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Legislative Report      February 7, 2020 
Jeannette Oxender 

News at a Glance 

Just as in last week’s Legislative Report, there is more than one story concerning EdChoice 
vouchers. Last Friday the Senate concurred with House action on SB 120 to move the voucher 
application filing date from February 1 to April 1 and Governor DeWine signed the measure 
that day. A recount of this activity is found in the second story. The first story is what happened 
this week when the House passed SB 89 to replace the current voucher system with a new system 
based on family income. The Senate has not yet acted on SB 89. In all likelihood, there will be a 
conference committee for House and Senate members to work out their differences. Story number 
four comments on how things looked yesterday. Stay tuned. 

House Approves Plan To Overhaul Voucher Program, End School Takeovers: The House 
passed a proposal Wednesday to replace the EdChoice Scholarship Program with a new voucher 
system based on family income and to dissolve all existing academic distress commissions. 

Senate Reluctantly Accepts, DeWine Signs Voucher Application Delay: Gov. Mike DeWine 
Friday signed into law a temporary delay for Ohio's school voucher application process, enacting 
a controversial bill that demonstrated rifts between the Republican-controlled Senate and House. 

Private Schools, Parents Sue Over Voucher Delay: A group of plaintiffs asked the Ohio 
Supreme Court on Monday to order the state to begin accepting and processing EdChoice 
Scholarship Program applications immediately. 

Debate On Voucher Plan Underscores Divide Between Chambers: The Senate and the House 
continue to clash over education issues, with calls from the speaker for boldness tempered by 
concerns from the Senate president over vetting and legislative process. 

Senate Passes Bill On School Bus Safety: Senators voted in bipartisan fashion Wednesday for a 
measure that increase penalties for improperly passing school buses. 

Dyslexia Bill Supporters Stress Need For Early Intervention: Backers say a proposal 
requiring schools to screen students for and provide programming for students with dyslexia 
would help keep those kids from falling behind their peers. 

Groups Urge Changes For School Safety Measure: A handful of witnesses offered support 
Tuesday for the goals of a bill (HB 123) aimed at protecting the state's students while also 
recommending revisions. 

Parents Back A-F Grades, Poll Finds: A plurality of Ohio parents think letter grades are the 
best way for the state to assess the performance of schools and districts, according to a new poll 
commissioned by Ohio Excels. 

Committee Hearings 
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Bills Introduced 

___________________________________________________ 

House Approves Plan To Overhaul Voucher Program, End School Takeovers  

The House passed a proposal Wednesday to replace the EdChoice Scholarship Program with a 
new voucher system based on family income and to dissolve all existing academic distress 
commissions. 

The House voted 88-7 in the evening to approve the plan (SB 89) establishing the Buckeye 
Opportunity Scholarship program as the successor to EdChoice. The change was part of a 
package of proposals that faces opposition in the Senate. 
 
The Senate returned later from a lengthy recess but took no concurrence vote because members 
said the bill message was not delivered by the House. 

Senate President Larry Obhof (R-Medina) said he would have recommended against agreeing to 
the House changes given what was characterized as a major overhaul that was not germane 
enough to its original career-technical education focus. 

The House vote followed the chamber's acceptance of a floor amendment offered by Rep. Gayle 
Manning (R-N. Ridgeville) and Rep. Joe Miller (D-Amherst) to end state takeovers of East 
Cleveland, Lorain and Youngstown city schools. The change also prevents new ADCs from 
being created until 2024. 

Earlier in the day, the House Primary & Secondary Education Committee voted 13-3 to report 
the bill, which initially dealt with career-technical education, after accepting an amendment 
featuring the voucher proposal and seven other changes. 

Currently, the EdChoice program funds private school tuition for students at public schools that 
fail to meet state performance guidelines. Under the House plan, eligibility would be based on 
family income going forward. 

Families at up to 250% of federal poverty guidelines could qualify for full voucher funding, with 
pro-rated awards potentially available at up to 300%. Those scholarships would be directly 
funded by the state through a budget appropriation, unlike performance-based vouchers, which 
are deducted from funding to school districts. 

Students currently receiving performance-based EdChoice scholarships would continue to 
receive voucher funding through graduation, while their siblings would be eligible in limited 
circumstances. 
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Speaker Larry Householder (R-Glenford) said moving away from performance-based vouchers 
would help end a contentious argument between public school advocates and school choice 
backers. He also acknowledged lawmakers still need to address the state's report card system for 
schools and districts, as well as issues surrounding assessment. 

"I don't think many people might realize what we were able to do here," he said. "It was time. 
The system's broke. We know we've got a lot more work to do. We know we've got a testing 
problem and a grade problem." 

"If we can get this through though, I'm going to say something. I think it changes the game," he 
continued. 

Sen. Obhof expressed frustration following the Senate session that the development of the House 
plan was not a collaborative effort. 

"I think it would have been nice for us to have an opportunity to work with the House on the 
changes they made before they made them," he said. "And since we stayed, certainly, I think the 
members would have appreciated having the opportunity to vote up or down on a concurrence 
vote." 

