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Legislative Report      February 21, 2020 
 
Jeannette Oxender 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
News at a Glance  
 
Yet again, all eyes are on the HB 9 Conference Committee on EdChoice vouchers. To date the 
committee has heard 25 hours of testimony from over 450 witnesses. A sample of the testimony is 
captured in the numerous stories below. The most recent story is first and then they wind back 
through the past week. 
 
Representatives from the following Cincinnati area districts testified before the HB 9 Conference 
Committee: Finneytown, Mason, Northwest Local, Norwood, Oak Hills, Princeton, St. 
Bernard/Elmwood Place, Wyoming and the Cincinnati Federation of Teachers. 
 
Thursday - House Willing To Bend On Income-Based Voucher Eligibility  

Wednesday - Governor Aims To Help End Voucher Impasse  

Tuesday - Future Of Performance-Based Vouchers A Sticking Point For Senate  

Monday and Weekend - Lawmakers Continue To Receive Voucher Testimony  

Friday - Effort To Address Vouchers Remains At A Standstill  

Future Of Controversial School Territory Transfer Process In Question: Lawmakers are 
considering whether to scuttle a new process for transferring territory between school districts 
amid debate on school vouchers and other education issues. 

Committee Hearings 

Bills Introduced 

______________________________________________________ 

Thursday - House Willing To Bend On Income-Based Voucher Eligibility  

Speaker Larry Householder on Thursday revealed two concessions the House is willing to make 
to end a stalemate over the future of the state's private school voucher system. 

The Glenford Republican told reporters he is willing to back an eligibility threshold for family 
income-based vouchers at 300% of federal poverty guidelines and a $30 million appropriation 
for school districts that suffered voucher-related funding losses. 
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Both are aspects of a Senate-passed plan (HB 9) to address a looming surge in the number of 
buildings in which students are eligible for EdChoice Scholarship Program vouchers based on 
their schools' performance. A conference committee on that measure met for another marathon 
session of testimony Thursday evening – its ninth hearing in 10 days. 
 
Without action by April 1, the list of affected schools would grow from more than 500 to more 
than 1,200. The Senate plan would limit that number to about 425 and increase the eligibility 
threshold for income-based vouchers from 200% of poverty guidelines to 300%. 

A House-passed plan (SB 89) would replace school performance-based vouchers with a system 
based solely on family income, with families eligible for full awards at up to 250% of poverty.  
 
Rep. Householder said he is willing to bump that up to 300% if the Senate also makes 
concessions. "If they come a little closer to me, I'll go a little closer to them," he said. "I think we 
have a great opportunity here to make a big impact not only for public education but all 
education for the state." 
 
Senate President Larry Obhof (R-Medina) and other key lawmakers in the chamber have cited 
the House plan's total elimination of performance-based vouchers as a major sticking point in 
negotiations. 

"I don't see a scenario where we completely eliminate performance-based vouchers," he said 
Tuesday. 

Gov. Mike DeWine has signaled his interest in keeping both income- and performance-based 
vouchers. He also has called for a meeting with the two chamber leaders in an attempt to break 
the current impasse. 

Speaker Householder said he needs help from the Senate to address the voucher issue, as well as 
forthcoming efforts to overhaul the state's report card accountability system and mandated 
testing. 

"You can only reach the olive branch out so far and say we can avoid all this," he said. "Without 
a partner, I can't do anything about it. We're going to do our best and this is our opportunity to 
fix a very broken system." 

"I think if we lose this opportunity with this many school districts involved now the leverage 
won't be there, frankly, to make a significant change in the testing and the grade cards, and we 
know that's what's broken," he continued. 

Obhof spokesman John Fortney said in a statement the Senate continues to view performance-
based vouchers as a necessity. 
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"The Senate feels strongly that children in failing schools need options, a view shared by the 
Governor," he said. 

Public school officials continued to flood the conference committee with testimony in favor of 
SB89 on Thursday – a trend noticed by Rep. Householder. 

"I think it's just really interesting to hear the perspective of public education who say, 'We've 
been against vouchers for many, many years but now the House plan is one we understand we 
can live with because it's income based and it's a fairness issue and we understand that,'" he said. 

Romules Durant, superintendent of Toledo Public Schools, said the current performance-based 
voucher system is unfair because it deducts money from public schools to fund tuition at private 
schools that are not judged via the same accountability system. He asked for an "apples-to-
apples" comparison. 

"We deserve to be compared against the private schools using the same academic measures. 
What's their Performance Index?" he said in prepared testimony. "I can tell you ours because of 
the state report card. You do not know the scores from the private schools because they are not 
mandated to make their results public." 

