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Legislative Report      January 31, 2020 
Jeannette Oxender 

News at a Glance 

To give readers more insight as to what transpired concerning on EdChoice vouchers, included 
are stories from this week outlining the legislature’s actions on Tuesday, Wednesday and 
Thursday. The stories are in reverse chronological order. 

House Votes To Delay Final Action On Vouchers: The House on Thursday approved a two-
month delay to the opening of the application window for a school voucher program set to see 
participation skyrocket without legislative action. 

Residents Push Forward In School Territory Transfer Legal Fight: Residents of a Stark 
County village are looking to build on a prior court victory by asking the Ohio Supreme Court to 
allow them to proceed with a school district territory transfer ballot issue. 

Senate Education Committee Hearing – Dyslexia Bill 

Bills Introduced 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Thursday 

House Votes To Delay Final Action On Vouchers  

The House on Thursday approved a two-month delay to the opening of the application window 
for a school voucher program set to see participation skyrocket without legislative action. 

The chamber voted 86-5 in favor of a measure (SB 120) initially focused on higher education 
performance audits that was amended on the floor to address eligibility requirements for the 
EdChoice Scholarship Program. 
 
Rep. Bill Dean (R-Xenia), Rep. Paula Hicks-Hudson (D-Toledo), Rep. Ron Hood (R-Ashville), 
Rep. Stephanie Howse (D-Cleveland) and Rep. Candice Keller (R-Middletown) voted in 
opposition. 

The next application window for the program, which helps students at public schools that fail to 
meet state performance guidelines pay for private school tuition, is set to open Saturday. Under 
the House-passed measure, a 60-day application period instead would begin April 1. 

The Senate slated a 1 p.m. Friday session to consider the legislation, however the chamber leader 
expressed frustration with the House's moves in a statement. 
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Speaker Larry Householder said the two chambers had largely come to an agreement for a long-
term fix by Thursday night, but the Senate wanted additional time to review the plan. 

"What we were told was, immediately: 'We need more time,'" he said. "'We've got to look at this. 
We've got to study this. We've got to have more time.' And that's when we prepared the 
amendment for another 60 days and that's where we are." 

Without action by the weekend, the list of schools in which students qualify for EdChoice 
vouchers is set to grow from 517 to more than 1,200. The House measure includes a $10 million 
appropriation to help cover expenses related to new vouchers if an agreement is not reached to 
prevent that from happening in the intervening months. 

The Senate on Tuesday approved a measure (HB 9) that would cut the number of EdChoice 
schools to about 425. That legislation also would ease eligibility requirements for the similarly 
named EdChoice Expansion Program, which offers private school vouchers based on family 
income. The bill also had a $30 million appropriation to aid school districts impacted by voucher 
deductions.  
 
Senate President Larry Obhof (R-Medina) in a statement expressed disappointment the House 
rejected the upper chamber's plan. 

"The Senate's approach to these issues was the culmination of months of work," he said. "This 
included meetings with schools, parents and taxpayers, and substantial discussions across both 
sides of the political aisle. The resulting amendments to House Bill 9 achieved a bipartisan, 
supermajority vote to improve Ohio's EdChoice program while simultaneously solving the 
concern that hundreds of traditional public schools might be unfairly categorized as 
'underperforming.' 

"The long-term goal is clear: fix our state report card system so that a school's 'grade' actually 
reflects its performance," he continued. "However, it is time to solve the immediate problems 
before us. We shouldn't be asking Ohio's schoolchildren and educators to wait for months. The 
Senate's conferees for House Bill 9 are here and are ready to get these issues resolved." 

Speaker Householder said ahead of passing the delay measure he presented the Senate with a 
plan to eliminate performance-based vouchers while holding students currently on such 
scholarships harmless. He said it also would have maintained the Senate's $30 million 
appropriation and 300% eligibility threshold for income-based vouchers. 

Rep. Householder said the plan also would have shrunk the application window from 75 days to 
60 days and put the state's poorest students first in line to receive voucher funding. 

"No longer is it about the building that the student is in," he said. "It's now about the child." 
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House Democrats, who largely voted in favor of the temporary reprieve, also expressed 
disappointment at the outcome. 

