Roswell, and others. For a parallel with New Jersey, the big 

city indicator is coded as “1” if the county lies in the MSA of New York City.  

Median age: The analysis also uses the median age of each county. 
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Year: To sort out the possible effect of the 2011 policy changes, the analysis uses an indicator 

variable for the year.  

State: Since the difference-in-difference analysis relies on comparison to a different state, the 

data contains an indicator variable for the state. 

State-year interaction: To allow a difference-in-difference analysis, the dataset contains an 

interaction variable between state and year. The final regression’s state-year interaction term is 

equal to 1 if the data comes from New Jersey in 2015.   

Table I: Summary of Select Variables 

Variable Range Mean (statewide) Median 

  Percent of HOPE univ. students 30.6 – 92.6 54.0 50.4 

Overall poverty rate 6.6 – 48.1 19.2 22.6 

Per capita income (2012) 
$17,744 – 

$59,329 
$37,229 $30,467 

Unemployment rate (2013) 4.8 – 16.7 8.2 9.0 

Percent black (2013 estimate) 0.7 – 72.6 31.4 27.8 

 

Methodology 

The structure of the data allows a comparison of before and after the major policy 

changes to the HOPE Scholarship that occurred in 2011, with the 2011 Georgia Counties Guide 

(containing data from 2007 to 2010) serving as the measurement of the “before” situation and the 

2015 Georgia Counties Guide (containing data from 2011 to 2014) serving as the “after” 

measurement. In order to expand the analysis to allow additional regression models, the data set 

also includes data from 2011 and 2015 in New Jersey at the county level, matching the data from 
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Georgia. The New Jersey data originates from a publicly available online databases maintained 

by the state’s Department of Education and the U.S. Census Bureau.  

To start the quantitative analysis, an ordinary least squares (OLS) model tested data was 

run on the data from Georgia to establish baseline trends in three cases: with dependent variable 

percentage of four-year public university students twice on 2015 data only and data from both 

years and with dependent variable percentage of technical college students in both years. The 

crux of the analysis is the difference-in-difference regression with data from both years and both 

Georgia and New Jersey. The independent variables in each regression include those outlined in 

the previous section. 

Anticipated Results  

The expected impact of the 2011 cutbacks is that it will likely result in lower enrollment 

in four-year colleges across the board, both at private and public institutions, but that the 

enrollment percentage dip will disproportionately affect rural and poorer counties, especially 

those outside of the Atlanta area.  

These expected changes would be due to the 2011 changes in HOPE that moved the 

program away from fully covering in-state tuition. Because the new HOPE results in higher 

tuition cost to be borne by the student or his or her family, this will negatively affect rural 

students, possibly ones living in majority-black counties as well, and lower-income students.  

These differences would persist even after controlling for factors like unemployment, poverty, 

income, and racial demographics of a county.  
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Regression Results and Analysis  

Table II: OLS Regression, Georgia, 2015 

Dependent variable: percent of HOPE students in a four-year USGA institution.  

Variable Coeffcient 
Standard 

Error 
T-Score 

Big city .1001 .0585 1.71* 

MSA -.0255 .0280 -.91 

Poverty rate .0011 .0029 .39 

Per capita income (log) .2344 .0804 2.92*** 

Unemployment rate -.0152 .0067 -2.26** 

Proportion black -.0124 .0094 -1.32 

Proportion white -.0128 .0094 -1.37 

Median age -.0012 .0031 -.39 

Constant  -.6589 1.276 -.52 

Adj. R2 = .2335    

F = 7.02***    

*p < .10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

In order to gain a baseline understanding of what variables influenced the four-year 

college enrollment rate, the data analysis begins with a basic ordinary least squares (OLS) 

regression of 2015 Georgia county data alone. The aim is to find out that in one year, which data 

elements influence the dependent variable. Many of the variables included were insignificant at 

most levels—MSA, poverty rates, race (both black and white proportion of the county 

population), and median age.  

However, some variables were significant, and these have interesting implications. The 

city variable (distinct from the MSA variable, notably) is an indicator variable that equals 1 if a 
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county is one of the ten that comprise the core metro Atlanta area. The positive significant 

coefficient for city indicates that a county merely being one of the ten metro Atlanta counties has 

a strong effect (an increase of about ten percentage points) on students receiving HOPE to attend 

a four-year university, even controlling for income, unemployment, and racial demographics.  