Gary Platko, treasurer of the Riverside Local School District, also called for increased state 
oversight of private schools that accept voucher funding. 

"All of their records should be subject to public records laws," he said. "All of their teacher and 
administrator salaries should be posted online for the world to see, just like mine. Private schools 
should be required to accept and educate any student who elects to use a publicly funded 
voucher." 

A minority of the dozens of witnesses spoke in favor of further expansion of the EdChoice 
program. 

Sherry Tedeschi, a teacher at Lake Catholic High School, asked lawmakers not to rein in the 
EdChoice program even if there are problems with the report card that determines who can 
receive performance-based scholarships. 

"All of that can be worked out, but the bottom line is … what is best for our children," she said. 

Ms. Tedeschi said lawmakers risk leaving middle class families behind if they move forward 
with a voucher program with eligibility fully based on family income if the threshold is not set 
well above federal poverty guidelines. 
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Wednesday - Governor Aims To Help End Voucher Impasse  

Gov. Mike DeWine intends to sit down with legislative leaders in an attempt to broker a deal on 
the future of the state's private school voucher system. 

The governor reiterated the need for a meeting with Speaker Householder) and Senate President 
Obhof on Wednesday hours before the conference committee on a Senate plan (HB 9) to address 
vouchers met for the eighth time in nine days. 
 
"It's clear this has to be settled. It's also clear the House and Senate are far apart," Gov. DeWine 
said. "So, we are starting to weigh in and we're going to try to collectively come up with a bill. 
We have to do that." 

Sen. Obhof has said he expects the three leaders to discuss the EdChoice Scholarship Program at 
some point next week. 

While Rep. Householder previously downplayed the need for such a meeting, spokeswoman 
Taylor Jach said Wednesday the speaker intends to take part in the pending discussion. 

Senate leaders have pointed to the House's proposed elimination of performance-based vouchers 
as a key sticking point in the ongoing debate. 

Gov. DeWine said he did not want to make any demands for a final plan going into the meeting. 
He did, however, signal that he sees the need for both performance- and income-based vouchers. 

"We have an obligation to make sure every child has the opportunity to live up to their God-
given potential, and they can't do that if they're in a school that's not functioning very well or if 
they're not getting a good education," he said. "So, we've got to preserve our public schools, but 
we also have to at the same time give families choices when they're poor and their kids are going 
to a school that's not performing very well." 

Testimony at the conference committee largely stuck to a familiar pattern Wednesday evening, 
with private school backers favoring further voucher expansion. The vast majority of testimony, 
however, came from public school officials pushing for the House plan. 

Michelle Novak, a member of the Middletown City School District Board of Education, asked 
lawmakers to end the ongoing expansion of EdChoice eligibility. Without action, she said the 
district could face a rocky financial future. 

"Our district will go through our cash reserves, making significant cuts, and we will be looking 
at a levy within three years," she said in prepared testimony. "Instead of supporting the good 
work that your public school is doing, you are crippling us." 
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Ms. Novak pointed to SB89 as the district's preferred solution because it would end the practice 
of deducting funding for performance-based vouchers from districts. 

Billy Smith, superintendent of the Fairfield City School District, also argued in favor of SB89. 
He said widespread agreement that the state's report card accountability system needs to be 
overhauled should lead to the end of performance-based vouchers. 

"Throughout all of my discussions about this topic, there is one thing that all stakeholders seem 
to be able to agree upon: the fact that our report card system is flawed," he said. "Knowing that 
the report card system is flawed, there is absolutely no way to justify using the state report card 
results to punish public schools throughout the state." 

Sen. Teresa Fedor (D-Toledo) said she plans to offer an amendment to place a moratorium on the 
issuance of A-F letter grades to schools and districts via the Ohio School Report Cards. 

Mickey Fishman, a Cincinnati resident and the father of three children receiving EdChoice 
funding, urged lawmakers not to limit the program. 

"Hard working families deserve to choose where they send their children to be educated," he 
said. "The EdChoice voucher has afforded this opportunity to families in this state. The 
EdChoice voucher costs the state of Ohio far less than the cost to educate a child in a public 
school and helps families afford a school that works for their children." 

At least 70 parties submitted testimony or letters for the committee's consideration on 
Wednesday. 

Tuesday - Future Of Performance-Based Vouchers A Sticking Point For Senate  

The House has not sold the Senate on a key aspect of its plan to overhaul the state's private 
school voucher system: eliminating scholarships based on school performance. 