"It's easy to mess things up, but harder to fix them, and once again, it's Democrats who've had to 
come bail out failed leadership from Statehouse Republicans," House Minority Leader Emilia 
Sykes (D-Akron) said in a statement. "Democrats have been at the table ready to make a deal, 
but at the end of the day, the responsibly lies with our colleagues in the supermajority to get 
along. By kicking the can down the road, it's our children who will suffer." 

Senate Minority Leader Kenny Yuko called the House's action "inexcusable." 

"Tonight's vote has put the future of our students, teachers and communities on hold. Senate 
Democrats are not taking this situation lightly; we have a constitutional duty to ensure our 
children's education. We will continue working toward a swift and thorough resolution to protect 
our public schools," he said. 

Wednesday 

Speaker Larry Householder late Wednesday night proposed replacing the state's school-
performance based voucher program with an entirely income-based scholarship system. 

The announcement came hours after the House declined to accept Senate changes to legislation 
(HB 9) aimed at addressing spiking participation in the EdChoice Scholarship Program. It also 
comes only a few days before the next application period opens up for potentially many more 
applicants – a possible outcome that policymakers have known about for weeks. 
 
Earlier in the day, the chamber unanimously voted against the emergency clause the Senate 
added to the measure as part of a package of changes late Tuesday night, effectively refusing to 
concur in the upper chamber's amendments. 

A conference committee on differences in the bill convened briefly Wednesday afternoon to 
adopt rules and the Senate version as a starting point only to abandon plans for an evening 
meeting about 9 p.m. 

Speaker Householder (R-Glenford) indicated in a statement at that time that the House is ready 
to go in a dramatically different direction to address the program, which helps fund private 
school tuition for students whose public schools miss state performance benchmarks. 

"The House has laid out a simple, straight-forward plan that would replace Ohio's current 
building performance-based EdChoice voucher with an opportunity scholarship that would be 
entirely poverty-based. It would allow schools – public and private – to compete more fairly." he 
said. 
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"These Opportunity Scholarships would be funded directly and entirely by the state, instead of 
being deducted from state aid paid to local districts, as is currently the case with the 
performance-based EdChoice voucher," he continued. "This approach has a lot less impact on 
local school districts and puts the focus where it belongs: For a more equal opportunity for all of 
Ohio's 1.8 million school kids, regardless of their ZIP Code." 

Rep. Householder said the chamber also could push for broader action on academic distress 
commissions in the measure. The Senate's plan would end the takeover of the Lorain City School 
District, while leaving East Cleveland and Youngstown city schools under state control. 

"It only really affects one district and so we're trying to feel our way through all that," he said. 
"I'm going to be talking to some legislators from some of the other districts that are affected to 
see where they stand on it." 

Ahead of action by the conference committee, the speaker also criticized private school and 
school choice backers, who he claimed have been spurring legislative "monkeying around" with 
eligibility standards for voucher programs in recent years. 

"A lot of these performance standards have been put in place because those people who were in 
competition with public schools lobby for more and more difficult standards," he said. "It's a 
situation right now where instead of trying to outdo your competition by being better, they're 
trying to outdo their competition by making them worse. And that's never a good business plan." 

Speaker Householder also blamed private school interests for placing hurdles in the way of the 
legislature reaching an agreement on an overhaul of the report card system. 

"If you take them out of the equation, I think we could all sit down and come together," he said. 

"But as long as you've got people in the mix that, frankly, their business is to make the other guy 
look bad, they're going to continue to try to lobby for those types of things that makes the other 
person look bad," he said. 

Kevin Bacon, president and CEO of School Choice Ohio, said in an email the group "has, and 
will continue, to advocate for parents and children so that they have the best educational options 
available to them." 

"We have always appreciated Speaker Householder's support for school choice. We look forward 
to working with him to ensure that these options continue to exist," he said. 

Tuesday  

The General Assembly ended work late Tuesday without a finalized deal to prevent eligibility for 
a school voucher program from expanding further. 



5 
 

The Senate voted 26-7 shortly before midnight to approve its proposal (HB 9) to pare down the 
list of schools in which students are eligible for the EdChoice Scholarship Program. The vote on 
the emergency measure came several hours after the House adjourned a session called to await 
Senate action.  
 
