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	Madison School District

Christopher Dodd, a teacher at the Madison School District and president of the Madison Education Association, provided interested party testimony urging the Senate to reconsider any cuts to public school education in general. He described significant staff cuts at the district, significant cutbacks in course offerings for students, ballooning class sizes and pay and benefit cuts and freezes for teachers, despite significant efforts to spend wisely and the recent passage of their first school levy since 1989. 

There were no questions for Dodd.

Morgan Local School District

Lori Snyder-Lowe, superintendent of Morgan Local School District, provided testimony to urge the Senate to continue the school transportation supplement but to separate it from the school funding formula. She said that the previous biennial budget provided this supplement to schools with a bus rider density of less than 50 percent, which is useful for rural districts who have to provide busing for a large area. She said the supplement allowed her district to buy buses and replace engines to keep operating costs down. 

There were no questions for the witness.

Ohio 8 Coalition

David Romick, co-chair of the Ohio 8 Coalition and president of the Dayton Education Association, provided testimony with the coalition's recommendations on four policy areas: school transportation, high school graduation, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and the third grade reading guarantee. 

On the issue of transportation, Romick recommended the convening of a work group, called for in the previous General Assembly, so that school transportation funding solutions can be found that work for all types of schools. Additionally, he recommended that the restriction on creating standard public/charter start and end times for schools be lifted, the K-12 reimbursement rate for transportation be raised, the excise tax on gasoline be raised and that the current special education supplement be maintained. 

On graduation requirements, he recommended the adoption of the alternate graduation pathways that were designed by the state superintendent's workgroup on graduation requirements. 

On ESSA implementation, he expressed concern that the unique provisions in ESSA were largely ignored in favor of more traditional state policy. 

On the third grade reading guarantee's assessments, he recommended that the Ohio Department of Education (ODE) provide a disclosure of the promotion score changes to the state assessment, the NWEA MAP Transitional Promotion alternative assessment core and the Terra Nova Transitional Promotion alternative assessment score no later than May 31 before the next school year so that schools have time to prepare. 

Sen. Lehner said that when the third grade reading guarantee was established, the goal promotional score was set below what was actually considered to be proficient by the state, with the intention of raising that bar every year. However, she said that the state found that schools did better on the alternative two assessments. She asked if the state is then actually proving that its students are reading proficiently.

Romick said that Ohio 8 is not advocating for lower standards to get every student over the necessary goal and said that Ohio 8 wants "realistic and rigorous" assessments. He said the core issue is that schools are not being given enough time to prepare when score goals change. Lehner said that diagnostic tests are given at the beginning of the school year to address this, to which Romick said that schools need more time to set up the necessary programming in first and second grades when third grade standards are changed. He said the diagnostic tests are then useful in identifying which students need intervention assistance. 

Sen. Huffman asked if, with the alternative paths to graduation, Romick was asking for two different diplomas or two paths to a single diploma. Romick said it was the latter, saying that there should be an "academic" path and a "career technical" path to the same high school diploma in the end. 

Sen. Sykes asked about the relationship between traditional district and charter schools when it comes to bus scheduling. Romick said that, especially in Dayton, it's a point of consternation between the two, as charter schools are not following the same schedule as Dayton is. He said they're currently looking at four different bus schedules and said charter schools can, but are not required to, follow the example of local public schools. 

Ada Exempted Village Schools

Meri Skilliter, superintendent at Ada Village Schools, provided testimony on the complications with state graduation requirements, using the example of an out-of-state student who was suddenly forced to move and join Ada schools. The student was set to graduate in her home state, but passed only three of the five Ohio Graduation Tests, and the grades on the alternative end of course exams she took will not arrive in time for graduation. As a result, the student may not officially graduate with her chronological class and may have to attend school for another year, despite her previous intentions of enlisting in the military. 

Skilliter called this an unintended consequence of requiring standardized tests for graduation. She said that she understood work was being done on this, but said that some non-fiscal provisions in the budget could be implemented to make changes to assessments. 