Senate President Larry Obhof said Tuesday the House's proposal (SB 89) to replace the 
EdChoice Scholarship Program with voucher eligibility based solely on family income continues 
to be a nonstarter among many senators. 
 
"I don't see a scenario where we completely eliminate performance-based vouchers," he said. 

The Medina Republican's comments came a few hours before the conference committee on a 
Senate plan (HB 9) to address EdChoice eligibility met for the seventh time in eight days. 
 
Sen. Matt Huffman (R-Lima), who sits on the conference committee, previously called the total 
elimination of performance-based vouchers an "essential sticking point" between the chambers. 
He has suggested making vouchers universally available in certain urban school districts could 
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be part of a long-term compromise for moving forward with an otherwise income-based voucher 
system.  

Sen. Obhof declined to predict when the two chambers might reach a deal on vouchers. 

"We'll continue working on it," he said. "When I think that the chambers and the administration 
agree on a solution, we'll be back … to finalize it." 

Sen. Obhof said he expects to meet with Gov. Mike DeWine and Speaker Larry Householder (R-
Glenford) to discuss the impasse at some point next week. The lawmaker said he has had "a 
number of conversations" with administration officials recently about EdChoice and a "pretty 
productive" discussion with conference committee Chair Rep. Don Jones (R-Freeport) on 
Saturday. 

Rep. Householder said last week he believed the governor would "let the legislative process play 
out," adding, "I think that's probably wise." 

Rep. Jones hearing from parents, students and others who could be affected by changes to the 
voucher program continues to be beneficial to lawmakers. 

Witnesses who went before the panel for another lengthy hearing Tuesday evening echoed 
familiar arguments, with private school officials continuing to push for voucher expansion and 
public school leaders largely supportive of the House plan. As of publishing deadline the 
committee hearing was continuing, but no action was planned on the measure. 

Matthew Miller, superintendent of the Lakota Local School District, said his district prefers 
SB89 to the status quo for multiple reasons. 

"The income-based approach is much healthier because it focuses on what really matters, which 
is equal opportunity for young people," he said. "It's important to remember that's why we are all 
here." 

Mr. Miller said the House plan also would lead to direct funding of vouchers by the state. 
Performance-based voucher funding currently is deducted from districts. 

"It only makes sense that if the state is going to issue vouchers, the state should pay for them, not 
use some sort of shell game to prop them up with locally voted property taxes," he said. 

Jonathan Cooper, superintendent of the Mason City School District, said the performance-based 
voucher system is based on a flawed report card that "paints high-quality public schools as 
failing." 
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"We must stop the performance-based voucher system that is connected to a questionable report 
card system," he said. 

Gabriel Jakubisin, principal of St. Joan of Arc Catholic School in Toledo, said in prepared 
testimony anti-voucher witnesses have claimed state funding for private religious schools is 
constitutionally questionable. He said the courts have found private school vouchers programs 
pass constitutional muster. 

"Despite all the nonsense in the media and all the uproar across the state, parental right to choose 
their children's education is protected by the Supreme Court and the assistance of the state to 
such parents is constitutional when carried out correctly," he said. 

Ann Marie Frattare, director of admissions at Padua Fransiscan in Parma, said parents already 
have made choices about school enrollment based on the list of 1,200-plus potential EdChoice 
schools published by the Department of Education last fall. She urged lawmakers to keep that list 
in place. 

"To take this away at this time would devastate these families and kids," she said. 

Monday and Weekend: Lawmakers Continue to Receive Voucher Testimony  

Monday - Dozens of witnesses representing private and public schools made their cases to 
legislators Monday during a rare holiday hearing on the future of the state's private school 
voucher system. 

Lawmakers on the Conference Committee on HB 9 heard familiar arguments in a marathon 
Presidents Day meeting as the panel held its sixth hearing in seven days on the EdChoice 
Scholarship Program. 
 
Private school backers continued to ask for further expansion of vouchers Monday. A majority of 
the testimony, however, came from public school officials, parents and employees largely 
supportive of a House plan (SB 89) to shift to a voucher system directly funded by the state with 
eligibility based solely on family income. 
 
Amy Barker, a preschool teacher from Hamilton, asked the committee to "follow through with 
your promise" by honoring the list of more than 1,200 failing schools released in November, 
which many families based their decisions around. 

"It is both unfair and wrong to take back the promise made to these families," she said. "If the 
government is unable to follow through, then the list should not have been made public in 
November. This issue should have been resolved prior to releasing the new list. However, since 
this was not the order of events, I believe that the government has the responsibility to keep its 
promise to these families. Period." 
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Rep. Jay Edwards (R-Nelsonville) said lawmakers aren't trying to be disruptive for families and 
their children. The House's plan includes language grandfathering in students who are already in 
the voucher program. 