Per capita income and unemployment rates were the other significant variables. As one 

would anticipate, income is positively correlated—higher-income counties have more students in 

HOPE at four-year universities—while the unemployment rate is negatively correlated—a rise in 

the unemployment rate of one percentage point would be expected to reduce the percentage of 

HOPE scholars at four-year universities by .015 percentage points, a small yet significant figure.  
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Table III: OLS Regression, Georgia 2011 & 2015  

Dependent variable: percent of HOPE students in a four-year USGA institution.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*p < .10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

The first regression in this table has extended the previous simple OLS regression by 

adding in data from 2011, prior to the benefit cutbacks in HOPE, to the regression. With this new 

data being added in, the distinction in the years is represented with a new variable, fifteen, an 

indicator variable equal to 1 if the data is from 2015.  

The results in some ways echo the previous regression’s results, with two major changes: 

city, the indicator variable for whether the county is one of the ten counties that comprise the 

Variables 

Regression Model (OLS, GA 2011 & 

2015) 

B SE T-Score 

Big city .0578 .0384 1.50 

MSA -.0072 .0182 -.40 

Poverty rate .0022 .0018 1.18 

Per capita income (log) .1783 .0566 3.15*** 

Unemployment rate -.0100 .0040 -2.49** 

Proportion black -.0037 .0067 -.56 

Proportion white -.0041 .0055 -.61 

Median age -.0061 .0021 -2.83*** 

2015 -.4215 .0185 -22.73*** 

Constant -.3877 .9209 -.42 

    
Adjusted R2 .7270*** 
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inner metropolitan Atlanta area, is no longer significant at the 90 percent confidence level, 

although it remains significant at a lower 80 percent confidence level. Like in the regression with 

only the 2015 county data, the variables for log of per capita income and unemployment rates 

were significant, with intuitive effects on the percentage of HOPE students at four-year 

universities: a higher per capita income was correlated with more HOPE students at four-year 

universities rather than technical colleges or private schools, while a higher unemployment rate 

was associated with a lower percentage of four-year college students in HOPE. 

Interestingly, median age of a county’s population became significant in this model after 

a very low significance score in the 2015 regression. A higher median age by one year correlates 

with a decrease in the percentage of four-year university students on HOPE by 0.6 percentage 

points. In the data, metro Atlanta counties tended to have lower median ages than the statewide 

or all-county average: The median age of Fulton County (where most of the city of Atlanta and 

many of its suburbs are) in 2015 was 34.6 years of age, while Quitman County in rural southwest 

Georgia has a median age of 50. Further, Quitman is not located in either the Atlanta area or in 

any metropolitan statistical area, and it has a much lower income than counties in large urban 

areas like Fulton.  

The most interesting result is the effect of the year. The 2015 indicator correlates with a 

massive 22.73 percentage point decrease in the number of HOPE scholars attending four-year 

colleges. One is tempted to conclude immediately that this is due to the less generous iteration of 

HOPE that existed in 2015 compared to 2011, but more examination is in order to lend evidence 

to this theory. Nonetheless, this shows that controlling for income, unemployment, racial 

demographics, location near Atlanta or other major cities, and median age, 2015 saw a much 



21 

 

smaller number of HOPE students attending four-year colleges than from the same county in 

2011.  

From the results thus far, several questions may be raised. Is there an overall decline in 

higher education enrollment, or is it just a decline in the rate of students attending four-year 

universities? How has this affected technical college and private school enrollments? And is this 

a trend unique to Georgia—which would indicate that the HOPE policy changes have likely 

played a substantial role in causing it—or is it observable in a different state?  

The question of whether this is a decline merely in the rate of four-year university HOPE 

enrollment or total HOPE enrollment can be answered in short order with descriptive statistics 

from the Georgia data.  