Sen. Matt Huffman (R-Lima) said in a floor speech he would have recommended against 
concurrence. He spoke to the long history of the EdChoice program in arguing that the House's 
changes went too far and in some cases weren't germane to the original intent of his bill. 

"This is going to be an extraordinary cut to EdChoice and the families and folks that are in 
there," he said. 

Earlier in the day, Sen. Obhof suggested the best path forward would be for a conference 
committee on a Senate plan (HB 9) to address EdChoice to resume meeting.  
 
"The House is going to try to pass something that they haven't vetted with us fully," he said. 

Rep. Householder said the House already had sent its plan to the upper chamber and described 
calls by Senate leadership to restart the conference committee process as "political posturing." 

The speaker said he has "no idea" how upper chamber lawmakers would react to the proposed 
state takeover change. 

"I think the House has shown right now where they want to be," he said. "I think there will be a 
number of senators that probably may quietly agree with us." 

"This is the fix," he said. "It's the right way to go. It's the right thing to do. It's bold and you have 
to have guts." 
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Minority Leader Emilia Sykes (D-Akron) said in a statement the measure is the best proposal on 
EdChoice put forward for a vote to date. 

"House Democrats held firm throughout this process that we would not vote for a bill that hurt 
our public schools," she said. "The bill we passed today is far from perfect, but of all the options 
we have been offered so far, it provides the most help for our public schools. We look forward to 
continuing to work on this issue as we address bigger issues like school funding, the state report 
card, and oversight of private schools receiving taxpayer money." 

Other amendments to the bill adopted in committee would: 

• Specify value-added data is not to be used as a measure of high-quality student data for teachers 
at joint vocational school districts. 

• Shield charter school fiscal officers from liability for loss of public funds when they have 
performed their duties without negligence or wrongdoing. 

• Repeal a process established in the budget (HB 166) allowing residents within a township split 
between two or more school districts to petition to transfer territory to a new school district, 
effective Sept. 1. 

• Permit career centers to earn STEM and STEAM school designations. 
• Allow substitute career-technical teaching license holders to teach outside of their career fields 

for one semester. 
• Require the Department of Education to conduct studies on the appropriate amount of funding 

needed to educate English language learners and special education students by Dec. 31, 2021. 
The studies have been sought by Rep. Robert Cupp (R-Lima) and Rep. John Patterson (D-
Jefferson) as part of their effort (HB 305) to overhaul the state's K-12 funding system. 

• Correct references to the Ohio Association of Comprehensive and Compact Career-Technical 
Schools. 

What happened last Friday – January 31… 

Senate Reluctantly Accepts, DeWine Signs Voucher Application Delay  

Gov. Mike DeWine Friday signed into law a temporary delay for Ohio's school voucher 
application process, enacting a controversial bill that demonstrated rifts between the Republican-
controlled Senate and House. 

The Senate voted 23-6 to concur with House changes to the stopgap measure (SB 120) with even 
those voting in support expressing frustration at the lack of action in a conference committee on 
a pending Senate "fix" to the EdChoice School Scholarship program (HB 9). 
 
Senators voting against concurrence were: Sen. Dave Burke (R-Marysville), Sen. Matt Huffman 
(R-Lima), Sen. Steve Huffman (R-Tipp City), Sen. Rob McColley (R-Napoleon), Sen. Bob 
Peterson (R-Sabina) and Sen. Sandra Williams (D-Cleveland), many of whom offered sharp 
criticism for how the process was handled. 
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For his part, House Speaker Larry Householder (R-Glenford) did not appreciate many of the 
comments during the Senate's debate. 

For days, both chambers have been maneuvering to head off an expansion that was set to take 
place on Saturday that would grow the list of schools in which students qualify for vouchers 
from 517 to more than 1,200. Under SB120, that application window now opens April 1. 

Instead of hammering out the differences on the Senate-passed fix in conference committee, the 
House Wednesday outlined a more expansive plan to drastically overhaul the voucher process.  

The House further rankled senators Thursday when it amended and passed the temporary 
extension. Originally a higher education bill, SB120 now also includes a $10 million 
appropriation to cover expenses related to new vouchers if an agreement isn't reached. 

It was that $10 million appropriation that stirred up part of the Senate's ire – along with the fact 
the House didn't include an emergency clause due to the belief that the appropriation was 
sufficient to ensure the language's immediate effect upon signing. 

Several senators pointed to Article II, Section 1d of the Ohio Constitution which states that only 
bills with appropriations for current expenses of state government take immediate effect. They 
said that based on Ohio Supreme Court precedent, SB120's appropriation doesn't fit that label 
because it appropriates money for vouchers to be awarded this fall. 

"The way this is drafted, it doesn't matter how you vote," Sen. Matt Huffman (R-Lima) said. 
"The Senate has acted. We don't know where the House is, apparently (they) left town, and now 
we're sitting here trying to decide what do – thousands of families, school administrators, 
everyone else who's responsible in education, what are they going to do?" 

Senate President Larry Obhof (R-Medina) declined to speak with reporters after the session, with 
a spokesman saying he agreed with Sen. Huffman's assessment. 

Speaker Householder quickly fired back on social media. He had previously told reporters he 
pursued the 60-day delay because the Senate requested more time to review the House proposal. 

