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Legislative Report     September 12, 2019 

Jeannette Oxender 

News at a Glance 

Remake Of School Takeover System Still Work In Progress: More changes are likely in store 
for legislation overhauling the state's system for intervening at struggling school districts. 

School District Report Cards Continue To Stir Debate: Ohio's system for evaluating school 
districts and buildings continued to draw criticism and praise amid the release of the latest batch 
of report cards. 

Lawmakers Review Necessity Of Licensing Boards: Entities that license professionals in the 
state will go before a House committee to justify their existence in the coming weeks. The Ohio 
Department of Education went this week. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Remake Of School Takeover System Still Work In Progress  

More changes are likely in store for legislation overhauling the state's system for intervening at 
struggling school districts. 

A divided Senate Education Committee on Tuesday adopted a substitute version of legislation 
(HB 154) replacing the state's academic distress commission process.  
 
But Chair Sen. Peggy Lehner (R-Kettering) said the panel is still reviewing "a slew" of potential 
amendments on various aspects of the plan. The panel received plenty of feedback from 
education groups on revisions to the bill that they would like to see. 
 
Sen. Lehner said the substitute bill would create a new panel known as the School 
Transformation Board responsible for overseeing intervention at struggling districts. 

Under the measure, districts would be eligible for additional state intervention after receiving a 
second overall F grade on Department of Education-issued report cards. Such a district could 
receive state funding for a root cause analysis to identify underlying problems and to contract 
with a school-improvement organization. 

"The use of third-party experts to help with the implementation of an improvement plan can be 
critical, yet unaffordable to a struggling district," she said. "In addition to funding, the state will 
also play a key role in vetting various experts to determine their adherence to evidence-based 
practices as well as proven outcomes." 
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After six years with "no significant improvement," Sen. Lehner said the transformation board 
would turn oversight of the school over to a school improvement committee. She said the panel 
would differ from current academic distress committees because all members would reside in the 
district's home county or an adjacent county. 

Sen. Lehner said the committee already has received several amendment requests and will 
"happy to entertain" additional changes. Among the tweaks already under consideration, she 
said, are revisions addressing the criteria districts must meet to exit improvement status and 
language potentially affecting collective bargaining agreements at schools under state 
intervention. 

The lawmaker said "ideally" the committee would advance the bill before the end of September. 

The committee voted 7-4 to adopt the substitute version, with Sen. Nathan Manning (R-N. 
Ridgeville) joining the panel's three Democrats in opposition. He said the bill as written, unlike 
the House-passed version of HB154, would effectively keep the East Cleveland, Lorain and 
Youngstown city school districts under state control upon passage. 

"I think it's incredibly important that we dissolve the current ADCs and provide the districts the 
same report card restart on the state takeover clock that all the other districts would receive under 
this draft of the bill," he said. 

Other Republican panel members questioned whether the substitute bill was too lenient toward 
troubled school districts, citing the six-year window proceeding the establishment of school 
improvement committees. 

"To me it seems like it's too long," Sen. Andy Brenner (R-Powell) said. "We should be doing 
something sooner rather than later." 

Statewide education groups also weighed in with their concerns about the legislation at the 
hearing. 

Scott DiMauro, president of the Ohio Education Association, said the union opposes the bill in 
its current form but hopes to seek "common ground" with legislators on the measure going 
forward. 

He asked lawmakers to amend the bill to dissolve academic distress commissions at districts 
currently under a state takeover, strike any language allowing removal of collective bargaining 
rights at affected districts and require the School Transformation Board and any school 
improvement commissions to include at least one teacher with voting rights. 

"The current draft bill contains some positive elements and constructive concepts that can serve 
as a foundation for improvement with continued stakeholder input," he said. "However, the 
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major shortcoming of the draft bill continues to be the lack of checks-and-balances to the 
unilateral authority granted to the Director of the School Improvement Commission." 