Table IV: Descriptive Enrollment Statistics, Georgia, 2011 & 2015 

Enrollment Descriptive Statistics—

Means (Georgia) 
2011 2015 

  Overall HOPE enrollment 696.59 1109.86 

USGA 557.47 517.80 

Private university 93.56 70.14 

TCSGA 49.74 521.92 

   

 

A story is immediately clear in the data: overall, 2015 has a higher raw number of HOPE 

Scholars enrolled in higher education, but the jump is entirely due to a more than tenfold 

increase in technical college enrollment. By raw numbers, private and public four-year university 

enrollment was down in 2015 compared to four years prior, although it was a proportionally 

steeper decline for private universities. This raises the question: what influences technical 

college enrollment?  
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Table V – OLS Regression, Georgia Technical Enrollment, 2011 & 2015 

Dependent variable: percent of HOPE students in a TCSGA institution  

Variable Coeffcient Standard Error T-Score 

Big city -.0682 .0354 -1.93* 

MSA .0082 .0280 .49 

Poverty rate -.0014 .0029 -.82 

Per capita income (log) -.1658 .0804 -3.18*** 

Unemployment rate .0109 .0067 2.94*** 

Proportion black .0123 .0094 2.01** 

Proportion white .0120 .0094 1.95* 

Median age -.00002 .0031 -.01 

2015 .5079 .0170 29.74*** 

Constant .5469 .8482 .64 

Adj. R2 = .8110    

F = 151.69    

*p < .10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

The data and results from this regression show that technical college enrollment was 

much higher in 2015—as the descriptive statistics have already shown—and, more interestingly, 

that the significant independent variables of big city, income, unemployment, and black and 

white population have the opposite correlation as in the previous regressions.  

This regression seeks to answer the question of where HOPE students are attending 

instead of four-year colleges. A decline in upercent, as the effect of the indicator variable fifteen 

in the previous models suggests, must necessarily mean an increase in either technical schools or 

private schools. An increase in technical schools (the variable tpercent) may indicate that 

families find it difficult to afford the increased share of tuition that the new HOPE program does 
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not cover, while an increase in the share of private schools could indicate contradictory results, 

such as a scenario where, thanks to an improved economy or a weaker incentive to attend state 

schools, more students attend private schools in Georgia.  

The results of this regression, where the dependent variable has been changed from 

upercent to tpercent, show that 2015 was correlated with a large increase of 50.79 percentage 

points in the number of HOPE students attending technical schools. Several other variables are 

significant in this regression. An increase of income (linc, or log of per capita income) correlates 

with a decrease in tpercent, while a county’s unemployment rate is positively correlated with the 

percentage of HOPE students attending technical schools. Interesting, the race variables were 

both significant (blk, or the percentage of a county’s population that is black was significant at 

the 95 percent level, while wht—white population—was significant at the 90 percent level) and 

positively associated. The fact that both white and black population are positively correlated with 

tpercent may seem counterintuitive at first glance: one may expect black counties to be poorer, 

while counties with a higher white population are wealthier and continue to send students to 

four-year colleges. However, this apparent oddity can be explained. Most of the counties that 

comprise metro Atlanta are, at least on a county-wide basis, fairly diverse racially. In 2015, 

Fulton County was approximately 47 percent white, while Cobb County was around 65 percent 

white. Those two counties alone comprise 17 percent of the state’s total population, and they are 

both more representative of the state’s demographics as a whole than, for instance, Banks County 

in rural northeast Georgia, which is over 94 percent white.  
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Table VI: Difference-in-Difference Regression, Georgia & New Jersey, 2011 & 2015 

Dependent variable: percent of students at a four-year in-state public university 

Variables 

 Model A (D-in-D, GA & 

NJ 2011 & 2015) 

 Model 2 (D-in-D, MSA 

only GA & NJ 2011 & 

2015) 

 B SE T-Score  B SE T-Score 

Big city  .0397 .0261 1.52  .0406  .0211  1.92* 

MSA  -.0048 .0171 -.28  -- -- -- 

Poverty rate  .0018 .0017 1.07  -.0015 .0018 -.83 

Per capita income (log)  .1736 .0500 3.47***  .0887 .0496 1.79* 

Unemployment rate  -.0099 .0038 -2.61***  -.0113 .0048 -2.33** 

Proportion black  -.0030 .0025 -1.22  -.0060  .0021 -2.91*** 

Proportion white  .0034 .0024 -1.42  -.0055 .0020 -2.80*** 

Median age  -.0058 .0018 -3.33***  -.0032 .0021 -1.56 

2015  -.4199 .0162 -25.92***  -.3962 .0183 -21.63*** 

NJ  -.4300 .0415 -10.35***  -.4901 .0376 -13.02*** 

Year*state  .4631 .0404 11.45***  .4450 .0348 12.79*** 

Constant  -.4083 .5768 -.71  .6599 .5674 1.16 

Adjusted R2  .7276***  .7939*** 

*p < .10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

The significance of the coefficient on city (an indicator for whether the county is one of 

the ten core metro Atlanta counties, like Fulton or Cobb) bolsters this interpretation. Being 

situated in the Atlanta area is correlated with a 6.8 percentage point decrease in the percentage of 

students on HOPE attending technical colleges, and it is significant at the 90 percent level.   
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This regression uses the data from both 2011 and 2015 at the county level from both 

