
Chair Brenner, Vice Chair Hayes, and Members of the House Education Committee, thank you for 

allowing me to offer testimony today on H.B. 410. 

My name is Wendy Tarr. I am a community organizer with the Vincentian Ohio Action Network, a 

program formed by St. Vincent de Paul’s Columbus Diocesan Council in order to empower members in 

the community that we serve who are experiencing barriers to self-sufficiency to work together to 

impact issues that are impacting their lives.  

I work with a number of people who have been impacted by the criminal justice system. I am here today 

because my organization supports commonsense efforts that would reduce the number of juveniles 

placed into the criminal justice system when other means of support can be offered. We know that 

obtaining and education is a key factor to ensuring economic stability and future employment. We also 

know that suspensions and involvement with the juvenile system places a young person at a greater risk 

of becoming involved with the adult criminal justice system.   

Ensuring that intervention opportunities are being conducted systemically in the schools when a child is 

truant is a priority because it demonstrates to a young person that the adults in the schools care what is 

going on in their life. We want students to know they are a vital part of this community and their 

presence and contribution matters.  

Truancy could be the result of a number of situations. It is important we understand what the 

circumstances are in order to mitigate the problem and bring needed support to our young people who 

are at risk of missing critical days of school. Sometimes excessive school absence is a call for help. It 

could be that a child is facing bullying in school and is fearful to attend. It could be that a child has 

dysfunction or instability in their family or living situation that is causing their presence at school to be 

at risk. A child might be challenged with addictions, anxiety or mental health problems. Regardless of 

the situation, obtaining a clear picture of the situation and attempting a solution to the needs to be 

standardized.  Criminalization should not.   

St. Vincent de Paul operates a clothing center near downtown Columbus that serves people and families 

who are homeless or living in poverty. In our ministry, we often give out food, school supplies, diapers, 

or other donation items. The director and volunteers in the ministry have noticed there are times when 

items are given out during school hours and families will often show up with the children alongside 

them. Many of these families who walk to the center or ride the busses and do not have cars. We have 

concluded these families have been bringing the children to the center because they needed the extra 

hands to be able to carry donations back to the home. Our staff are now looking to change their policies 

and procedures because we do not wish to cause families to be placed in a situation where in order to 

carry needed food and clothes back to their homes that they have to bring their children to help causing 

truancy or absence. I imagine they are not the only ministry serving low income families where this is 

taking place.  

We support efforts like this by the legislature that would work to support these youth and attempt to 

keep them in school. We know that decreased school attendance can lead to: 1) lower graduation rates 

2) increased possibility of suspensions or school dropout 3) an increased possibility for involvement in 

the court systems. Juveniles that get caught into these cycles are more likely to become involved in the 

adult court, which has lifelong consequences like barriers to employment, decreasing earnings over the 

course of the lifetime, separating families, and increasing costs to the taxpayer. Our adult prison systems 



are already over 130% capacity. We need to be proactive in taking opportunities to work upstream to 

mitigate as much as possible the involvement of youth into this system when they are not exhibiting 

behaviors that pose a danger to the society and safety of the community.   H.B. 410 will work towards 

achieving some of these outcomes. 

 

Sincerely, 

Wendy Tarr 

 


