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There are some general categories of types 

of scholarships; it can be confusing because 

the label ‘scholarship’ is used to mean several 

different things.  Scholarships are provided by 

tens of thousands of organizations, individuals, 

colleges, and levels of government, so it’s not 

surprising the definition is vague.

Some scholarships are awarded by private 

organizations for the use of the student at 

whatever college the student attends.  We’ll 

call these ‘private scholarships’.

Other scholarships are awarded by the colleges 

for the use of the student, if the student 

attends that college.  We’ll call these ‘tuition-

discount scholarships’.

Sometimes the state or federal government 

will create a program and call it a ‘scholarship’ 

– like the State of California’s “Middle-Class 

Scholarship”.  This program is just another 

grant program, but the Legislature liked the 

name ‘scholarship’ better than ‘grant’.  We’ll 

call these ‘public financial aid programs named 

scholarship’.

WHAT IS A SCOLARSHIP?

TYPES OF SCOLARSHIPS

Scholarships are part of financial aid.  There is no one definition of a ‘scholarship’.  The term 
scholarship generally means FREE money that does not have to be repaid, often provided 
because a student has some talent or ability that is being recognized.  Many people use the 
terms ‘grant’ and ‘scholarship’ interchangeably – that’s fine.  Both are FREE money.
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MERIT means there are criteria attached to the scholarship other than simply being admitted to the college or 
demonstrating eligibility for financial aid.  Often it is in recognition of a good GPA or superior performance in 
one’s field of endeavor (like the arts).  
 
NEED means the student demonstrates financial eligibility for the funds.  Most of the time this means eligibility 
as determined by cost minus the EFC.  Sometimes it just means you wrote an essay saying you need funds for 
school.  

All scholarships can be defined by merit and by need.

MERIT VS. NEED

Scholarships can be ONLY merit, ONLY need or some COMBINATION of the two.  If you are applying for a 
scholarship and the criteria are not clear, you should ask for more information.

An example of ONLY merit:  A college offers you a ½ tuition-discount scholarship because your grades are above 4.0.  
You do not have to apply for or qualify for financial aid to get these funds.  How do you know if a college has merit-only 
scholarships available?  Ask!
 
An example of ONLY need:  You apply for financial aid and the college has a formula that drives the amount of their own 
funds you will get based upon the amount of need.  They call this money a ‘scholarship’ in your financial aid package.  
Several prestigious colleges (Stanford, Harvard, et al) provide need-based scholarship funds only.  Again how do you know?  
Ask!
 
An example of a COMBINATION:  You show eligibility for financial aid and you are awarded a music scholarship by the 
college that is contingent upon demonstrating financial need.
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