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Thank you Chair Oelslager, Vice Chair Manning, Ranking Minority Member Skindell and Senate
Finance Committee members.

My name is Gabriella Celeste and | offer this testimony to you today as Policy Director of the
Schubert Center at Case Western Reserve University and an interested party in legislative
matters concerning student supports and school discipline, specifically Senate Bill 246 — the
SAFE Act. Our Center encourages developmentally appropriate policies, such as the SAFE Act’s
approach to promoting student success in part by building positive behavior supports and limiting
disciplinary school removal of pre-kindergarten (pre-k) through 3™ grade students.

The Problem

In Ohio, we suspend thousands of our youngest students from school every year and we do so,
as a matter of discipline, without addressing the underlying causes of student behavior. According
to 2015-2016 discipline data reported to the Department of Education, there were over 36,000 out
of school suspensions of students just in pre-k through 3" grade; nearly half of these were for
“disruptive/disobedient” behavior. “Discipline”, which means to teach or train, by simply removing
children from school does nothing to teach children how to manage their own emotions and
behaviors or to build healthy relationships.

Why it Matters

Positive social connection is essential to our children’s healthy development and educational
success. In particular, school connectedness matters and this begins with trusting relationships.
When students feel cared for and have a sense of belonging to their school community, they
become less likely to engage in risky behaviors such as substance use, violence, or sexual
activity at an early age." Conversely, removing a student from the school environment and socially
isolating them, can be extremely harmful to their healthy development and positive social
engagement.? A 2015 study of primary and secondary school children found children who were
socially isolated experienced greater mental health difficulties.® A Council of State Governments
study found students with even just one disciplinary contact were five times more likely to drop out
of school compared to those without any disciplinary contact.* In short, excluding children from
school not only doesn’t help, but can inadvertently contribute to even more negative outcomes.
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The SAFE Act Approach

Positive behavior interventions and supports that promote social emotional learning (SEL) and
relationship building skills not only help students succeed academically, as research has shown,
but also help to promote a positive learning environment — this enhances school safety for
everyone.® The aptly named SAFE Act strives to ensure our youngest students are connected to
school and building SEL skills like understanding emotions, self-regulating behaviors, showing
empathy, making responsible decisions and peacefully resolving conflicts. As such, the SAFE Act
not only aligns with best practices, but with the state SEL standards for pre-K through third grade
that Ohio adopted several years ago.

Instead of removing and isolating children, the SAFE Act seeks to better equip teachers with the
tools for building a positive school climate and culture with effective classroom behavior
management and social and emotional development in our students. The funding appropriation in
the bill — while perhaps not enough to meet full demand — conveys an important recognition of the
need for resources to support these vital skill-building efforts. The data reporting provisions in the
SAFE Act are also important for ensuring progress in meeting the intent of the bill. By allowing
school districts ample time to phase in the requirements over several years, however, districts are
not unduly burdened with meeting an unrealistic timeline.

In many ways, the SAFE Act does not go far enough to ensure that disciplinary removals from
school would only be an option of last resort for our youngest students. Importantly, there are
several exceptions for serious acts like bringing a firearm or knife to school. But the exceptions go
further, for instance including removal of a student for causing “serious harm to property” or, even
more broadly, where a student’s suspension or expulsion is “necessary to protect the immediate
health and safety of the student, the student’s fellow classmates, or the classroom staff and
teachers.” This exception leaves a lot of room for interpretation. Additionally, pre-k to 3™ graders,
like all students, can be removed from school immediately, for the remainder of a school day, for a
variety of behavior including where they pose “an ongoing threat of disrupting the academic
process,” again, something that can be quite broadly applied.

In other words, the SAFE Act is in no way a total prohibition of school removal for pre-k to 3™
graders — nor does it address the overuse of school removal for students in 4" through 12" grade
— but it does offer a sensible start.

It is no exaggeration to say that Ohio’s future economy and prosperity depends on the success of
our students today. School-based efforts, through a positive behavior interventions and supports
framework, offer the most promising behavior management and prudent fiscal strategies for
keeping students safely in school, reducing social isolation and increasing the likelihood of healthy
student engagement and academic achievement. The SAFE Act recognizes that keeping students
positively engaged in, connected to and successful in their education begins with keeping them in
schools, committed to their achievement.

Thank you for your consideration and leadership on these important matters.
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