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Docket Item:  

Investments in Student Financial Aid 

Summary: 

Information regarding the current status of the Oregon Promise and Oregon Opportunity Grant, as well as a 

discussion of the future budget needs for these programs. 

Docket Material: 

The Oregon Legislature has long recognized that college affordability includes not only tuition, but financial 

supports for those least able to afford to attend.  The Opportunity Grant (nee Oregon Need Grant) was 

established in 1971 and has been funded every biennium since.  In the 2015 session, the Legislature added the 

Oregon Promise, to provide the possibility of a college education to even more Oregonians. 

For much of its existence, as the name implies, the Oregon Need Grant/Opportunity Grant was distributed 

based on need and used criteria such as family income and family size to determine award amounts. It was 

never robustly funded, however.   

During the 2007 legislative session, with the economy and state coffers expanding, the Oregon Opportunity 

Grant awarding criteria were expanded to include more middle-income families (up to an income limit of 

$70,000) via a funding allocation mechanism known as the Shared Responsibility Model.  Simultaneously, 

funding for the program increased sharply.  Unfortunately, the boom times did not last and funding for the 

grant was cut.  Through the statute that created it, the Shared Responsibility Model made many more 

students eligible for funding than could be served; however, there was nothing in the law that directed staff 

on how the limited funding should be distributed when there wasn’t enough money to serve all, beyond 

prioritizing full-time students over part-time, which was never politically feasible. 

At that time, the program was first-come, first served.  In other words, students that applied first and met the 

criteria would receive the grant, and this would continue until funds were depleted, which happened much 

earlier when the pool of eligible applicants was increased under the Shared Responsibility Model.  Over time, 

we have come to realize that the students who apply earliest generally have a strong support system 

encouraging them and reminding them of these important deadlines, and these students did not tend to be 

the lowest income students.  For example, only about 2/3rd of the lowest income students filed their Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) by February 1st each year, early enough to be considered for 

the Opportunity Grant. 

In 2014, the Oregon Education Investment Board (now the Office of the Chief Education Officer) directed 

the HECC to form a workgroup to study the efficacy, efficiency and equity of the Oregon Opportunity 

Grant.  That workgroup’s recommendations were subsequently adopted by the HECC and endorsed the 2015 

Legislature with the adoption of HB 2407 (2015). 
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Budgeting for 2017-2019 

Opportunity Grant 

The Legislatively Adopted Budget for the Opportunity Grant in 2013-2015 biennium was roughly $113.9 

million.  For 2015-17, the total grant budget increased 23.7% to about $140.9 million, thanks to the 

prioritization that the Commission, the Legislature, and the Governor expressed for it during the budgeting 

process.  This increase permitted us to increase the size of the awards by about 7% and increase the number 

of students we are able to serve.   

During the first year of the 2015-17 biennium, HECC-OSAC is distributing the Opportunity Grant using the 

first-come, first-served methodology.  We established the fulltime, full-year award amount at $2,100 and, by 

the end of 2016, we anticipate distributing $67 million to 39,000 students with an average award of $1,714 

(since many students attend less than full time or less than full-year).   In the second year of the biennium, we 

will distribute funds under the framework of the redesigned Opportunity Grant.  We have increased the 

annual award to $2,250 and plan to distribute more than $73 million to more than 39,000 students.   

A similar biennium-to-biennium increase in the budget for the Opportunity Grant would result in a total 

program budget of $174.3 million for 2017-19, enabling us to serve about 94,200 students per biennium at 

current award levels (47,100 per year).  For each $1 million increase in the in Opportunity Grant budget, we 

are able to fund about 510 additional students for one year.   

Oregon Promise 

The Oregon Promise grant program was established in the 2015 Legislature and funded for one year at a total 

budget of $10 million.  A portion of this budget was for administration, leaving approximately $9.6 million to 

be distributed as aid.  When we forecasted using this budget, we believed we could comfortably serve about 

7,000 recent high school and GED graduates.  Based on Tennessee’s experience with a similar program, we 

expected that between 14,000-15,000 students would apply for the program, but that roughly half of them 

would choose other options when it came time to enroll in the fall. 

Our outreach and publicity efforts were more than successful, and we received nearly 20,000 applications for 

the program, which represents nearly 60% of the graduating high school class of 2016.  At this point, it is 

difficult to speculate whether fall attendees will be 50% of that number or some percentage greater or lower.  

Until we see evidence of actual enrollment in the fall, we are proceeding on the assumption that the $9.6 

million will be sufficient to fund all Oregon Promise attendees. 

The Oregon Promise was not a program originally proposed by the Higher Education Coordinating 

Commission, but once it was developed and assigned to the Agency by the Legislature, staff throughout the 

HECC adopted it and administered it well.   The Commission may see value in continuing the program and 

requesting ongoing funding through the budget process. If so, our current best estimate is that maintaining 

the status quo program would cost at least $20 million per year ($40 million/biennium), with some reasonable 

increase for tuition inflation and participation.  There are reasonable staff costs associated with maintaining 

the program on an ongoing basis. 
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If the program was changed to reduce entrance GPA requirements, participation could increase and costs 

would go up.  If the program was expanded to serve public four-year university students during their first two 

years, early staff estimates are an annual cost of between $17.5 million (with benefit based on average fulltime 

community college tuition) and $42.9 million (with grant based on average fulltime university tuition).  More 

work would need to be done to further refine the costs estimates for an expanded program,  

As previously stated, the Opportunity Grant redesign and increase in funding was clearly an initiative of the 

Commission, while the Oregon Promise clearly was not; however, surprisingly, the Oregon Promise and the 

Oregon Opportunity Grant now dovetail very well to provide financial aid to a broad cross-sector of 

Oregonians.  The Opportunity Grant, following the redesign, once again goes first to students with the fewest 

financial resources; these tend to be students who are self-supporting and slightly older than the recent 

graduates served by the Oregon Promise.  The Oregon Promise is need-blind by design, but in practice will 

primarily assist lower- and middle-income students whose families have slightly too many resources to qualify 

for the (redesigned) Opportunity Grant or Pell Grant, but would still struggle to pay for community college.  

Staff Recommendation: 

Informational 