Lehner said that she understood the severity of the situation but said that this could have happened regardless of the tests themselves. Skilliter reiterated that the problem was tying the testing to graduation. Lehner asked if she had seen other cases of this, to which Skilliter said she had not. Lehner asked if this was an area in which the superintendent of a school could make an exception. Skilliter said that there are situations in which she has some wiggle room, but said that their school board policy doesn't allow her to go around state requirements in this case. Lehner said that Skilliter hit on a really good point, saying that it can clearly be aggravating for out-of-state students when other students are essentially preparing for these tests years in advance. She said there needs to be some alternative, but said she didn't yet know what that was. 

Sen. Schiavoni thanked Skilliter for her testimony and for putting a face on this issue. He said that they're looking for a more long-term fix on this issue. Sen. Huffman echoed this, saying that there would be some issues addressed in the budget bill.

Sykes asked if there was some minimum amount an out-of-state student needed to be in school before they're able to graduate. Skilliter said that there was not, they just needed to meet the state requirements for graduation. 

Emily Book

Emily Book provided testimony proposing an amendment that would provide $140,000 over the next two years for a dyslexia therapy pilot program in Clark County. She told the story of a student named Neil who came in with an Individualized Education Program (IEP) related to ADHD and a poor working memory. After consulting a doctor, that student ended up having many additional undiagnosed issues, including dyslexia. She said the state has been slow in tackling the problems of dyslexia in education and said she's proposing screening students in kindergarten, first and third grade and providing those students who have dyslexia with materials and tutoring in order to intervene early. She said that roughly 350,484 students suffer from dyslexia and that they need early intervention. 

There were no questions.

Ohio Association of Colleges for Teacher Education

Ann Shelly, president of the Ohio Association of Colleges for Teacher education, provided testimony in support of the Resident Educator Program (REP) and the Resident Educator Summative Assessment (RESA), which would be eliminated in the current version of the bill. The REP is a four-year program that provides beginning teachers with mentorship and training that has shown to improve teaching quality and teacher retention, she said. Teachers take the RESA as part of the program. She said that ODE has begun interviewing teachers, mentors and administrators in order to develop ways to improve the program and asked that the Senate restore the program in the budget. 

Lehner asked if the mentorship aspect of REP was the most critical and also asked if the program could still exist without RESA. Shelly said that the mentorship aspect is the most important according to their priorities and its success is reflected in the results data. She said the program could work without RESA, but there would likely need to be some sort of accountability component instead.

Sykes asked if schools should increase their standards to more properly prepare teachers for school settings. Shelly said that teachers going through the REP are well prepared to be teachers by the end. Erika Brownstein, also with the association, jumped in and said that the reason that the REP program has a high turn-over rate is because it is so rigorous, and that rigor is what allows the program to produce well-prepared teachers. Sykes clarified and asked if the existing curriculum is good, saying that they know the mentoring portion is strong but questioned if the other parts of the program are, including the RESA. Shelly said she knew the people who came out of the program are strong teachers and that the RESA component, which is ever-changing, is there to provide accountability for the program as a whole. 

Chairman Hite and Sykes both acknowledged that they had daughters who had gone through the program and who expressed that it was difficult, but that they were better teachers because of it. Shelly said that was a message they were hearing from many participants in interviews. 

Port Clinton City Schools

Jeff Dornbusch, treasurer at Port Clinton City Schools, provided opponent testimony to the budget, saying that, due to the phase-out of Tangible Personal Property (TPP) tax reimbursements, his district was going to face a 25 percent cut in funding, amounting to about $1 million for the district. He called his district an "anomaly" within the context of the funding formula, given that 60 percent of his students qualify for a free or reduced lunch while property value is high, being on Lake Erie. He said to the subcommittee members, "I don’t think any one of you would feel good about a 25 percent reduction to your home district. You wouldn't have designed it that way." He urged the Senate to stop the reduction in TPP funding. 

Huffman called the situation an "absolute tragedy" and said it was representative of the problem in which long-term problems are never addressed because, with every attempt, somebody is vehemently opposed to the idea. He said, as a result, these issues are often fixed with "two-year patches." He asked Dornbusch to work with other treasurers and districts to see if there is a common long-term solution.