"We're looking at various different options," he said. 

Dave Heflinger, superintendent of Field Local Schools, said his district passed a new operating 
levy in 2019 for the first time in 28 years. 

"We now hope to be on solid ground, financially, for the next six to seven years," he said. 

He said an expansion of the EdChoice voucher program could have unintended consequences for 
his district. 

"I do know that people in our district were concerned that immediately after passing a levy, two 
schools were labeled as failing," he said. "They were, rightfully, concerned. I have explained 
what has happened and I believe most people do not think our schools are really failing. But this 
process creates doubt about our district. If that doubt causes people to take advantage of the 
EdChoice voucher program, we lose money. If we lose enough money, our momentum will stall, 
and we will have to delay purchasing staff and programs that our students need." 

Sen. Kristina Roegner (R-Hudson) said both of the schools on the list in his district would come 
off of the list under HB9. 

The witness told Sen. Teresa Fedor he would agree that the state needs a long-term solution and 
a way to fund schools without requiring an endless stream of levies. 

"Is there a chance we can do that today? That would be awesome," he said. 

George Irvin, a private school teacher in Bellaire, said the timing of the proposed changes was 
"unfortunate" because it denies parents the options they thought they would have. 

"I encourage the committee to maintain the program for this year either as originally announced 
with the additional failing schools, or at least the same schools as last year," he said. "The most 
important thing going forward, though, is to modify the entire system back to square one. Testing 
needs reviewed and changed. Our graduation pathways need reviewed and changed. Standards 
need reviewed and changed. Overall, our system in our state needs to be less restrictive and 
opened up to allow for innovation and creation." 

He suggested the EdChoice program be opened up to all regardless of income and regardless of 
location. 
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Rep. Edwards asked what score his school got on its latest report card, and the witness said it 
was a private school and does not receive a report card. 

"I'm just trying to prove a point that not all schools are held to the same standard," he said. 

Private schools also do not have to provide education for any child, Rep. Edwards said. 

"Public schools don't have the option to turn kids away that your schools do," he said. 

Rep. Phillip Robinson (D-Solon) asked what the witness would say to voters who support a levy 
for public schools and then see that money go toward private school vouchers. 

"I don't think those dollars should be used to support a private school," he said. 

Paul Shaw, treasurer and chief fiscal officer of Logan-Hocking Local School District, said 
taxpayers have never approved funding private school tuition with their local property tax 
dollars. 

"They would be outraged if they knew and understood that this transfer of their hard-earned tax 
dollars to nonpublic entities was taking place," he said. 

The EdChoice vouchers would cost much more than the state's formula contribution to the 
district, Sen. Fedor said. 

"In my mind, it is not fair because the local taxpayers do not know that it is their local tax dollars 
that are going out with the difference," the witness said. 

Rep. Edwards asked the witness if he would like to see a permanent fix, such as the House's new 
income-based, state-funded voucher program. The witness said he would. 

Irshad Bannister, school board president of the Washington Local School District, said the 
debate is not about a parent's right to choose a school for their child but who should pay for it. 

Karen Mayfield, a Washington school board member, said the vouchers are "literally stealing 
district resources while funding programs with little to no oversight." 

"I agree with a parent's right to choose where to educate their child," she said. "But they do not 
have the right to take money that is meant for students in Washington Local Schools. How does a 
child get more money to attend a private/parochial school than they would receive by attending 
their school of residence? This is not equality." 
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Mr. Bannister told Rep. Robinson he is "not opposed to competition" but that the issue is one of 
transparency and accountability. 

"If you're grading us, then you should also grade a private institution that gets public dollars," he 
said. 

Elizabeth Kirby, superintendent of the Cleveland Heights-University Heights City School 
District, said the state report card system "appears to be designed to set up a system where 
eventually all schools could be labeled failing." 

Children of her district are giving up the highest percentage of their state money – a third – to 
pay for private school tuition, she said. Nearly all of those students attending private school have 
never attended one of the district's schools. 

"This indicates that many of these students were not fleeing a failing school," she asked. "They 
never intended on attending public school regardless what grade we receive on the state report 
card. CH-UH is not losing students. We are just losing money." 

She urged lawmakers to eliminate language in the House plan that would guarantee vouchers to 
some siblings of children who already receive a voucher, and to reinstate a requirement that a 
high school student who takes a voucher must first have attended a public school. 