Georgia and New Jersey and uses a difference-in-difference model to examine the impact in 

enrollment trends. Here, there is a NJ variable, an indicator variable set to 1 if a county is in New 

Jersey, and an interaction variable for year and state (yrst, where yrst=NJ*fifteen) that creates the 

difference-in-difference model. Both sets of results above use a difference-in-difference model; 

the distinction is that the second set was only on counties located in an MSA. The adjusted r-

squared scores indicate a high level of fit of the data to the regression model in both models, but 

especially the MSA-only regression.  

The coefficients on several variables are noteworthy. Income correlates with a higher 

percentage of students attending four-year universities. A higher median age of one year in a 

county correlates with a decline of 0.58 percentage points in the percent of students attending a 

four-year university, and in 2015 in Georgia, the percent of students attending a four-year 

university declined precipitously to nearly 42 percentage points lower than the 2011 figures.  

The second regression follows the same format but only uses counties located in MSAs. 

For New Jersey, this is all counties, but for Georgia, approximately only two thirds of the 

counties. In these results, city and lin are significant at the 90 percent level, both being positively 

correlated with enrollment in four-year universities. A higher black and white population were 

both negatively correlated with enrollment. Notably, while unemployment and income are 

correlated in the same direction as previous models, the positive effect of income is somewhat 

weaker among MSA-only counties, while the unemployment rate has a slightly stronger negative 

effect.  This may indicate that among the counties in MSAs, the disparities in income are not as 

pronounced as among all counties.   
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Notably, the indicator variables for 2015, New Jersey, and the interaction term New 

Jersey in 2015 were all significant. Georgia counties located in MSAs in 2015 saw a 39.62 

percentage point decrease in enrollment based on 2011 figures, while the whole state saw a 41.99 

percentage point decrease.  

Discussion of Results 

The results are highly suggestive of what effects the 2011 cutback has had in the state of 

Georgia. The OLS regressions show what factors influence enrollment rates and allow a baseline 

understanding of the complex interplay of economic and demographic factors. A higher per 

capita income was strongly correlated with higher enrollment rates in all situations, and a higher 

unemployment rate was negatively correlated with four-year college enrollment rates. There was 

also the precipitous decline of 22.73 percentage points in 2015 four-year college enrollment 

compared to 2011 figures in this model.  

Using data from the same time frame from New Jersey helps show if any changes in 

enrollment were due to any national trends and allows any differences between the states to be 

clear. Obviously, Georgia and New Jersey have differing histories, demographics, and 

economies, and their higher education tuition models are considerably different—New Jersey 

charges higher tuition at its in-state tuition models than Georgia does, while it offers a wide 

range of scholarships for lower and middle-income students. By contrast, Georgia’s tuition rates 

are well below national averages, and HOPE is a merit-based program, not need-based, although 

different universities offer their own scholarship beyond the state-run HOPE.  
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Policy Recommendations 

These regression equations paint a picture of what is going on in higher education 

enrollment trends in Georgia over the first half of this decade. The changes made in the HOPE 

Scholarship do indeed appear to be steering students away from costly and prestigious four-year 

universities and toward technical and community colleges. Now, this trend in itself need not be 

cause for undue concern, but it is important to consider both its causes and ramifications.  

In many ways, the fact that the story is higher rates of technical college enrollment going 

along with overall higher enrollment is fairly positive. HOPE is achieving its goal of making 

higher education a more common reality for Georgians, and technical college can be a cost-

effective way of educating people. Overall, HOPE is funding the education of more students in 

2015 than in 2011. However, it is clear that the impact of the change is not evenly felt: poorer 

counties with more unemployment outside of metro Atlanta are much more likely to have seen 

enrollment in four-year colleges drop since 2011.  