"They watch too much C-SPAN and are starting to emulate," the speaker tweeted. "Blame, 
blame, blame. Everybody else is at fault. Please be statesmen, not showmen. The institution 
deserves it. Your constituents deserve it." 

The speaker later added in a statement: "Today's concurrence by the Senate on Senate Bill 120 
will delay the opening of the EdChoice application portal until April 1. This allows additional 
research and study on the matter to assure the legislative steps that are taken are the very best we 
can provide for all of Ohio's children regardless of where they live or the school they attend." 
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Sen. Matt Dolan (R-Chagrin Falls) said the Senate's proposed fix "gave real world clarity." 

"Now today we have to vote on something that creates chaos," Sen. Dolan said. "Now they want 
us to vote on mud." 

Senators also railed on the House for not planning to be on hand Friday for conference 
committee meetings or a potential session to continue working on the issue. 

"HB9 can come back at any moment and it should come back," Sen. Peterson said. "I ask them to 
call us back. Let's have a meeting. Let's do our work." 

Several members pointed out that the constitutional question could have been avoided by adding 
an emergency clause – an easy feat, Sen. Rob McColley (R-Napoleon) said – given the measure's 
overwhelming House passage. 

"My primary concern revolves around why this was not passed with an emergency measure 
particularly when there were 86 votes over there," Sen. McColley said. "There was one way to 
make absolutely certain this would take effect with the governor's signature and that was with an 
emergency clause." 

The House's absence left the upper chamber only two options: either accept or reject the House 
extension. 

"I don't like the idea of resetting the clock again," Sen. Nickie Antonio (D-Lakewood) said. "At 
the same time, I think falling off the cliff isn't a good situation either." 

Sen. Burke said Gov. DeWine should use his power to force the House to return to session. He 
pointed to comments Speaker Householder made in a December meeting with reporters where 
the speaker expressed confidence a deal could be reached by Feb. 1.  

"I agree completely with the speaker of the House," Sen. Burke said. "My only question would 
be: Where is the speaker of the House? We have a deadline at midnight and it's not so funny 
anymore to the parents, the school districts, the superintendents." 

Several members who supported the measure said they did so reluctantly. 

"I truly believe doing nothing is not an option," Sen. Cecil Thomas (D-Cincinnati) said. 

Minority Leader Kenny Yuko (D-Richmond Hts.) said voting yes was the best choice but that he 
still harbors concerns about the road ahead. 

"We're putting in a 60-day extension," he said. "My biggest fear is the first 58 days will be in 
vain and the last two days will be midnight session and rushed decisions." 
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Sen. Jay Hottinger (R-Newark) called the bill a "conciliatory punt" on the issue at hand. 

"I don't think it's clear what is the right course of action in concurrence with this measure," he 
said. "What I do know is our children their moms and dads and schools deserve answers and 
resolutions today. But today we can't provide that." 

Sen. John Eklund (R-Chardon) agreed, saying "the alternative is doing nothing." 

"To those who would suggest by passing this bill all manners of horrors would befall us…I 
understand all of that," Sen. Eklund said. "There will be a measure of all of that but I happen to 
have unbounded, truly unbounded faith, in our public institutions here in Ohio and more 
importantly in the utter resiliency of Ohioans to deal with issues that come their way and to be 
able to make sound and responsible decisions." 

Reaction: School Choice Ohio said it was disappointed that lawmakers didn't settle on a long-
term resolution. 

"The 60-day delay for submitting traditional EdChoice Scholarship applications leaves thousands 
of Ohio families and their children without access to a quality education" the group said. "This is 
unacceptable. We ask Governor DeWine to compel the legislature to return to Columbus 
immediately and find a resolution to this issue. We call on both chambers of the legislature to 
quickly agree on a plan that ensures families can choose the best option for their children." 

The Ohio Federation of Teachers said it's time for policymakers to decide the future of the 
program. 

"Many school districts have been severely hampered this year by funding that was lost to 
vouchers, including the Cleveland Heights-University Heights City School District which lost 
34.6% of their FY 2019 state funding to pay for unfunded vouchers," OFT President Melissa 
Cropper said. "If no action is taken before the new deadline of April 1, the number of eligible 
schools will more than double, and many more school districts will be unable to handle the 
increased drain on their budgets." 

And Citizens for Community Values, which supports the voucher program, had asked Gov. 
DeWine to veto the legislation. 

"Families across Ohio were counting on the General Assembly to show courage, but instead, 
they have created chaos and confusion," President Aaron Baer said. "Our position has remained 
constant: whatever the General Assembly does to the 'Failing Schools List,' they must protect 
families who were promised a voucher in November. The legislation passed has made those least 
able to pay the price suffer the greatest consequences. These families' lives will be turned upside 
down by this legislation." 
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What happened on Monday… 

Private Schools, Parents Sue Over Voucher Delay  

A group of plaintiffs asked the Ohio Supreme Court on Monday to order the state to begin 
accepting and processing EdChoice Scholarship Program applications immediately. 

The lawsuit was filed on the same day Gov. Mike DeWine signaled his intention to become more 
involved in the legislature's efforts to craft a long-term plan addressing the voucher program. 