Middletown City Schools Superintendent Marlon Styles told Sen. Fedor the impact of the 
pending expansion has led the district to start talking about a fall levy. 

He criticized the state's report card accountability system, telling Rep. Robinson the structure is 
punitive for urban districts such as his; 90% of Middletown students are impoverished and 100% 
qualify for free and reduced lunch, he said. 

"We are growing students more than one academic year in a high poverty district," he said. "If 
we could do anything in this state, I believe it would be good to have major reform on the report 
card." 

Parent Brian Holbrook said he was "saddened" by lawmakers' move to delay and possibly 
prevent the expansion. Agreeing the report card system as flawed, he said policymakers should 
stop fighting about money and focus on students. 

"It saddens me we have to be here at this point as a taxpayer," he said, later adding: "I'm just 
asking you guys to keep the promise you made in November." 

Chair Rep Don Jones agreed that lawmakers should have dealt with this issue previously, saying 
the key question is: "Who was not paying attention? And I can't lay that at anybody's feet." 
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Witness Teresa Silva said her family was notified in November they were to be eligible for a 
voucher. 

Ms. Silva attributed the ongoing dispute to a lobbying effort by public schools, which she said 
are seeking to undermine the voucher program. But Rep. Edwards said school choice interests 
are lobbying just as hard on the issue. 

"You made the rules," Ms. Silva replied. "Now you need to follow the rules." 

Mr. Jones, saying he wanted to clarify, blamed the expansion issue on changes made in 2014 that 
"have been delayed due to safe harbor and are now going into effect." 

In response, Ms. Silva said lawmakers made the rules and now don't like the results. "Now 
they're wanting to change the rules," she said. "I don't let my kids play Monopoly that way." 

Sen. Fedor asked Tom Burton, Princeton city schools superintendent, whether he would favor a 
performance-based structure, to which the witness replied he "100%" supports SB89. 

Mr. Burton told Rep. Jones that the district currently spends a couple hundred thousand dollars a 
year thanks to the voucher program – a figure he expects could jump to $3 million a year if the 
list of EdChoice schools continues to grow. 

Parent Laura Jones of Hudson, who brought bagged lunches for the committee members, pushed 
for separate funding for the voucher program and said any school accepting tax dollars should be 
held to the same accountability standards. 

Committee members several times sought to gauge the willingness of private schools to submit 
to the same accountability measures as their public counterparts. 

Associate Superintendent Tracey Armone told Sen. Bob Peterson (R-Sabina) she'd be "very 
willing" for the Diocese of Cleveland to be held to the same standards but only if the report card 
system is improved. 

Superintendent Susan Gibbons of the Catholic Diocese of Cincinnati agreed and further told Rep. 
Robinson lawmakers should not pursue a "fast fix" and should instead take a year to fully vet 
these issues. 

Saturday Hearing: Lawmakers worked overtime Saturday as witnesses continued to push their 
points regarding a controversial proposal that restructures how the state funds vouchers that can 
be used in private schools. 
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Individuals appearing before the Conference Committee on HB 9 during the rare weekend 
hearing made familiar arguments, with public school representatives decrying a potential 
expansion and private school officials and students stressing the importance of the program. 

Dave Quattrochi, superintendent of the Carrollton Exempted Village School District, said his 
district supports competition and accountability, but said the voucher program "is simply an 
attempt to undermine public education." 

He said if the state wants to support vouchers, it should fund them directly, rather than diverting 
funds for the program from money sent to traditional public schools. The program, he added, has 
created an adversarial relationship between public and private schools. 

Some private schools, he said, have recruited students through the voucher program – a step that 
has created a "strained" relationship. "It's not fair," he said. 

Joe Chaddock of the Stark County ESC said a key to the issue is grades issued through state 
report cards. He said a district's poverty level is the controlling factor in terms of determining 
district grades. 

Sen. Teresa Fedor agreed that the metrics used to determine ratings are "so skewed" that they 
don't present an accurate picture of district performance. 

Mr. Chaddock said it is challenging to explain to parents that a district's 'C' grade can represent 
significant improvements. He said, however, some of the district's more affluent residents might 
see that grade and pursue a voucher. 

William Hampton, superintendent of the Marietta School District, expressed similar concerns, 
but also said a continued drain on public school funds can threaten local economies, where 
school districts are major employers. Some districts, he said, are the "lifeblood of the economy" 
and the heart of a community. 

Mr. Hampton told Rep. Jay Edwards it costs more to educate students who come from 
generational poverty, and added that his districts have counselors whose schedules are full 
helping students deal with issues outside the classroom. 