Schiavoni said that all the districts have a common goal of educating students and echoed Huffman's message of finding a common solution around that goal.

Charter School Specialists

Dave Cash, president of Charter School Specialists, provided testimony suggesting a variety of changes to the ways that charter schools and their sponsors are evaluated, with specific respect to changes that took place as a result of provisions in 131-HB2. Charter School Specialists is partnered with St. Aloysius Orphanage as the highest-rated charter school sponsor in the state with 43 charter schools, he said. 

His suggestions were the following:

 - The establishment of appropriate participation rate goals for drop out recovery schools, given that their participation rate is often very low.
 - Make it clear that sponsors that are rated "poor" by the state are required to submit the necessary expenditure reports to the Sponsor Evaluation System.
 - Strengthen the law that bars ODE from lowering a sponsor's overall rating to "ineffective" if a score of zero is obtained on any one of the three areas of academic performance, compliance or quality practices so all three are weighted equally.
 - Require ODE to remove average daily membership (ADM) from the academic performance calculation, as Cash argued the school's enrollment has no bearing on the sponsor's assessment of their academic performance.
 - Provide full Targeted Assistance funding for both all traditional public school students and charter school students enrolled in “brick and mortar” schools, as opposed to e-schools.
 - Create a provision by which a charter school's academic performance is determined relative to that of the neighboring public schools.

Cash said several times that the role of the charter school sponsor is to be a gatekeeper that holds its charter school accountable for performance. He said that's true of the successful charter schools and of those that the sponsor is forced to close. He said that they have closed 16 schools in their portfolio so far.

On the issue of ADM, Lehner asked for clarification, saying that funding is allocated per student via the public school district, so ADM would have some clear impact. Cash clarified, saying that the work that the sponsor does for each school -- with health and safety inspections, compliance assessments and on-site reviews, for example -- does not change between a school with 60 students and a school with 600 students. He reiterated that the sponsor acts as an auditor to the school and that it is in the sponsor's interest to keep school accountable, but they don't have the ability to hire and fire staff at the school, for example. That is the operator's job. Lehner asked if then the sponsor could put pressure on the operator to change staff if standards aren't being met. Cash said yes, they can make that suggestion to the board of the school, but the distinction is that they cannot pick and choose the individuals.

Huffman said that of the sponsors in the most recent ODE review, 21 were rated poor, 39 ineffective, and 5 effective. He reinforced that Charter School Specialists and St. Aloysius do not have an interest in allowing poor charter schools to operate, because it would reflect poorly on themselves. Huffman asked if, in the zero-rating suggestion, Cash is implying that ODE is in violation of the law. Cash said that is what he is attesting and said that all three components should be equally weighted. Huffman asked how Cash decided to close charters before 131-HB2. Cash said that it was a complicated process of comparing metrics. He said it is difficult with those school protected by "safe harbor" provisions, because even if the charter is safe from poor ratings, those ratings still negatively impact the sponsor. He said that they attend the school board meetings of every school and give regular updates of performance.

Schiavoni asked if Cash would be in favor of a provision that would say charter schools can only take students from districts who have worse letter grades than surrounding charters. Cash said he would not, saying that parents choose to put their children in charters for a variety of reasons other than grades.
 
Lehner asked if the zero-rating suggestion was in reference to a House proposal to make a zero-rating in academic performance an automatic "ineffective" rating for a sponsor. Cash said that he was aware of that proposal and said that he thought that all three of the sponsor evaluation components should be considered equally in all cases. 

Accel Schools

Chad Carr, executive vice president of Accel Schools, said charter school students receive half as much targeted assistance from the state as those in traditional schools. He said students who attend his schools across the state are often economically disadvantaged.

“We understand that we are community schools. We understand that we don’t get property tax or levy dollars, but the money that is allocated for students who are struggling financially -- it should not matter where they go to school. They should get every one of those dollars that is set aside for them,” Carr said.

He said the relatively small amount of money would “make a massive difference” in his schools. He said an increase would help the schools retain teachers and maintain consistency for students.

Performance Academies

Clint Satow, vice president of Performance Academies, said 92 percent of the students at his charter operation’s 12 Ohio schools are economically disadvantaged.