Gov. DeWine on Friday signed legislation (SB 120) shifting the start of the application window 
for the program, which allows students at public schools that fail to meet state performance 
guidelines to receive funding for private school tuition, from Feb. 1 to April 1.  
 
Citizens for Community Values, two private Christian schools and several parents argue in their 
complaint the delay included in the law is not actually in effect because it was passed without an 
emergency clause. 

The stopgap measure earned approval after the chambers failed to coalesce around a plan to 
prevent the list of EdChoice schools from growing from 517 to more than 1,200. 

Speaker Larry Householder (R-Glenford) said last week the bill did not require an emergency 
clause to take effect immediately because it includes a $10 million appropriation – a position 
accepted by the secretary of state's office and the Department of Education. 

The high court complaint, however, echoes doubts expressed in the Senate last week in claiming 
the law will not take effect until May 1 because "the relevant appropriation is not 'for the current 
expenses of the state government and state institutions.'" 

"Many suppose that the moratorium is operative and it's legally enforceable as of this moment, 
but the reality is it's not," attorney Brian Fox said at a press conference organized by CCV. "That 
moratorium has become a practical nullity under Ohio law because Article II of the Ohio 
Constitution sets forth this specific time window for when a bill once passed becomes 
enforceable law. Because that (emergency clause) wasn't included, we're basically calling the 
question with the Ohio Supreme Court." 

The group's complaint seeks a writ of mandamus from the high court ordering the state to 
designate May 1 as the bill's effective date and open the EdChoice application window. 

The complaint echoes the concerns of multiple senators who questioned whether the lack of an 
emergency clause could lead to a successful legal challenge to SB120 before the upper chamber 
concurred with House changes Friday. 



9 
 

Senate President Larry Obhof (R-Medina) on Monday told reporters, "I think the courts will sort 
that out." 

"We'll see how that works out, but I don't think it's as clear cut as simply saying money was 
added to the bill, therefore it takes effect immediately," he said. 

Rep. Householder in response to senators' concerns wrote in a tweet Friday that the language 
cleared several layers of review in the lower chamber. 

"Not my first rodeo !!" he wrote. "1) LSC researched and drafted amendment. (2) House legal 
staff reviewed its legality. (3) Outside counsel reviewed amendment. (4) Rep Seitz (highly 
respected attorney) reviewed & offered the amendment in session." 

The complaint also argues EdChoice scholarships became a "vested right" for tens of thousands 
of the state's children in November when the ODE published a list of 1,227 schools in which 
students would be eligible for vouchers for the 2020-21 school year. 

"The state cannot take away the voucher from these families at this point because they have a 
vested right in it and, as our lawsuit explains, their lives will be turned upside down at this point 
if you take it away from them," CCV President Aaron Baer said. 

"Furthermore, our lawsuit goes into the fact that this 60-day window causes incredible harm to 
schools because many of these schools have started, or will be starting, their budgeting process 
but because of this 60-day window they won't know who they can accept," he added. 

Gov. DeWine said he plans to meet with chamber leaders this week as part of an effort to reach a 
long-term compromise on the voucher issue. 

"We need to move forward," he said. "We need to be able to resolve this impasse." 

He said he is approaching the issue with two general principles: that poor children in bad 
educational situations should have options and that public schools should not be disrupted. 

"This is a balance that I'm convinced we can achieve," he said. 

Multiple senators expressed frustration last week that the House refused to back a plan (HB 9) 
approved by the Senate on Tuesday to cut the EdChoice list to about 425 schools and expand 
eligibility for income-based vouchers offered through the similarly named EdChoice Expansion 
Program. 
 
While a conference committee on the measure failed to reach an agreement on the bill last week, 
Sen. Obhof said he would like to see that effort resume. 
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"My hope is we can restart the conference committee process and try to work through those 
issues in a relatively short order," he said. 

Rep. Householder last week said the two chambers had largely agreed on a plan to base 
EdChoice solely on family income going forward.  

Sen. Obhof disputed that the two sides were close to such a deal. 

"I don't think there's a plan for that," he said. "The first time we heard anything about that was 
very late in the process … and I have not yet seen any language related to that. I think what the 
Senate did was a specific solution to a specific, time-sensitive problem, and I believe that we 
ought to move forward with discussions on House Bill 9." 

Senate Minority Leader Kenny Yuko (D-Richmond Hts.) said the lawsuit "underscores the 
confusion that private school vouchers have caused our school districts, families and students." 

"The legislature should find a resolution as soon as possible and not wait until the new deadline 
of April 1," he said. "Senate Democrats are ready to get this done." 

How things looked yesteray … 

Debate On Voucher Plan Underscores Divide Between Chambers  

The Senate and the House continue to clash over education issues, with calls from the speaker 
for boldness tempered by concerns from the Senate president over vetting and legislative 
process. 

Meanwhile, Gov. Mike DeWine weighed in Thursday, commenting after an event that legislative 
action on school vouchers must strike a balance between giving poor families choices for their 
children while maintaining the state's constitutional obligations toward public schools. 