Sen. Bob Peterson said he has concerns about moving to a purely income-based voucher system, 
adding that that process would require parents to submit financial information on an annual 
basis. "I would hate to have to put parents through that sort of exercise," he said. 

Kayla Walton, principal of St. Mary School in German Village, said the voucher program is 
essential to getting children into quality learning environments. She said everyone has the right 
to a great education and asked why families shouldn't be able to choose where they attend 
school. 
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She said parents should be able to choose where their tax funds are spent and are best suited to 
determine the correct environment for their children. 

Sen. Fedor said public schools are held to a higher standard, and a required to account for all of 
their funds and hire licensed teachers. 

Ms. Walton said she agrees all funds directed to private schools should be accountable, and 
added that privates are often unable to educate some students because they don't receive the full 
amount that traditional schools do to educate each child. 

The response drew a rebuke from Sen. Fedor, who said the witness was making a "twisted 
argument." 

"Your arguments do not stand strong," she said. "Quite frankly, some of your testimony is 
insulting to the rest of us." 

Sen. Peterson and Sen. Kristina Roegner bristled at the interaction, with Sen. Peterson telling the 
witness she was welcome to disagree with his suggestions. 

Sen. Roegner termed the response "inappropriate," adding that the witness came to the 
Statehouse "in good faith" to share her perspective on the issue. 

Students from St. Mary also declared their support for the school. Christopher Cade said he is 
getting a quality education that wouldn't receive without vouchers. "This school is like a home to 
me," he said. "Why take it away?" 

Mabry Hill said the school is a "safe place" where she can talk about her beliefs. "Without the Ed 
Choice Scholarship, I wouldn't see my parents as much because they would have to work a lot 
more, which would be hard for me and my two sisters who also attend Saint Mary School," she 
said. 

Steve Morbitzer, who leads the school's advisory board, said vouchers can also be a key factor in 
parent decisions to move to city neighborhoods. Knowing vouchers are available, he said, can be 
an incentive that leads to home purchases and redevelopment. 

Suzy Kaeser, education specialist at the League of Women Voters of Ohio, said the league 
opposes vouchers, which he said do not follow the tradition of public schools. 

She also criticized the report card system, which she said inflicts harm on communities. She said 
report card grades shouldn't negatively define public school systems. "Voucher use in my 
community is about religion," she said. 
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Tommie Radd of Gahanna argued that the voucher program puts an educated citizenry at risk. 
She said public schools need positive support from lawmakers, rather than policies that expand 
"the madness" of vouchers. She said she is personally concerned that her tax funds are being 
shifted to private schools. 

Sen. Fedor asked whether disinvesting from public schools and then labeling them as failing is a 
problem. 

Ms. Radd agreed. "I think right now we're at a huge crossroads," she said, adding that the state 
should be investing in public schools. 

Dan Heintz, a member of the Cleveland Heights-University Heights School Board, said his 
district has suffered under the school choice program, with a significant amount of state funds 
being diverted. He said the district is a choice district because of its graduation rate, which is 
above the state average. 

He said many of the district's residents who use private schools were never enrolled in the public 
schools in the first place, and aren't running away from a failing school. "They are running from 
a tuition bill," he said. 

Friday - Effort To Address Vouchers Remains At A Standstill  

Only the names of a few of the lawmakers had changed Friday as a conference committee on a 
plan to address school vouchers met for the fourth consecutive day. 

Sen. Kristina Roegner (R-Hudson) filled in for Sen. Matt Huffman, while Sen. Tina Maharath 
(D-Canal Winchester) sat in for Sen. Teresa Fedor as the panel continued to debate competing 
proposals to address the EdChoice Scholarship Program. 

Sen. Bob Peterson said there is a lot of interest about the issue in the Senate, which will be 
inviting additional members to participate in the conference process "to give a variety of 
experiences and varying viewpoints." 

Senate President Obhof  said the continuing debate over vouchers is one more thing on 
lawmakers' plate as they continue other important legislative work, including the forthcoming 
capital budget.  

"Certainly, it's not helpful we're spending a significant portion of time right now working on an 
issue that should have been done Feb. 1," he said. "But there are a lot of people on both sides of 
the street who work very hard and we will continue plugging away on all the issues before us." 

Sen. Obhof said he thinks the extensive hearing process has gone "pretty well so far" for the 
Senate. 
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"We've had a significant number of parents come in and talk about their experiences and I think 
the Senate is focused on students, on their families and their parents and on doing what's right of 
the Ohio taxpayers," he said. "So far, I'd say the large majority of the testimony we've heard has 
been consistent with that." 

