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Dorman Praises OHLAP Reforms
OKLAHOMA CITY – Legislation that ensures continued funding of a state scholarship program approved today will benefit Oklahoma for years, state Rep. Joe Dorman said today.
            "Education is a right that every American should enjoy and the Oklahoma Legislature took a huge step forward today by guaranteeing access to even the poorest of our state," said Dorman, a Rush Springs Democrat who co-authored the bill. 
            Senate Bill 820 provides a permanent funding source for the Oklahoma Higher Learning Access Program (also known as " Oklahoma 's Promise") and implements new accountability and performance standards for the scholarship program. The bill passed the Oklahoma House of Representatives on a 98-0 vote. It now goes to the governor for his signature.
            OHLAP pays the college tuition of students from families earning less than $50,000 per year who take a rigorous college curriculum, maintain a 2.5 grade point average and exhibit good behavior during their high school years.
            However, the program has been underfinanced in recent years. Senate Bill 820 corrects that situation by taking the money needed for scholarships "off the top" of general revenue collections each year.
The bill also contains several major reforms. One of the most contentious reforms is the implementation of a grade-point-average requirement for recipients. Currently, scholarship recipients continue receiving state aid even if they are failing most classes.
            The new law will require OHLAP students to maintain the minimum GPA required by the State Regents for Higher Education during their freshman year, with a 2.0 minimum imposed during the sophomore year and at least a 2.5 GPA required for classes taken during the junior and senior years.
"Students should not lose their only chance at a college education because of one bad semester," Dorman said. "The compromise plan included in Senate Bill 820 provides a safety net.  OHLAP was established to help low-income students whose high school grades aren't high enough to secure an academic scholarship. Those students will continue to have that opportunity under Senate Bill 820 even if they have an 'off' semester."
            Dorman noted that he had experienced "one bad semester" in his junior year of college when he become too active in student groups and associations and let his grades slip.  
"I was on OTAG and if there had been a grade requirement, I would have lost my access to funding," Dorman said. "I lost my priorities for one year and placed student government and other events above my classes. I fixed that after the sharp realization of seeing my grades, but this happens too often when students get away from home for the first time.  They need to chance to succeed if they mess up once and this bill allows that now."
The legislation contains other reforms, including limiting scholarship eligibility to U.S. citizens or other individuals who are legally present in the country. Children who are home schooled would be eligible for the program for the first time under the bill if they meet all other requirements and score a 22 or higher on the ACT test. Senate Bill 820 also extends the "good conduct" requirements throughout a student's college years and includes an "anti-windfall" provision barring scholarships to students with family income greater than $100,000 at the time they start college. 
"This is program allows students to live their dream to go to college without facing enormous debt upon graduation," Dorman said. "Senate Bill 820 will help create a higher-educated workforce in Oklahoma and allow the state attract more employers.  
"This bill will do more good than any of the previous laws passed over the last decade to increase economic development.  This was a true bipartisan effort to advance Oklahoma 's promise to the next generation for a well-educated citizenry."
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