While the House approved a sweeping proposal (SB 89) Wednesday evening to remake a state 
program aimed at funding private school tuition for children at poorly performing public schools, 
a frustrated Senate President Obhof said the legislation still had not arrived in the upper chamber 
by Thursday morning. 
 
"Quite an emergency," he said, referencing the emergency clause added to the bill in the House. 

Sen. Obhof questioned the process that led to eight amendments being added to a bill originally 
focused career-technical education in the House Primary & Secondary Education Committee on 
Wednesday afternoon. The full House later accepted a floor amendment ending school takeovers 
of East Cleveland, Lorain and Youngstown city schools.  
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The final product passed by the chamber would also replace the school-performance based 
EdChoice Scholarship Program with family income-based Buckeye Opportunity Scholarship 
program and end a new school district territory transfer process enacted in the budget (HB 166), 
among other changes. 
 
"I think there was an awful lot of stuff thrown together at the last minute in there," Sen. Obhof 
said. 

Speaker Householder on Wednesday dismissed complaints from senators over the House's 
process as "political posturing" and called for legislators to "have guts" when addressing 
education issues. 

"We've got a major task ahead of us, but I can't say how proud I am to be a part of this, and I 
appreciate everything that all of you have done today," he said in an emotional speech to House 
members following SB89's passage. 

Rep. Householder said he views assessments, K-12 funding and the state's report cards for 
schools and districts as aspects of the state's public education system that remain ripe for 
improvement. 

The speaker said he views SB89 as a good start that "changes the game" if it becomes law by 
helping to end a hotly contested debate between voucher advocates and public school officials. 

Groups on both sides have argued in favor of moving to a voucher system with eligibility based 
on family income and funded directly by the state in the past, instead of a program with 
eligibility based on school performance funded by deductions from school districts. 

"It's all over the dollar, you know – who's going to get that dollar," Rep. Householder said. 
"Well, we're going to take that off the table. We're going to go to an income-based (system) with 
this bill. We're going to take care of the very poorest children in this state, they're going to have a 
scholarship opportunity and, quite frankly, it's going to make public schools better and it's going 
to make voucher schools stronger in the end." 

But Senate members have criticized the House for developing its plan through a series of closed-
door discussions without outside input as a conference committee on a Senate-passed voucher 
proposal (HB 9) remained inactive. 
 
Sen. Obhof, who has pushed for a return to discussions on HB9 instead of the chambers pursuing 
their own solutions separately, questioned whether House lawmakers were aware of the effects 
of all the amendments added to SB89 yesterday. 

"There's a lot of stuff that needs to be aired out," he said. 
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Under the Senate plan, the number of schools in which students qualify for performance-based 
EdChoice vouchers would drop from more than 500 to about 425. Without action, that number 
would balloon to more than 1,200 for the coming school year. 

The Senate proposal also would increase the eligibility threshold for the state's existing income-
based EdChoice Expansion voucher program and end the state takeover in Lorain. 

As disagreements between the chambers over the voucher issues become more pronounced, Gov. 
Mike DeWine has signaled his intention to take a more active role in the debate. 

"It is very clear the Senate and House are apart in regard to the question of EdChoice," he said. "I 
think it's incumbent upon me to try to pull people together." 

The best path forward is one that balances public school and school choice interests, the 
governor said Thursday. 

"School choice was designed originally to focus on poor children and poor families who are 
trapped in a school that is not performing well and these children need the same opportunity 
more affluent families' children have," he said. "That is to make a choice and go to other 
schools." 

"The other side of this, or the balance though, is we have to protect our public schools," he 
continued. "We have a constitutional duty in the Ohio Constitution to provide a good education 
in our public schools and make that available to every child." 

Sen. Obhof said he expects to meet with Gov. DeWine and Rep. Householder on the issue at 
some point next week. 

Reaction: The House-passed plan drew a positive response from state's largest public employee 
union and criticism from a pro-voucher group. 

The Ohio Education Association praised lower chamber lawmakers for proposing a shift away 
from performance-based vouchers and the dissolution of existing academic distress 
commissions. 

"The Ohio House took an important step to transform the voucher program in a way that moves 
away from the blame game and toward meeting the needs of ALL students," OEA President 
Scott DiMauro said in a statement. "I'm hopeful that the broad, bipartisan support in the House is 
indicative of a new course in education policy – one that addresses the needs of the 90% of Ohio 
students who attend our public schools." 

The group called on the Senate to pass the measure immediately. 



13 
 

School Choice Ohio released a statement urging the opposite outcome. 

"We appreciate that the legislature continues to work on this issue but disagree that today's action 
by the House is the best solution for families and students. We urge the Ohio Senate to step back 
and consider additional options," it said. 

Voucher proponents also have criticized legislators for approving a law (SB 120) delaying the 
start of the EdChoice application window from Feb. 1 to April 1 as debate over a long-term 
voucher solution continues in the General Assembly. 
 
Citizens for Community Values, two private Christian schools and a group of parents filed a 
complaint with the Supreme Court of Ohio on Monday seeking an order requiring the state to 
begin accepting and processing EdChoice applications immediately. The suit argues the delay 
provision in the law is not in effect because SB120 did not include an emergency clause or an 
appropriation for current expenses. 