So how should state leaders react to this news? Returning to means testing the program 

would certainly ensure that HOPE benefits less wealthy Georgians, but this proposition is a 

nonstarter politically, likely to be unpopular among both politicians and the public. Indeed, 

proponents of HOPE should not want this; there is evidence to suggest suggests that if HOPE 

were to be seen as a welfare benefit, it would be less popular overall and could more frequently 

come in budget-minded legislators’ crosshairs.e Another solution that state representative Ron 

Stephens proposed this year was to legalize casino and horse race gambling in the state with tax 

                                                 
e Frank J. Thompson, Medicaid Politics, Georgetown University Press, 2012, p. 210-212. 
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revenues from these sources earmarked to expand HOPE coverage back to pre-2011 levels or 

beyond. If casinos or horse races attract a demographically different player base than the lottery 

has, then expanding gambling may actually make the funding streams more equitable, as 

previous research has indicated that poorer Georgians play the lottery—and consequently pay for 

HOPE—at higher rates than wealthier Georgians, whose children enroll in universities and 

benefit from HOPE at higher rates.  

However, Stephens’s proposal failed to gain traction in the 2016 legislative seasonf, and 

Governor Nathan Deal has stated his opposition to expanding gambling. Another way policy in 

Georgia can address this is to ensure that academic standards are as streamlined as possible 

between USGA and TCSGA institutions. Many students who attend technical colleges may 

desire to transfer to a four-year college. To ensure that this is a possibility, USGA and TCSGA 

officials should look at streamlining student transfers between their programs, with alignment of 

standards and curricula a priority. Doing so makes a transfer from technical college to a 

university a feasible and practical option for many Georgia families, and it helps address keeping 

college costs affordable. Another option for state policymakers would be to alter the incentive 

structure of HOPE. If controlling costs and encouraging the most efficient path for students is the 

goal, then it may be possible to change the finance structure of HOPE. HOPE could fund transfer 

students from technical colleges at higher rates or help cover institutions’ transfer-related fees.   

                                                 
f Claire Simms, “Speaker Kills Georgia’s Casino Bill” Fox 5 Atlanta, February 29, 2016, 

http://www.fox5atlanta.com/news/97639977-story.   
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 Conclusion 

The findings of this paper will be highly relevant to Georgia policymakers, who must 

balance sound fiscal management of the state and lottery resources with the demands of the 

population for programs such as HOPE as well as the desire to improve both higher education 

and access to it. They also have the competing demands of a major urban area with many 

suburban residents and the traditional rural areas of the state, which tends to produce more state 

leaders from both parties, despite more than half of the state’s residents living in metro Atlantag. 

HOPE’s popularity and longevity in a state dominated by conservative Republicans are likely 

thanks to its non-tax funding stream and the lack of means testing. Understanding how the 

program affects Georgia’s students and its different, diverse areas is critical as the program 

enters its third decade of life.  

This paper is by no means a perfect and comprehensive look into every aspect of HOPE. 

Rather, it is an attempt to understand at the county level how the 2011 cutbacks have affected 

Georgians. Using data at the county level has inherent limitations—counties are treated as 

distinct equal units of analysis, when in reality they are unequal in population (sometimes 

dramatically so) and may contain multitudes, even in Georgia’s relatively small counties. This 

study makes no pretension of looking beyond HOPE enrollment. While HOPE enrollment would 

indeed cover a substantial portion of in-state students at Georgia universities, there are student 

ineligible for HOPE for residency or academic reasons; it additionally ignores out-of-state 

students. The strength of the regression models could have also been improved with the inclusion 

                                                 
g Current governor Nathan Deal, previous governors Sonny Perdue and Zell Miller, former Democratic candidates 

for governor Jason Carter and Dubose Porter, U.S. Senator David Perdue, and his predecessor Saxby Chambliss all 

hail from rural areas  
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of a proxy for school system quality, such as graduation rates or test scores. Including school 

quality would have likely weakened the effect of the Atlanta indicator.   

The policy recommendations put forth are simple, incremental tweaks to the program that 

could address some of the inequities associated with the 2011 cutback. As HOPE has frequently 

served as an exemplary model for other states—and as rising tuition costs becomes a major issue 

at the national level to boot—the impact of the 2011 cutback becomes of even more importance. 

The effects of the changes need to be evaluated for fairness and equity, as a likely reason for 

HOPE’s political viability is its broad spectrum of support among urban, suburban, and rural 

Georgians as a means for a quality college education to remain affordable to their children. 

Providing this evaluation of this program in a large, diverse state that mirrors in many ways the 

broader United States contributes positively to the august body of literature on HOPE and 

enables an informed, rational discussion on the merits and drawbacks of the program.  
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