Private school students, parents and officials continued to push for no change or the Senate plan 
(HB 9) at Friday's lengthy hearing, while public school officials again asked lawmakers to rein in 
voucher programs, potentially through the House's proposal (SB 89). 
 
Chris Steinmann, superintendent of the Cleveland Lutheran High School Association, said the 
House plan would not provide enough funding to meet demand for vouchers throughout the 
state. 

He said proponents of a major change have argued schools in which students qualify for 
performance-based vouchers are being harmed as the result of a flawed report card 
accountability system. If that's the case, he said lawmakers should tackle the report card before 
the voucher system. 

"If the issue is that schools are being improperly classified, we should fix the classification 
system before moving ahead on anything else," he said. 

Sen. Peterson asked Mr. Steinmann about his views on the Senate plan. 

Mr. Steinmann said he sees it as a "real win in a lot of ways" that balances the concerns of public 
school officials and voucher recipients. 

Rep. Jones questioned if Mr. Steinmann realized all performance-based voucher students would 
be grandfathered in under SB89. 

Mr. Steinmann said he did, but added he was concerned about students who are not yet receiving 
vouchers. 

Brian Kuhn, the superintendent of the Clark-Shawnee Local School District, said while the 
House's plan does not address all of his concerns, "it is the best solution I have seen proposed 
thus far." 

He also questioned the argument put forward by school choice advocates that competition 
between public and private schools benefits all. 

"I have no problem with healthy competition if the playing field is even," he said. "But, the 
accountability of private and parochial schools is not the same as the accountability measures 
that public schools face on an annual basis. The EdChoice voucher program provides choice, but 
there is no data to ensure that these choices are better." 
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Dan Gravo, president of Stark County Catholic Schools, said the families of students ultimately 
hold private schools accountable. 

"School choice empowers families to select the educational path that best fits their child's needs," 
he said. 

Rep. Phillip Robinson questioned multiple private school officials on whether they would agree 
to participate in the school's report card accountability system in exchange for continued state 
funding. 

Multiple private school parents and officials expressed concern the House plan would leave 
middle class families in the lurch. 

Rep. Jay Edwards said one of the key issues under consideration is where the income-based 
voucher threshold will be set in the legislature's final plan. He also noted SB89 would 
grandfather in all students currently receiving performance-based vouchers. 

"We don't want to leave middle class families behind," he said. 

Chair Rep. Don Jones said a "common thread" in testimony among private school officials is 
their smaller class sizes. He said it is often easier for such schools to be successful than their 
public counterparts because they're responsible for fewer students. 

"Most schools don't have the luxury of picking and choosing," he said. 

Jim Posch, a member of the Cleveland Heights-University Heights City School District board, 
said his district ranks sixth in the state for EdChoice deductions – leading to $7 million in lost 
funding for the current school year. He said any action lawmakers take needs to include 
additional funding for such districts. 

Mr. Posch said lawmakers also need to scuttle the current the report card accountability system, 
which he blamed for the coming explosion in performance-based EdChoice eligibility. 

"EdChoice is not about failing schools," he said. "Do two-thirds of Ohio districts have failing 
schools? Of course not. Funny thing is – in northeastern Ohio, some of the A-graded districts are 
on the list. For years we've been saying State Report Cards are flawed, this certainly helps 
demonstrate that craziness." 

Future Of Controversial School Territory Transfer Process In Question  

Lawmakers are considering whether to scuttle a new process for transferring territory between 
school districts amid debate on school vouchers and other education issues. 
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While legislators remain at odds over the main thrust of the House's plan (SB 89) to address the 
EdChoice Scholarship Program, an amendment eliminating the alternative pathway for territory 
transfers established in the budget (HB 166) appears to have created some common ground. 
The change would repeal the law allowing residents within a township split between two or more 
school districts to seek voter approval to transfer territory to a new school district, effective Sept. 
1. 

That amendment is likely to see further debate after the Senate on Wednesday voted 24-7 to 
reject House amendments to SB89, setting up a possible conference committee. 

Senate leaders have expressed openness to eliminating the territory transfer process – along with 
qualms about how the House has handled its attempt to do just that. 

Senate President Obhof said he could be supportive of the change but stressed that lawmakers 
need more time to review the proposal. 

"The undoing of that budget amendment is probably a good thing…but it's certainly something 
we should air out as to whether that's the right policy or not, whether that's the right timeline for 
that or not," he said. 

He noted the Senate removed the provision establishing the process from the House-passed 
version of the last operating budget, but it was restored in conference committee. 