He said it is becoming more difficult to hire and retain high-quality teachers at charter schools. 

“The reason for this is simple -- Ohio charter schools cannot compete long-term with district salaries,” Satow said. “The funding gap between districts and charters has gotten too big. There’s always been a funding gap, and we accept that. But over the past few years the gap has grown considerably.”

He also mentioned the targeted assistance dollars that charters receive is much lower compared to districts.

“There really is no justification for this inequality,” he said, noting a child in Cleveland public schools received $1,100 in 2016 while a charter school student in the city received $275. “Charter school students deserve a more equitable share of the state foundation dollars.”

Satow told Sen. Huffman that the targeted assistance dollars not spent on charters stay with the state. 

Putnam County Educational Service Center

Jan Osborn, superintendent of the Putnam County Educational Service Center (ESC), called for support of an amendment to retain current levels of ESC funding.

“The Putnam County ESC is an efficient and effective organization providing a tremendous return on investment. For every dollar received in state and local funding, the ESC obtains $17.66 in state and federal grants for client districts. This is well above the statewide average of $3.77,” Osborn said. “We sincerely hope that you will consider adequately funding ESCs so we can continue to provide quality educational experiences for all students.”

Ohio Educational Service Center Association

Craig Burford of the Ohio Educational Service Center (ESC) Association said the House improved on the executive proposal, but asked the Senate to make other changes.

He said the budget should maintain the ESC subsidy as unrestricted aid and provide flat funding for each year of the FY18-19 biennium at FY17 levels. He said the budget should also treat all ESCs and school districts equally for the purpose of allocating the ESC operating subsidy.

“Any further reductions in the per pupil funding for ESCs will create additional costs for school districts relying on services from the ESCs, which will have no choice but to pass along the excess costs for such services thereby compounding any cuts in foundation aid to schools,” Burford said.

Madison-Champaign Education Service Center

Matthew Ketchum, treasurer of the Madison-Champaign Educational Service Center (ESC), said the House version of HB49 would cut ESC funding by 6.3 percent.

“While our state operating subsidy has been reduced over the years, our reliance on that funding remains,” he said. “I would ask that, at a minimum, our funding not be reduced below the levels passed by the House. Ideally, we would prefer that our subsidy be retained at current FY17 levels.” 

Lorain County Community College

Deanna Strauss, regional coordinator for Ohio College Tech Prep at Lorain County Community College (LCCC), discussed the important role the program plays in her part of the state. She said the program has survived the loss of federal funding in 2011, but would likely not be as lucky with cuts at the state level.

“If our funding is severely reduced and eliminated, the network that supports secondary and post-secondary education, apprenticeships and workforce systems will be gone,” she said. “Ohio will be taking a step back as the Tech Prep network disappears and this will impact not only the students that we are called to serve, but the instructors and administrators at career-technical and post-secondary institutions across the state.”

She told Sen. Manning the program has been in existence since 1991, and that it works to prepare students for tech schools or jobs. She said she believes it could also work in conjunction with College Credit Plus. 

Ohio Engineering Technology Educators Association

Rob Speckert, co-chair of the Ohio Engineering Technology Educators Association, said Ohio College Tech Prep offers students a great opportunity to prepare for post-secondary technical education. He noted he is also a former professor at Miami University.

“This seamless curriculum pathway is crucial to helping industry fill their growing demand for high-tech jobs. Like most engineering technology programs, the Department of Engineering Technology at Miami depends on Tech Prep to help us connect with career center faculty and students to align curriculum, arrange information sessions, hands-on workshops and many other outreach events,” he said.

He said lawmakers should restore funding for the program.

Owens Community College

Meghan Schmidbauer, assistant dean of admissions, international services and College Credit Plus at Owens Community College, said Ohio College Tech Prep students have earned a 99 percent course completion rate at Owens.

“Tech Prep students have saved over $2.3 million dollars in tuition and fees while at Owens. None of these partnerships and opportunities would exist without the work of our local regional center,” she said, adding that the state should restore funding for the program in the budget.