Speaker Householder maintains the law is in effect because $10 million in potential funding for 
school districts was included in the measure. 

"Frankly, I don't think that lawsuit has any merit," he said. 

Senate Passes Bill On School Bus Safety  

Senators voted in bipartisan fashion Wednesday for a measure that increase penalties for 
improperly passing school buses. The bill cleared the chamber unanimously and is now headed 
to the House for further debate. 

The school bus bill (SB 134) from Sen. Theresa Gavarone (R-Bowling Green) appropriates 
$250,000 in grant funding in both Fiscal Year 2020 and 2021 to create a pilot program through 
which school districts can purchase bus cameras. 
 
The legislation also creates three new penalties related to improper passage of a school bus: 

• Aggravated vehicular homicide as a second-degree felony with a class 1 driver's license 
suspension for life. 

• Vehicular assault as a third-degree felony and a class 3 license suspension (between two and 10 
years). 

• Vehicular harm as a fifth-degree felony and a class 5 suspension (between six months and three 
years). 

The measure also designates August as "School Bus Safety Awareness Month." 

"These incidents are all too common and I believe the bill before you will lessen them and keep 
our children safer as they go to and from school," Sen. Gavarone said. 
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Sen. Gavarone described two incidents in her district that prompted the legislation – a car that 
crashed into a bus and a bus that was hit by a speeding semi-truck. Children involved in those 
accidents, she said, thankfully survived. 

"Quite simply, there is no excuse to illegally pass a school bus," Sen. Gavarone said. "The safety 
of our students around school buses is of the utmost importance, and I am proud my colleagues 
joined me today in taking action to protect them." 

Sen. Nickie Antonio (D-Lakewood) likewise urged the chamber's support on the bill, adding that 
school buses "carry our most precious cargo." 

Dyslexia Bill Supporters Stress Need For Early Intervention  

Backers say a proposal requiring schools to screen students for and provide programming for 
students with dyslexia would help keep those kids from falling behind their peers. 

Proponents told the House Health Committee on Tuesday the measure (HB 436) would spur 
schools to teach reading to dyslexic students in a way that can help them thrive. 
 
Lori Baldridge said she has seen the lasting effects of undiagnosed dyslexia on students over the 
course of her career as an educator. She also said her daughter Alyson struggled with reading 
during elementary school until she was diagnosed and received help after Ms. Baldridge met a 
professor who was an expert in the field. 

"I hope that through this legislation we can identify students who are struggling with dyslexia 
and provide them with the assistance needed, so other families do not have to go through the 
same strife," she said. "Most families don't have parents working in education or cross paths with 
professors who specialize in reading." 

Rep. Janine Boyd (D-Cleveland Hts.), a speech pathologist, said she often sees children who are 
diagnosed with other conditions because of the difficulty of identifying dyslexia. 

Mike McGovern, president of the International Dyslexia of Association in Central Ohio, said the 
condition is not a disability but is a different style of learning that must be identified so children 
can be taught how to learn to read. 

"Children and families are suffering so much because they're not identified and they're not taught 
how to learn," he said. 

Nearly two-thirds of students are not proficient in reading, he said. 
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"There is no defense of the current system employed to identify and address literacy issues in 
Ohio," he said. "Every system is perfectly designed to achieve its current results and the system 
in Ohio is producing failure." 

Beth Reusser, whose son is severely dyslexic, dysgraphic and has ADHD, detailed how he was 
diagnosed. She said she took a master's program to become a dyslexia therapist in order to be 
able to help teach her son. They eventually moved so he could attend a private school with 
programming that could help him. 

"I often wonder, 'Where would our family be if he would have been identified in preschool?' 
Now, as an 11th grader, he relies heavily on assistive technology, has to self-advocate regularly, 
and still hates reading menus," she said. 

"However, he is driving, visiting colleges, lettered in swimming and is a member of National 
Honor Society. Please, don't look at me and say he will be fine because he has 'parents like us.' 
Think about the kids that don't have overly involved parents or the financial means to move their 
family and pay for an appropriate education at a private school?" 

Genelle Eggerton, with Lexington Local Schools, detailed how her district is helping provide 
students with education programs that ensure each one can be best prepared. 

"After we reviewed our reading practices, we focused on emergent reading skills and how to 
screen for early signs of dyslexia tendencies and how to remediate immediately," she said. "Each 
student who enters kindergarten is given an assessment on phonology. We know that all 
emergent readers must have a strong grasp of phonology in order to lay a firm foundation in their 
reading skills." 

Andrea Rowson, a dyslexia therapist, trainer and instructional leader with Upper Arlington City 
Schools, said early identification and intervention are essential to closing achievement gaps 
between students who struggle to read and those who do not. 

"The later we identify and intervene, the more time and resources we will spend and the less 
likely a student will be able to significantly close the gap. Identifying students who struggle is 
only the first step and is only helpful if we have well-trained teachers who know how to 
remediate," she said. 

Ms. Rowson told Rep. Candice Keller (R-Middletown) many students must continue to use 
assistive technology and other services well into higher education levels and adulthood. 

