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Chair Dolan, Vice Chair Burke, Ranking Member Sykes, thank you for considering the
perspective of the Ohio School Counselor Association on this important topic. We applaud the
Senate for its proactive effort to seek input on the reopening of K-12 schools. The COVID-19
pandemic has drastically changed the way school counselors perform their duties. Like many
other Ohioans, we have turned to video conferencing platforms, using Zoom and other
mediums to meet with students, parents and teachers as we help them navigate through their
respective challenges in this new normal. Many OSCA members feel we’re putting in more
hours than ever before, trying to remain available to students as they face the negative
consequences of social isolation and quarantining in homes that may be unsafe for them.

School counselors’ role serving the social/emotional, academic and career development needs
of students was critical before. But now, it's more important than ever given the circumstances
students are currently in. With state tests waived, graduation requirements shifted and other
academic and program standards adjusted to account for closed school buildings, school
counselors are the ones with the expertise to help students chart their new academic
achievement paths in light of the changes. Students trying to figure out what career-tech
programs they might be eligible for or how college applications might look different are also
going to be turning to school counselors for help. And, of course, with anxiety and depression
escalating due to quarantine, school counselors are working in overdrive scheduling one-on-
one or group meetings to address students’ social/emotional needs. Among other things,
empowering school counselors with the resources and support to continue to do their
important work will be critical to a successful reopening of Ohio’s K-12 schools.

General Guidance and Instruction

OSCA was one of a limited number of associations invited to the table to help develop the Reset
and Restart Planning Guide recently released by ODE, and supports several of the
recommendations in that draft proposal. Generally, OSCA believes schools need clear guidance
from ODE and the Legislature on how and when to resume in-person operations for the fall.
OSCA proposes that timelines and specific protocols for reopening be a regional decision,
potentially facilitated by area ESCs if possible. This will allow neighboring schools to share a
common structure, while accommodating the vastly different environments and student
demographics of schools in different areas of the state. As the ODE has emphasized, many of
the decisions regarding reopening should be locally tailored.



In addition, it will be important that districts communicate clearly with students about their
expectations for educational instruction, as well as health and safety. To ensure uniform
messaging, age appropriate presentations should be developed and provided to districts
regarding COVID-19 infection control. Print materials should also be available for hallways and
classrooms. Districts could have the option to customize these materials if necessary.

With respect to classroom instruction, we agree with ODE’s suggestion that schools use a
blended model (the combination of distance learning and some face-to-face interaction in small
groups) to close the learning gap that is likely to have developed during school closures. OSCA
defers to teachers and other instruction content experts for more specific recommendations on
how to accomplish this.

Student Supports

We appreciate ODE’s consideration of the way student supports will change given the current
pandemic. The Restart document appropriately acknowledges that school counselors are a
critical tier in that support system, as we have an intimate knowledge of students’ personal
circumstances, level of academic progress and emotional wellbeing. We support the proposed
dedication of additional resources and materials to assist districts in addressing students’
social/emotional and wellness needs, as we see firsthand that those needs are escalating every
day. However, we would caution against guidance that encourages an exclusive reliance on
outside partners. As important as the clinical expertise from community-based organizations is,
schools are already equipped with in-house social/emotional learning (SEL) personnel who
know their students and the school environment well. OSCA believes that a team-based model
where these outside partners collaborate early and often with school counselors would
produce the best outcomes for students. As an association, we continue to encourage the same
collaborative approach for any recipients of Student Wellness and Success Fund dollars. Schools
that have received these critical dollars should not overlook trusted in-house personnel and
services that can provide wraparound services and student supports that align well with the
intent for these monies.

Health & Infection Protocols

With respect to sanitization procedures and limiting the spread of COVID-19 within the school
setting, OSCA generally defers to health experts who can offer science-based best practices for
implementation. However, we do have some thoughts about the application of generally
accepted protocols.

The cost of providing PPE every day to students would be outrageous and frankly
unmanageable for districts. We would ask that students be encouraged to wear their own
masks to school, no different than if they were frequenting a local grocery store. In addition,
although we support the quarantining of school personnel with confirmed exposure to the virus
(with hold harmless guidelines), we ask that an exception be made with respect to the
guarantine required after out-of-state travel for school personnel who are traveling across state
lines for work. A similar exception exists for the same out-of-state travel provision in the
Governor’s Executive Order. Districts in border counties often have several employees who live
in surrounding states and commute to Ohio to work, and it would be unreasonable to ask those
individuals to quarantine continuously.



Legislative Action

Finally, school counselors across Ohio are all too aware of the budget cuts school districts are
facing. These decisions are never easy and we know they have to be made. In order to promote
awareness of the critical role school counselors play for students and schools, OSCA encourages
the legislature to pass HB 367, which requires ODE to create an official job description for
school counselors, among other things. Having a universal description of our role will ensure
that our master’s degree level of expertise is put to work in the right ways to ensure student
success. Now more than ever, it is important to reemphasize for all parties in the education
arena the value school counselors provide in schools. This simple, straightforward bill has
received three hearings in the House Primary & Secondary Education Committee and has no
known opponents.

Again, thank you for the opportunity to share school counselors’ perspective on the reopening
of Ohio’s K-12 schools. We stand ready, as always, to apply our expertise in social/emotional,
academic and career development to support our students and colleagues through this difficult
time.