Senate President Larry Obhof (R-Medina) said “I feel good about where we ended up," he said. 
"We had a supermajority vote. We had a bipartisan vote and one that I think carefully balanced 
the different competing interests and made sure that we did what was right for school children 
across the state of Ohio." 

Sen. Nickie Antonio (D-Lakewood) and Sen. Sandra Williams (D-Cleveland) joined with Senate 
Republicans to pass the measure initially focused on higher education degree completion after 
the chamber accepted two amendments. 

The first, offered by Sen. Antonio, appropriates $30 million in Fiscal Year 2020 to reimburse 
school districts for funding deducted for EdChoice vouchers. The second, offered by Sen. 
Williams, reverts funding for the Cleveland Scholarship Program for 2020-21 to the 2017-18 
level unless more students take advantage of the program. 

The vote on the bill came after the Senate Higher Education Committee earlier Tuesday evening 
accepted three amendments to the measure. Only one of those changes affected the voucher 
program, which allows students to attend private schools at a reduced cost if their public schools 
fail to meet state performance guidelines. 

Under the voucher amendment, which was adopted in a party-line vote, schools that receive 
overall A, B, or C grades on state-issued report cards are exempted from the list that determines 
the schools in which students are eligible for vouchers. D-rated buildings with performance 
index scores outside of the lowest 20% in the state for two out of the three most recent years also 
would be exempted. 

That language could change the number of buildings on the EdChoice list from 517 to 425. With 
no action, the list would grow beyond 1,200 schools for the coming school year. 

The amendment also would allow eighth-grade students who would be assigned to EdChoice 
high schools to qualify for a voucher without having to attend the public schools. That change 
would revise budget (HB 166) language applying to all high school students. 
 
While the amendment initially allocated $20 million to reimburse districts for deductions related 
to such students, a floor amendment replaced that funding pot with $30 million tied to less 
specific requirements. 

The amendment also would alter the eligibility guidelines for the similarly named EdChoice 
Expansion Program, which offers private school vouchers based on family income. 
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Under the change, a student could qualify for the program if his or her family's income is at or 
below 300% of federal poverty guidelines, up from 200% in current law. Pro-rated scholarships 
would be available to students from families falling between 300% and 400%. 

On performance-based vouchers, the speaker called for a change to remove schools' K-3 literacy 
report card grades from the eligibility equation and for the application period to be set at Feb. 1 
to April 1. 

The committee also accepted an amendment offered by Sen. Nathan Manning (R-N. Ridgeville) 
to dissolve academic distress commissions at any school district that received an overall grade of 
D or better on its 2018-19 report card. That language, which was adopted over opposition from 
the panel's Democrats, would end the takeover of the Lorain City School District while leaving 
East Cleveland and Youngstown city schools under state control. 

Residents Push Forward In School Territory Transfer Legal Fight  

Residents of a Stark County village are looking to build on a prior court victory by asking the 
Ohio Supreme Court to allow them to proceed with a school district territory transfer ballot issue. 

A complaint filed with the high court seeks a writ of mandamus directing the county elections 
board to place their issue on the March 17 ballot. 

The development is the latest in an ongoing struggle by a group of residents seeking to use a 
process established in the operating budget (HB 166) to transfer territory in the Village of Hills 
and Dales from the Plain Local School District to the Jackson Local School District. 
 
The Plain school board last fall declined to send the transfer petition to the county elections 
board, citing an ongoing federal lawsuit over the constitutionality of the new transfer process. 
The high court sided with village residents earlier this month, ordering the school board to 
forward the document. 

The latest filing by the residents claims the school board following the ruling "incorrectly, and in 
bad faith" attempted to certify the petition for the Nov. 3 election instead of the upcoming March 
17 election. 

The residents have called on the high court to direct the school board to certify the proposal for 
the primary election and for the elections board to place the issue on the ballot. 