The legislation could save the state money by improving earning outcomes and preventing 
negative consequences because people are unable to read, Rep. Keller said. 
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Rep. Tim Ginter (R-Salem) asked how the legislation could be implemented with limited costs to 
school districts. Based on the LSC's fiscal analysis, he said it would cost about $4,300 per 
district. 

Her district was able to do it just by reallocating existing professional development money 
toward training, Ms. Eggerton said. Someone was then able to be credentialed to train within the 
district. 

Dean Fadel said he is dyslexic and his daughter was identified as dyslexic when she was in 
second grade. He discovered he was dyslexic when he was 52 years old, as his daughter was 
being reevaluated in fourth grade. When he was a child, he learned to read by having a ruler 
underneath the line as he read, saying words out loud and keeping a dictionary handy. 

"People with dyslexia are not lazy, or stupid, but have an inborn brain difference that has nothing 
to do with intelligence," he said. "The dyslexic brain can and does learn to read – and science has 
developed tools that effectively help people with dyslexia break the code of reading." 

Regarding schools being able to afford the training, Rep. Niraj Antani (R-Miamisburg) said the 
General Assembly provided hundreds of millions of dollars for wraparound services, including 
programs like this. 

"We gave them plenty of money to do this," he said. "The payoffs could be enormous." 

Mr. Fadel said "we have to stop treating this like it's a disability." 

"I think we should look at this more in light of, if every school taught this screening, all the kids 
would still learn how to read," he said. 

Groups Urge Changes For School Safety Measure  

A handful of witnesses offered support Tuesday for the goals of a bill aimed at protecting the 
state's students while also recommending revisions to the Senate Education Committee. 

The panel did not vote on the legislation (HB 123) requiring school districts to establish threat 
assessment teams and anonymous reporting programs but adopted an amendment making 
educational service centers eligible for school safety training grants. 
 
Chair Sen. Peggy Lehner (R-Kettering) said following the measure's fourth hearing she hopes the 
committee will be voting on the bill "in the very near future." 

The legislation also requires the Department Public Safety to work with the Department of 
Education and the attorney general's office to develop a list of approved training providers for 
threat assessment teams – a provision that drew discussion at the hearing. 
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Thomas Jones, vice president of strategy and government affairs for the ALICE Training 
Institute, called the measure "a bill that will continue to enhance school safety in the state" but 
also recommended a few changes. 

"In adding the behavioral threat assessment training, we want to make sure that Ohio schools are 
not excluded from using providers like ALICE and others which use protocols and software that 
are in compliance with The National Threat Assessment Center's model," he said. "In order to 
ensure this, and also strengthen the legislation, we recommend adding this as a qualifying 
program." 

Mr. Jones said the bill also should establish qualifications for threat-assessment instructors. 
"Adding a requirement that instructors be experienced in performing actual threat assessment is 
crucial," he said. 

Joseph Suozzi, director of safety, security and preparedness for the Olentangy Local School 
District, also asked lawmakers to modify the measure to make it clear districts can continue to 
use providers such as ALICE. 

"The training provided by the staff at ALICE is an important part of our emergency management 
plan," he said in prepared testimony. "We encourage members of the committee in your 
consideration of the bill, to ensure that we do not lose our ability to continue working in our 
successful partnerships." 

Other witnesses questioned the effectiveness of a provision mandating students in grades 6-12 
receive at least one hour or class period of instruction per year in suicide prevention. 

Steve Terrill, an advocate who lost his son to suicide, said he is "on the fence about this bill." He 
questioned whether the measure would be effective at preventing future suicides. 

"One hour a year? Really? Do any of you believe that's enough?" he asked. 

Kevin Lorson, who testified on behalf of the Ohio Association of Health, Physical Education, 
Recreation and Dance, said the bill is "well intentioned" but called for "a more comprehensive 
K-12 approach to mental and emotional health." 

"Our concern with this state mandate is the narrow focus solely on suicide prevention could 
continue to perpetuate a crisis-driven approach to health education, suicide prevention, and 
mental/emotional health," he said. "The result is health education teachers and other providers 
delivering ineffective and piecemealed curriculum and programming filled with ineffective scare 
tactics and a focus on merely memorizing information." 

Sen. Lehner asked if the group opposes any particular provisions in the bill. 
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Mr. Lorson said the organization has an "overall concern about the topic-driven approach" to 
health education. 

"It doesn't work," he said. "We've shared before that our teachers don't get professional 
development, and I think this would further perpetuate that, hey, we need to address this topic, 
yet our teachers don't actually get professional development on those topics or support." 

Former Rep. Marlene Anielski, who worked on legislation addressing suicide-related issues 
during her time in the General Assembly, provided the committee with a summary of other steps 
the legislature has taken to address youth suicide. 

"I think this bill enhances what's already out there," she said. 

Parents Back A-F Grades, Poll Finds 

A plurality of Ohio parents think letter grades are the best way for the state to assess the 
performance of schools and districts, according to a new poll commissioned by Ohio Excels. 

The survey of 655 parents from across the state found 38% of parents ranked A-F grades as their 
top choice for measuring school performance, beating out a numerical scale from 1-100 (30%), 
descriptions (24%) and a scale of 1-5 stars (8%). 

