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Several Senators have recently inquired about the status of the budget items that accompanied 

the policy aspects of our higher education excellence priorities embedded in SB 374, namely 

$730 million in new funding for our students and the institutions they attend. With the 2017-18 

academic year beginning next month, I wanted to provide you with an update on the 

implementation of the Senate’s Excellence in Higher Education agenda for the coming school 

year and to highlight issues we will need to address in new legislation during the 2018 Session.  

 

Because of the Senate’s commitment to expand need-based and merit-based financial aid by 

historic margins, this school year tens of thousands of students are entering or returning to 

colleges and universities across Florida with a higher level of financial security, increasing the 

likelihood they will graduate on time. 

 

 Approximately 43,000 university students and 2,000 college students who earned the 

Academic Scholar level of Bright Futures will receive scholarship funds that total 100 

percent of tuition and fees for fall, spring, and summer semesters and a $300 book stipend for 

the fall and spring semesters. This represents an increase of approximately $3,000 a year for 

full-time university students and about $1,500 a year for full-time college students, and is 

expected to support more than 17,000 scholars over the summer term. Future legislation is 

necessary to maintain the increased scholarship awards going forward.  

 

 By increasing the total investment in need-based aid by more than 80 percent, or $121 

million, nearly 109,000 previously unfunded college and university students will have access 

to the Florida Student Assistance Grant, with an average per-student award of $1,110. The 

Senate’s commitment to expand need-based aid provided funding to eliminate the backlog 

for this important program, ultimately supporting approximately 243,000 students over this 

next year.  
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 Funding is available for 262 additional students to receive the Benacquisto National Merit 

Scholarship – a per-student award equal to the cost of resident student attendance at a state 

university. This brings the program enrollment to over 870 students.  

 

 First Generation Matching Grant funding is doubled, which potentially doubles the number 

of students who could receive this financial aid if institutions raise an additional $5.3 million 

for the one-to-one state match. Student awards average $1,901 per year at our universities 

and $656 per year at our colleges.   

 

I distinctly recall the uncertainty and apprehension I experienced waiting in line at the Bursar’s 

Office as an undergraduate student and hoping that everything was in proper financial order so I 

could be cleared to take classes.  I feel a deep sense of obligation to the tens of thousands of 

students and families who are reasonably relying on Bright Futures scholarships their students 

have earned.   

 

As Florida students and their families plan for their investment in a college or university 

education, they deserve the financial security that comes with the permanent changes in law 

contemplated in SB 374. We want our students and their families to know these critical need-

based and merit-based scholarship funds will be available throughout their academic journey.   

 

In addition to these notable increases in student financial aid, the Senate’s Excellence in Higher 

Education agenda resulted in $210.7 million in new operational funds that will help elevate the 

national reputation of our state universities. This significant increase continues our commitment 

to expanding performance and preeminence funding. SB 2500 increases funding for our 

preeminent and emerging preeminent universities by $52 million and enhances the state 

investment in performance funding by $20 million. Furthermore, early indications are that the 

State University System Board of Governors (BOG) and university leaders will implement 

policies consistent with those envisioned by the Senate in SB 374 including:  

 

 Utilizing $70 million appropriated for the World Class Faculty Scholar Program to fund 

university efforts to recruit, recognize, and retain the best faculty.  

 

 Utilizing $50 million appropriated for the University Professional and Graduate Degree 

Excellence Program to promote quality and excellence in university professional school and 

graduate study outcomes in high-impact fields of medicine, law, and business.  

 

 Exploring flexible tuition policies that result in cost savings for students through specified in-

state block tuition rates and an out-of-state block tuition rates for full-time undergraduate 

students. 
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 Tightening graduation rate expectations to four-year (from six-year) for full-time students 

seeking a baccalaureate degree. 

 

Additionally, adjusting for budget vetoes, as well as the funds appropriated during the special 

session, the new academic year will begin with nearly $200 million in new funds for university 

fixed capital outlay. This key funding will help our universities improve aging infrastructure and 

research laboratories, which are critical to enhance the ability of our universities to remain 

nationally competitive. As we do each year, in 2018 we will assess need and appropriate funds 

accordingly.  

 

In conclusion, I am pleased that in recent days the Governor, through the Department of 

Education, has provided direction in an attempt to implement many of the financial assistance 

provisions we passed in the General Appropriations Act, despite the veto of critical conforming 

language in SB 374.  I am also grateful to the leaders of the BOG and our state universities for 

embracing many important policy enhancements contained in SB 374. In reality, however, only 

through legislation can we provide certainty to students, parents, and our universities that the 

provisions we worked so hard to pass in SB 374 will be permanent.  

 

I look forward to discussing these important issues in more detail when interim committee weeks 

begin in September. Should you have any questions or concerns in the meantime, please do not 

hesitate to contact me directly.  

 

 

 

 


