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Testimony for the Ohio Senate Finance Committee Meeting June 13, 2019

Chairman Dolan, Vice Chair Burke, Ranking Member Sykes, and distinguished members of the Senate Finance Committee:

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today on H.B. 166, Ohio’s operating budget. My name is Angie Plummer and I am the Executive Director of Community Refugee and Immigration Services (CRIS). CRIS’ mission is to help refugees and immigrants become self-sufficient and integrate into the Central Ohio community.  We are a resettlement agency through Church World Service, providing English classes, employment preparation and placement services, legal immigration services, advocacy for victims of crime, social services to elderly refugees, parenting classes and a youth mentorship program called Community Connectors.   

I am here today to express my sincere concern over this bill’s elimination of the Department of Education’s Community Connectors program. I urge you to please include in the upcoming omnibus amendment a restoration of the program and its $8M in funding in FYs 2020 and 2021 (EDU Line item 200629). It is important to note that funding does not come from the GRF but instead from the State Lottery Fund, which includes lottery ticket sales and revenue from video lottery terminals (VLTs).

The CRIS Community Connectors program began in July of 2016 with an Ohio Department of Education grant to serve at-risk youth, fostering appropriate mentoring relationships with local community members and providing wraparound services to both the students served and their families. Currently we have 91 mentors and 93 mentees. Mentees and mentors come from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds including Central/ South America, Africa, Asia, and Europe. Languages spoken by mentees include Spanish, Somali, Nepali, Arabic, Swahili and Tigrinya.
Attached to my testimony is additional information about the CRIS Community Connectors program specifically. But it is important to understand that CRIS is not the only organization and Central Ohio is not the only area of our state that will feel the detrimental effects of the elimination of Community Connectors. In 2014, the governor and Ohio legislature designed the Community Connectors program to bring together students, their parents, schools, communities, faith- or values- based organizations and businesses in mentoring programs. The program has sought to strengthen communities, encourage mentoring opportunities, and create new pathways for civic engagement that have resulted in higher educational achievement, higher levels of well-being and health, and workforce readiness throughout our entire state.
In all, 69 of Ohio’s 88 counties have been home to one or more Community Connectors grants, with more than 100,000 students logging nearly 1 million one-on-one mentoring hours. Grants are targeted toward students (grades 5-12) in low-performing/high-poverty schools, and programs that receive funding are designed to make long-term impacts that are sustainable, replicable, and innovative. How can any of the organizations in your districts make long-term impacts if funding goes away? Supporting programs like Community Connectors seems completely consistent with Governor DeWine’s priority of investing in at-risk kids.
When announcing 2019 Community Connectors award winners, Superintendent Paolo DeMaria, said, “With experience comes wisdom, and Ohio’s students have so much to learn from their community leaders. Through the Community Connectors program, students are encouraged to dream big and learn the skills needed to put their dreams into action. We also find that mentors go into the program with the intent of helping others and they end up learning more than they ever imagined from their mentees. These interactions are invaluable.”
Please support this important program by restoring the $8 million cut. Thank you for your time and attention. I will gladly answer any questions you may have.