Sen. Matt Huffman also called for additional debate on the topic in a floor speech urging his 
colleagues to reject the House's amendments to SB89. 

"Perhaps folks think it's a good idea for voters to be able to decide to switch school districts, 
perhaps it's a bad idea, but it's certainly not something I think we can determine in one debate on 
the Senate floor," he said. 

The future of the territory transfer law also hinges on an ongoing federal lawsuit filed by a Stark 
County school district.  

The Plain Local School District filed the suit last year after residents of the village of Hills and 
Dales attempted to allow voters to decide whether to join the Jackson Local School District. 
Prior to the enactment of HB166, such a change would have required the review of an 
independent hearing officer and the approval of the State Board of Education. 

The district argues the new transfer process violates students' rights to due process and equal 
protection under the 14th Amendment, as well as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Equal 
Educational Opportunities Act of 1974. 
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Sen. Huffman noted lawmakers serving on education and finance committees recently began 
receiving subpoenas in relation to the suit. 

As the school district has been working to overturn the law, residents of Hills and Dales have 
been pushing for a ballot issue on their territory transfer request to go before voters for approval 
in March. 

The Ohio Supreme Court in a per curiam decision recently ordered the Stark County Board of 
Elections to place the issue on the March ballot "if the board determines that the petition 
otherwise meets the requirements established by law." 

The high court previously ordered the district to forward the petition to the elections board in 
response to a prior complaint by residents. District officials had declined to act on the petition, 
citing the ongoing federal suit over the transfer law.  

Committee Hearings 
 
Health, Human Services & Medicaid  
 

Clare Rosser, representing the Mental Health, Addiction and Recovery Services Board of Lorain 
County, testified in favor of the proposal to include children under age 14 in the law allowing the 
administration of mental health evaluations. 

"Currently, children ages 14 and older can receive a mental health assessment without their 
parent or guardian's consent," she said. "The law has worked well to make sure that kids who are 
experiencing a mental health crisis can get help as soon as they need it. However, children are 
now experiencing mental health crises at younger ages. Children under the age of 14 are dying 
by suicide at double the rate they did a decade ago." 

"When this section of the Revised Code went into effect in 1989, age 14 made sense," she 
continued. "That was then. Suicide is now the leading cause of death among Ohioans ages 10-14 
and the second leading cause of death among Ohioans ages 15-34." 

Young children might talk to their parents about anything but might not share feelings of 
depression or thoughts of suicide, Ms. Rosser said. 

SB 126 CRISIS ASSESSMENTS (Manning, N.) To authorize a mental health 
professional to provide a crisis assessment, without parental consent, to a 
minor who is or is believed to be suicidal and to make an appropriation to 
support the employment of social workers or mental or behavioral health 
professionals at educational service centers. CONTINUED (3rd Hearing-
Proponent) 
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"Our Board fully supports this language change as written," she said. "It acknowledges that in 
the real world, a crisis might unfold at an inconvenient time, and while every effort is always 
made to reach the parent, we cannot wait to respond to a child in crisis." 

The witness told Sen. Cecil Thomas (D-Cincinnati) that the measure addresses moments when 
there is an acute period of crisis but there is a delay in being able to reach a parent. It would 
simply allow the interaction of an assessment to begin while they are waiting for a parent to be 
reached. 

"It's the most therapeutically appropriate response for the child," she said. 

Sen. Nickie Antonio (D-Lakewood) asked if the results of the assessment are shared with the 
parents. 

In the current application of the policy, parents are informed about the results of the assessment, 
Ms. Rosser said. 

Others providing written testimony in support included representatives from Lorain County 
Public Health, Elyria City Schools, the Lorain County Suicide Prevention Coalition, NAMI 
Lorain County, Lorain County Community College and others. 

Bills Introduced 
 
HB 511 GLUCAGON (ROGERS, J., RICHARDSON, T.)  
To permit schools and camps to procure and use injectable or nasally administered glucagon in 
accordance with prescribed policies and to exempt them from licensing requirements related to 
the possession of glucagon.  
SB 281 SCHOOL FUNDING (JOHNSON, T.)  

To support the New Richmond Exempted Village School District and to make an appropriation. 
 
Committee Hearings for the week of February 22, 2020 
 
Tuesday, February 25 
 
Senate Ways & Means (Chair Roegner, K.), Finance Hearing Rm., 11:15 am  

SB 212 PROPERTY TAXATION (Schuring, K.)  
--6th Hearing-All testimony-Possible vote 
 
Portions of this report taken from Gongwer News Service gongwer@gongwer-oh.com 
 