Darold Johnson, director of legislation for the Ohio Federation of Teachers, said the bill "not 
only identifies steps but also provides resources to districts so that they have what they need to 
overcome their identified challenges and implement their locally developed plans." 

However, he said the group still thinks multiple changes are needed to "strengthen" the 
legislation. 

Among OFT's recommendations for improving the bill are: 

• Expanding the School Transformation Board and allowing bipartisan input on appointments. 
• Barring for-profit entities from serving as state-approved school-improvement experts. 
• Giving teachers on school improvement teams voting status. 
• Adding language barring infringement on collective bargaining rights during the improvement 

process. 

The Buckeye Association of School Administrators, the Ohio Association of School Business 
Officials and the Ohio School Boards Association expressed admiration for multiple portions of 
the substitute bill but also suggested several changes. 

Jennifer Hogue, director of legislative services for OSBA, said the groups view the creation of 
the School Transformation Board as "unnecessary" and instead requested an office be created 
within ODE to carry out its proposed duties. 

"We believe this would be a more efficient and effective way to carry out the state's 
responsibilities in turnaround efforts, and provide a better connection between the state and the 
affected schools," she said. 

Ms. Hogue said the groups also question whether the bill tilts power too far away from locally 
elected officials toward school improvement committees and directors at districts that qualify for 
those interventions. 

"Both the current law and the proposal fail to answer: To whom is the SIC/ADC accountable?" 
she said. "Another question that is unanswered: What should happen if their turnaround efforts 
are unsuccessful?" 

Chad Aldis, vice president for Ohio policy and advocacy at the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 
which previously opposed HB154, called the Senate plan "a step in the right direction" but 
offered several recommendations. 



4 
 

Those included tweaking the legislation so intervention begins after a district receives its first 
overall F grade. 

"It's hard to get an overall F — not many districts do it. It makes sense for districts that do 
perform that poorly to be required to craft an improvement plan and to have access to additional 
resources," he said. 

But the plan as written also found its defenders, who deemed it a major improvement to the 
House-passed version of HB154 and existing takeover law (HB70, 131st General Assembly). 

"Ohio Excels did not support the original HB154 because we believe it would have instituted a 
weakened model of school improvement with little oversight and insufficient supports and 
resources," said Lisa Gray, president of the education-focused coalition of business leaders. 

Ms. Gray said the new version of the bill under consideration in the upper chamber addresses 
several of the group's concerns by adding additional state oversight, providing support for root-
cause analyses and adding consequences for districts that do not improve, among other changes. 

Matt Petersen, owner of school improvement firm Forager Learning & Design, said he is 
encouraged by the state's efforts to move away from its current school takeover system. 

"While well-intended, the original version of HB 70 provided a simple challenge approach to a 
complex challenge task," he said. "A universal approach for changing the leadership and 
governance structure may be necessary for some schools or school districts, but it will likely be 
insufficient to achieving the long-lasting, sustainable changes that lead to thriving students and 
schools." 
Mr. Petersen said improvement at troubled school district requires an analysis of what has gone 
wrong in the past, a plan developed in collaboration with local officials and "an attitude of 
partnership" among stakeholders in the turnaround effort. 

Senate President Larry Obhof (R-Medina) said HB 154 is a priority measure he hasn't ruled out 
action as early as the chamber's next session on Sept. 18. 
 
"I'm not sure if that will be ready next week or not," he said. "We will move that bill when we've 
decided it's ready for prime time and not until then." 

Sen. Lehner has said she'd like to advance the bill from her committee before Sen. Lou Terhar 
(R-Cincinnati) resigns. The chamber will bid Sen Terhar a formal goodbye during its next 
session, but his resignation isn't effective until Sept. 30. 

Sen. Obhof said it remains to be seen if that goal can be reached. 
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"I'd like to see what the feedback was from yesterday's meeting and whether we can get it done 
next week or not remains to be seen," Sen. Obhof said. "We've also given drafts of the bill to 
some of the House members who've been involved in it and are waiting for feedback from them." 