The poll also determined 91% of parents view letter grades as easy to understand, while 87% 
find them to be an appropriate way to label the overall performance of a building or district. 

"Ohio business leaders understand the importance of maintaining a report card system that 
clearly, honestly and fairly evaluates schools and school districts, while giving parents and 
communities insight into how well their schools are helping students learn," Ohio Excels 
President Lisa Gray said in a statement. 

"We know there are changes that need to be made to certain components to make the report cards 
more transparent and honest depictions of how schools and districts are performing," she 
continued. "Our goal is to ensure that Ohio maintains a system that helps highlight successful 
schools, encourages underperforming schools to continue to improve and drives increased 
student performance for all Ohio students. Findings from this poll should help to inform those 
discussions and help direct resources and supports to the students that need it most." 

The poll, which was conducted by Columbus-based Saperstein Associates from Dec. 30 to Jan. 
15, has a margin of error of 4.4%. 

Gov. Mike DeWine late last year said he was "not wedded" to the A-F grading scale after 
education groups largely recommended the state move on from the system in testimony before a 
legislative study committee. 



19 
 

Committee Hearings 

Senate Education  

The panel voted unanimously to report the measure. 

Senate Ways & Means 

Sponsor Sen. Kirk Schuring (R-Canton) explained that the substitute version provides more 
definition to the process of how areas can designate the improvement areas. 

He said the new language: requires local government resolutions to include findings that 
illustrate lack of housing and the additional exemptions will encourage developments; require a 
projection on how the incentive will enhance property values; and mandates that the 
governments must notify impacted school districts that it is seeking a 100% exemption and 
attempt in good faith to negotiate such a deal for 60 days before the exemption otherwise reverts 
back to 70%. 

Vince Squillace, executive vice president of the Ohio Home Builders Association, testified in 
support. He cited statistics showing a shortage of housing across the state, including "a sizeable 
drop" in housing starts from 2007 to 2017. 

"This shortage creates the upward effect on housing prices with the heaviest burden on those 
who wish to purchase a home for the first time," he said, adding that the shortage is 50,000 in 
Central Ohio alone. 

"The biggest negative impact is on the most affordable housing. Costs continue to skyrocket. 
There is no end in sight. Just a thousand-dollar increase eliminates thousands from affording a 
home." 

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

HB 123 SCHOOL SECURITY (Holmes, G., Manning, G.) With regard to school 
security and youth suicide awareness education and training. 
CONTINUED-AMENDED (See separate story) (4th Hearing-All 
testimony-Possible amendments) 

SB 212 PROPERTY TAXATION (Schuring, K.) To authorize townships and 
municipal corporations to designate areas within which new homes and 
improvements to existing homes are wholly or partially exempted from 
property taxation. CONTINUED-SUBSTITUTE (4th Hearing-All 
testimony) 
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"It's clear Ohio needs a jumpstart in housing construction," he added, calling SB212 "a modest 
attempt to lead is in the right and needed direction." 

Senate Local Government, Public Safety & Veterans Affairs 

Sponsor Sen. Stephanie Kunze (R-Hilliard) said the measure would provide local school districts 
with tools to deal with threatening situations and help students receive a mental health evaluation 
if a mental illness is the underlying root cause of repeated threats of violence. 

It would require schools to report to the state each time a student makes a threat regardless of if 
disciplinary action is taken. It would also allow school boards to adopt resolutions authorizing 
superintendents to expel students for up to a year for threats under certain conditions and allow 
boards to require students to undergo mental health assessments before reinstatement. 

"I want to reinforce that the provision of this legislation allowing a pupil to undergo an 
assessment as a condition of reinstatement from an expulsion is permissive in nature and is not a 
blanket mandate," she said. 

Sen. Cecil Thomas (D-Cincinnati) asked if the legislation would apply in cases where one 
student says, "I'm going to beat you up." 

The sponsor said the bill is targeted specifically at cases of hit lists or other threats of intent to 
kill or cause serious harm. 

Sen. Andy Brenner (R-Powell) asked if the bill would address what would happen to the 
student's education if they are expelled. 

"Is anything spelled out as to continuing education even though they may not actually be in the 
school?" he asked. 

Current law is that the school district would have to continue to offer education even if the 
student is expelled, Sen. Kunze said. Some districts have e-school options. 

Sen. Thomas asked if the schools can already to expel students for threats. 

They can, but not for as long as a year, Sen. Kunze said. The legislation would also allow them 
to require a mental health evaluation before the student can be reinstated. 

Bills Introduced 

SB 253 SCHOOL THREATS (Kunze, S.) Regarding expulsion of a student from a 
public school for communicating a threat of violence to occur on school 
grounds. CONTINUED (1st Hearing-Sponsor) 
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HB 493 SCHOOL ATTENDANCE (WIGGAM, S.)  
To permit a child whose parents live in different school districts to continue to attend school in 
the school district in which the child attended school at the beginning of the school year even if 
the child moves to a different school district.  

HB 494 TEACHER LOANS (LIGHTBODY, M.)  
To establish a loan repayment program for eligible teachers.  

 

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

 