"Time is of the essence because relators intend to vote on the proposal at the March 17, 2020 
primary election," the complaint states. "Time also is of the essence because the deadline for the 
Board of Elections to print non-Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act 
(UOCAVA) absentee ballots is Feb. 19, 2020." 
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The law in question allows residents in a township spilt between multiple school districts to seek 
a territory transfer by filing petitions with signatures of 10% of electors in the territory to put an 
issue on the ballot. District transfers traditionally have required the review of an independent 
hearing officer and the approval of the State Board of Education, but the new method only 
requires a majority vote within the affected territory. 

The district previously has argued an order requiring the certification of the issue for the March 
17 ballot "would compel a vain act" because the Dec. 18 deadline for placing issues on the ballot 
has passed. 

Residents have argued the missed deadline should not count against them because it was the 
school board that declined to forward the petition last year. 

The high court has agreed to hear the latest dispute on an expedited schedule. 

The district had asked the court to deny the motion to expedite the case, arguing that section of 
Revised Code creating the new territory transfer process "mandates that the relators' proposal 
'shall' be placed on the November 3, 2020 general election ballot." 

"An expedited schedule cannot change this outcome-determinative fact," the district's 
memorandum states. 

Committee Hearings 

Senate Education  

Kevin Miller, director of governmental relations for the Buckeye Association of School 
Administrators, gave interested party testimony on behalf of his organization, the Ohio School 
Boards Association and the Ohio Association of Elementary School Administrators. 

Mr. Miller said the groups agree that more needs to be done to identify and aid students with 
dyslexia but shared concerns about the legislation as written. 

He said the organizations worry the fiscal note developed for the legislation "underestimates the 
finances and personnel needed to implement an effective dyslexia screening and service 
program." 

SB 34 SCHOOL EMPLOYMENT (Kunze, S.) Regarding school employee 
employment and educator licensure and conduct. CONTINUED (No 
testimony) (8th Hearing-All testimony-Possible vote) 

SB 102 DYSLEXIA SCREENING (Brenner, A., Lehner, P.) To establish the 
Dyslexia Screening Program for school districts and other public schools. 
CONTINUED (6th Hearing-All testimony-Possible vote) 
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"Districts which have developed programs will verify that additional costs are more than a 
likelihood — they are a certainty. These additional costs include professional development for 
classroom teachers and full certification in research-based structured literacy programs for 
reading specialists and intervention specialists," he said. 

Sen. Brenner, a chief sponsor of the bill with Chair Sen. Peggy Lehner (R-Kettering), said if 
students have a reading disability, schools already are required to provide interventions. 

"You're saying it would cost more money. I don't see how that's possible," he said. 

The lawmaker added that districts could save money in the long term by acting earlier and 
preventing costlier interventions in the future. 

Mr. Miller questioned the accuracy of that argument. 

"While early screening and services for students with dyslexia may reduce expenditures for 
services down the road, there is currently little to no data to support this assertion," he said. 
"Long-term savings do not negate up-front costs that school districts must bear in order to 
comply with the bill's requirements." 

Sen. Bill Coley (R-Liberty Twp.) said additional funding provided in the budget (HB 166) to 
school districts for wraparound services should help them free up money to provide interventions 
for dyslexia. The lawmaker asked if school districts do not already have efforts underway to 
address the issue. 
 
Mr. Miller said certain districts may, including some wealthy school systems around Columbus, 
but many do not. 

"No, those programs are not in place. These discussions are not being had," he said. 

Sen. Coley said "color me skeptical" when Mr. Miller estimated 5% of districts in the state have 
such programming in place. 

Sen. Matt Huffman (R-Lima) said all lawmakers want to act to address the issue but added he 
has long been concerned about imposing new mandates on school districts. 

"I don't think that every district's going to be able to pay for this," he said. 

Sen. Lehner said she thinks there is a widespread consensus about the importance of screening 
and intervention for students with dyslexia. She said questions around funding an 
implementation seem to be the sticking points. 

"I think this is something we all know is the right thing to do," she said. 
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Bills Introduced 

SB 262 SCHOOL FUNDING (WILLIAMS, S.)  
To require the direct payment of state funding to community schools and science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics schools; to require the direct payment of K-12 state scholarships; 
and to make an appropriation.  

 

Portions of this report taken from Gongwer News Service gongwer@gongwer-oh.com 

 