School District Report Cards Continue To Stir Debate  

Ohio's system for evaluating school districts and buildings continued to draw criticism and praise 
amid the release of the latest batch of report cards. 

The Department of Education on Thursday unveiled its 2018-19 Ohio School Report Cards, 
which, taken in total, showed improvement in performance index, the four-year graduation rate 
and English and math proficiency. 

"First and foremost, it's a really good report card," Paolo DeMaria, the state's superintendent of 
public instruction, said in an interview. "It has a lot of indicators that show we're making 
progress." 

Thirty-one of the state's public school districts, or 5.1%, earned overall A grades, up from 28 
(4.6%) the previous year. Only four districts (0.7%) earned overall F grades, down from 14 
(2.3%) last year. 

A plurality of districts – 46.4% – received C grades, up from 41.6% for 2017-18.  

Mr. DeMaria said 12 of the 14 districts that received overall F grades for the previous school 
year earned D grades this time around. 

"We think that's a really good improvement and reflects the attention that those districts have 
been receiving as well as their own efforts to make improvements and continue on an upward 
trajectory," he said. 

Chris Woolard, ODE's senior executive director for performance and impact, said the results 
largely reflect improvement within districts, not structural changes to the report card or the 
calculations behind the grades. 

"I think what you're seeing now is a report card that is very stable," he said, referencing the 
numerous changes the documents have undergone in prior years. 

The release led two Democratic members of the Senate Education Committee to call for a 
legislative overhaul of the system. 

Sen. Teresa Fedor (D-Toledo), the ranking minority member of the panel, said the methods 
currently used to calculate report card grades have "serious flaws." 
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"Report cards don't reflect the quality of the education children receive nor the progress they 
make," she said. "The current measures are not meaningful for the purpose of assessing the 
district contribution to learning. They penalize large and high-poverty districts, which they 
threaten with state takeovers." 

"The state recognizes the report card is flawed and depicts a false narrative for our communities 
and school districts. The legislature has the power to fix these mistakes, and we need to do that 
immediately," she continued. 

Sen. Tina Maharath (D-Canal Winchester) said legislative action on the cards is "vitally 
important for our children." 

"Many of the components used to determine school success and improvement disproportionately 
affect larger school districts," she said. "Instead we should be considering each district's unique 
circumstances, challenges and their individual rates of improvement." 

Ohio Education Association President Scott DiMauro said the cards "rely too heavily on 
standardized tests" and "are stacked against low-income districts." 

"It is past time to end the use of confusing and misleading state report cards in Ohio," he said. 
"We need a new report card system that is fair, informative and transparent." 

Efforts to change the evaluation system could begin in the lower chamber this fall. Chair Rep. 
Louis Blessing (R-Cincinnati) of the House Primary & Secondary Education Committee has said 
he wants the panel to tackle the topic in the near future. 

He said members of the committee could use legislation (HB591, 132nd General Assembly) 
pursued last session by former Rep. Mike Duffey as a jumping-off point. The proposal, which 
received five hearings but no vote, would have replaced the A-F letter grades on the current 
report card with a "dashboard" of data, among other changes. 

House Minority Leader Emilia Sykes (D-Akron) said she is "very concerned" with the evaluation 
process. 

"Having a state agency assign an arbitrary letter grade to our local school districts is not a fair 
way to encourage academic improvement and heighten morale as has been demonstrated by the 
continued failing grades assigned to some of our poor and urban districts," she said. "The kids 
and teachers who learn and work in these districts do not need more negative labels thrust upon 
them year after year from big city bureaucrats who live and work hours away." 

Lawmakers already established a study committee via the budget (HB 166) to review how report 
card grades are calculated and other aspects of the evaluation system before filing its 
recommendations by Dec. 15. 
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But the current system is not without its proponents. 

The Thomas B. Fordham Institute has long defended the use of a report card with letter grades, 
which it contends offers clarity to the viewing public. 

