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Executive Summary
Governor’s Best and Brightest Scholarship Program

2009 - 2010 Academic Year

Executive Summary
During academic year 2010, 1,828 students received Best and Brightest Scholarships with a total 
value of $2,396,500. This includes 1,191 students who renewed their scholarships and 637 stu-
dents that were awarded new scholarships. Since its creation in 2005 by the Montana Legislature, 
the total amount of scholarships now exceeds $8 million to almost 6,700 Montana students. Of the 
$2,396,500 awarded in 2010, $848,500 were new scholarship awards and $1,548,000 were for 
renewals of existing scholarships.  

One hundred and sixty seven (167) graduating high school students received merit scholarships.  
Of those 167 recipients, 19 students chose 2-year schools and 148 students chose 4-year schools.   

The Montana Guaranteed Student Loan Program (MGSLP) received a total of 317 applications for 
a Governor’s Best and Brightest Merit at-large scholarship for the 2009-2010 academic year.  Only 
28 applications were rejected due to missing or incomplete documents.  MGSLP had enough fund-
ing to award 49 Merit-at-large scholarships. Of those 49 students, 7 were non-traditional, 1 was 
home schooled and 41 were 2009 high school graduates.     

A total of 421 new need-based scholarships were awarded to students attending 2-year programs.  
By category, 222 students were general study, 74 were health/science, 89 were technology, and 
36 were trade/green.  

The Governor’s Best and Brightest Scholarship is having a positive impact on thousands of Mon-
tana students who depend upon the scholarship to help meet the costs of a postsecondary educa-
tion.    
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History
The 2005 Legislature, at Governor Schweitzer’s request, enacted a system of state financial aid for 
post-secondary students in Montana and directed that it be known as the Governor’s Postsecond-
ary Scholarship Program, aka the Best and Brightest Scholarship Program.  It is now codified at 
20-26-601 MCA.  The legislation also created a three member Advisory Council to assist the Board 
of Regents in administering the program.  Current members of the Council include chair LeRoy 
Schramm, retired legal counsel for the Montana University System; Connie Wittak, a high school 
teacher at Scobey; and Margaret Bird, financial aid director at Blackfeet Community College.    The 
Council is required to “report to the governor annually” (see 2-15-1524 MCA).  This report is intend-
ed to fulfill that requirement.      

The Governor’s Best and Brightest Program was created to provide Montana residents with greater 
access to Montana’s postsecondary institutions.  The Program also has a goal of alleviating student 
debt burdens, thereby allowing more Montanans to stay in the state upon graduation.  The Gover-
nor’s Postsecondary Scholarship Program required 4 years for the scholarship pipeline to be fully 
utilized (i.e. freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors).  Academic year 2008-2009 represented 
the first time scholarships had been awarded to students in all 4 years of undergraduate postsec-
ondary education.  The Legislature appropriated $5 million (less 2%) for the 2010-2011 biennium. 
The statute gives the Board of Regents authority over the program and directs that it be adminis-
tered through the Office of the Commissioner of Higher Education (OCHE).  The Commissioner 
has assigned day to day operation of the Scholarship Program to the Montana Guaranteed Student 
Loan Program (MGSLP). The Governor’s Best and Brightest Program is operated under policies 
recommended by the Advisory Council and approved and periodically updated by the Board of 
Regents.       

Current Year
During the 2009-2010 academic year, 1,828 students received Best and Brightest scholarships with 
a total value of $2,396,500. This includes 1,191 students who renewed their scholarships, and 637 
students that were awarded new scholarships. Of the $2,396,500, $848,500 were new scholarship 
awards and $1,548,000 were for renewals of existing scholarships.  

Out of a possible 178 certified Montana high schools, 167 had a qualifying applicant who received 
a Governor’s Merit Scholarship.  Of those recipients, 19 students chose 2-year schools and 148 
students chose 4-year schools.   

MGSLP received a total of 317 applications for a Governor’s Best and Brightest Merit-at-large 
scholarship for the 2009-2010 academic year.  Of those 317 applications, 289 were considered 
complete. 28 applicants did not meet the minimum standards and/or failed to



provide the required documentation (such as going to school in-state, etc.). There were 49 Merit 
at-large scholarships awarded. Of those 49 students, 7 were non-traditional, 1 was home schooled 
and 41 were 2009 high school graduates.      

A total of 421 new need-based scholarships were awarded to students attending 2-year programs.  
By category, 222 students were general study, 74 were health/science, 89 were technology, and 
36 were trade/green.  

Conclusion
The Governor’s Best and Brightest Scholarship is a proven program that helps both meritorious 
students and those students with financial need.  Although federal changes make it impossible to 
track the impact the Best and Brightest Scholarship Program may have on debt-load, almost 7,000 
Montana students have received a scholarship since its creation in 2005.         

Need-based scholarships can be received for a maximum of 4 semesters.  Recipients of need-
based scholarships, however, are renewing their respective scholarships at lower rates than Merit 
recipients. When a student fails to renew, that suggests the student is not completing his or her 
desired field of study. In the future, MGSLP hopes to develop and implement new programs to as-
sist students with renewal, retention and completion.
 
The Advisory Council and the University System would like to acknowledge and thank the Gov-
ernor and his staff for their support and commitment to improving access to higher education in 
Montana.      
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