“Tech Prep works to align programs and curriculum with workforce needs and demands. We are just gaining the momentum necessary to make a difference. Ohio cannot afford to have an unemployable workforce. At a time where we are working so hard to ensure the future economic stability of our state, the elimination of this funding will result in a negative impact to not just our students but to our businesses and industry partners,” she said.

Sen. Lehner said she has also heard from Sinclair Community College about this issue, noting they were “horrified.” She said she would like to hear from the administration as to why this program should be cut.

Sen. Sykes said amendments to rectify the situation would be offered.

Boards of Education for Edgewood, Talawanda, Ross and Southwest Schools

Edward Bosse offered testimony on behalf of the boards of education for Edgewood School District, Talawanda School District, Ross Local School District and Southwest Local School District.

He said the budget reduces transportation reimbursements from 50 percent to 37 percent and eventually to 25 percent over the biennium.

“This is a major concern to rural school districts that provide bus service covering a large number of square miles. One can honestly say the reduction is a concern for all school districts, but rural districts have a unique challenge. In addition to transporting the student body, districts must also provide transportation services for private and parochial school students, even when their start dates, closing dates, holiday closures and school closings don't align. Extensive travel is required to service many vocational school programs that require travel over the width of the county,” he said.

He asked lawmakers to remove the reimbursement cuts.

Whitehall City Schools

Brian Hamler, superintendent of Whitehall City Schools, said the district is experiencing growing enrollment, a deteriorating tax base and increasing needs for students. He said Whitehall is in the top five districts affected by the funding cap on a per pupil basis.

He said the state could exempt targeted assistance from the cap, or set a higher cap for districts with growing enrollment. 

Hamler told Sykes the district does not have open enrollment. He said the community is growing and is now home to more young families. 

Centerburg Local Schools

Mike Hebenthal of Centerburg Local Schools said the state should provide equitable funding for all schools.

“Government cannot force success nor create a successful person. What the government should do is create an environment of opportunity. If the state minimum standards and mandates are to be considered legitimate then the cost of providing them needs to be determined.  If these mandates and requirements are not part of the necessary opportunity then they should be deleted from law,” he said.

“I suggest to you that the current core opportunity amount does not reach this minimum level and there are schools whose taxpayers must pay a higher percentage of their income just to reach the minimum state requirements and other schools that pay a lower percentage of their income and have far more opportunity,” he continued. “That itself is a problem but now the schools paying higher taxes with lower expenditures per pupil are the ones that are going to receive a cut in funding due to HB49.”

Berea City School District

Michael Sheppard, superintendent of the Berea City School District, said the district has to provide educational services at a residential treatment program operated by Ohio Guidestone in its geographic area.

“Currently, our district provides the facility with one principal, 17 teachers and 10 support staff that service special needs children and at-risk youth from across the state of Ohio. It is not uncommon that at any given time, there is not a single Berea City School District student being educated at this facility.  Therefore, the district is required to bill the expenses incurred from the facility back to the student’s residential district,” he said. 

“A portion of these expenses incurred for special needs students are supposed to be reimbursed to the district through the state funding formula. These students for state funding purposes are counted as residents of the Berea City School District rather than the resident district. However, since the Berea City School District is significantly on the funding cap, the district does not actually receive those funds,” Sheppard continued. “This resulted in the school district not receiving almost $300,000 in revenue to offset the cost of expenses incurred at the Ohio Guidestone facility to educate students from other school districts. As a result, the district was forced to use local funds for students that attend this facility but are not residents of the school district.”

He said his district supports an amendment being prepared by Sen. Dolan to address the issue.

Franklin Local School District

Scott Paul, treasurer of the Franklin Local School District, said his district would lose $250,000 in the proposed budget because of its 7 percent loss in enrollment over a five-year period.

He said the school funding formula needs to be fixed.

“There is no data that show that the money we have in the current school year is really enough for the students we have in our district. Please do not take money from districts like mine that are not properly funded in the first place, nor place over half the districts in the state on the guarantee,” he said. “We want a solution, and the current proposed budget is not the solution. I would propose that the Senate fund all school districts at funding levels at least equal to FY17 with no per-pupil state aid increase until the formula can be properly addressed.”