"Parents and communities deserve an honest look at academic performance," said Aaron 
Churchill, the group's Ohio research director. "Ohio's report cards remain the backbone of a 
transparent education system that puts student outcomes at the center. Importantly, report cards 
include not only point-in-time snapshots of proficiency but also measures of student progress 
over time. Because progress indicators don't correlate with demographics, they allow high-
performing, high-poverty schools to shine." 

Lawmakers Review Necessity Of Licensing Boards  

Entities that license professionals in the state will continue to go before a House committee to 
justify their existence in the coming weeks.  

The House State & Local Government Committee on Wednesday met solely to receive 
testimony from Athletic Commission and State Board of Education representatives on how the 
agencies handle licensure.  

Chair Rep. Scott Wiggam (R-Wooster) said the panel will keep reviewing selected occupational 
licensing boards over the next four weeks before filing a report with its recommendations in mid-
November. 

The lawmaker said the analysis, which is required by a measure approved last session (SB255, 
132nd General Assembly), is part of the legislature's ongoing efforts to "cut red tape." 

"We want to make sure those licenses are not unduly stopping people from moving forward with 
their lives," he said. 

Rep. Wiggam said if lawmakers identify duplicative or unnecessarily burdensome licensing 
requirements, they could bring forward legislation addressing those issues. 

The same slate of licensing boards scrutinized by the House this year will be analyzed by the 
Senate in 2020. Under SB255, all boards must undergo review by the legislature within a six-
year timeframe. 

The measure also requires all boards to earn renewal from the General Assembly at least once 
every six years or face expiration. 

Although the committee also will review legislation at upcoming meetings, Rep. Wiggam said he 
does not view any measures as priorities for the panel to advance at this point. 
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At Wednesday's hearing, Marjorie Yano, the Department of Education's legislative director, told 
the panel the State Board oversees licensing for teachers, principals, coaches, educational aides 
and others. 

She said the department's Office of Educator Licensure has 15 staff members and reviewed more 
than 160,000 requests in 2018. The Office of Professional Conduct, which investigates 
complaints against applicants and license holders, has 30 employees and received 14,000 
referrals last year. 

"Licensure ensures that individuals that work within our schools and interact with children 
receive an adequate background check," she said. "The disciplinary history for every individual 
licensed by the state board is available for review by schools, districts and members of the 
public. Without this safeguard in place, few to no protections would exist to stop individuals 
with a record of misconduct from moving from school to school." 

Ms. Yano said licensure also ensures professionals working within schools meet a certain level 
of quality. 

Bills Introduced 

HB 333 STUDENT RECORDS (CROSS, J.)  

To permit public schools to enter into agreements with third parties to provide digital student 
record storage, management, and retrieval. 

 

Committee Hearings for the Week of September 16, 2019 

TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 17  
Senate Education (Chair Lehner, P.), South Hearing Rm., 10:15 am  

HB 154 ACADEMIC DISTRESS (MILLER, J., JONES, D.)  

To dissolve academic distress commissions and to instead require the creation of community 
learning centers for buildings in low-performing school districts. --3rd Hearing-All testimony-
Possible amendments & vote 

Senate Finance (Chair Dolan, M.), Finance Hearing Rm., 2:30 pm  

SB 85 SCHOOL ZONES (MAHARATH, T.)  

To establish signage requirements for indicating school zones for speed limit purposes, and to 
make an appropriation. 

--1st Hearing-Sponsor 
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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 18  
Senate Education (Chair Lehner, P.), South Hearing Rm., 11:30 am  

If needed  

HB 154 ACADEMIC DISTRESS (MILLER, J., JONES, D.)  

To dissolve academic distress commissions and to instead require the creation of community 
learning centers for buildings in low-performing school districts. --4th Hearing-Possible 
amendments & vote 

Senate Health, Human Services & Medicaid (Chair Burke, D.), South Hearing Rm., 2:30 pm  

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. 

--1st Hearing-Sponsor 

 

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

 


