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Senator Lehner, Vice Chair Hite, and members of the Education Committee:

The Legal Aid Society recognizes that quality education is key to ending poverty. For that
reason, we provide a wide range of legal services for low-income parents who want their
children to attend and engage in a successful school experience. The Legal Aid Society assists
families to ensure that their children receive appropriate special education services, have health
and mental health needs met, and are able to attend safe schools that help them learn.

School attendance is a concern for many of Legal Aid’s clients including parents, grandparents,
students in foster care and all of us working to improve Ohio’s educational system. On behalf of
our clients, I support H.B. 410 because all students need to stay connected to educational
opportunities and school. Schools, courts, mental health experts, special educators and social
service providers need to work together to resolve attendance problems. The proposed legislation
will promote and support effective communication and interventions. It will eliminate current
truancy practices which result in thousands of children being put out of school for months at a
time, without any inquiry as to why a student is truant and without any action to help a student
attend school before school expulsion or referral to juvenile court.

The reasons that low income students are truant can be complex and difficult to anticipate. There
may be no adult in the home in the morning to get the child up and to school. An immigrant
parent who does not speak English may depend on their child to translate and will keep them out
of school to attend an important appointment. A child who has no clean clothing may find it
humiliating to show up at school. A child who is hungry may not have the strength to make it to
school. A child may have untreated mental health issues and be unable to face walking into
school. In one such case in which Legal Aid was involved, a 15-year old boy diagnosed with
severe depression was expelled 80 days for truancy despite a school record that contained no
prior incidents of school removal. H.B. 410 would require an inquiry into the reasons why a
child is truant and identify appropriate interventions.

Through TeamChild, a partnership between Legal Aid and the Hamilton County Juvenile Court,
probation officers and magistrates refer youth who are having school problems to Legal Aid for
advocacy. Students referred to us through the TeamChild Project often had their first contact
with juvenile court through a truancy charge. All too often, the response to their attendance
problem was only punitive, and no intervention to encourage attendance or investigation to
identify root causes took place. We developed TeamChild because a child out of school is a most
powerful predictor of juvenile crime, and therefore we devote serious resources to getting
students back in school and keeping them there if they are attending. Disciplinary removal of a
child from school for truancy increases the likelihood that the student will be involved with the
juvenile justice system, and is at odds with the value our society places on education
achievement.



Many children in the child protection system enter foster care with serious histories of school
truancy. Our office sees this first hand through Kids in School Rule! (KISR!), a partnership with
Cincinnati Public schools, Hamilton County Juvenile Court and the Department of Job and
Family Services. The KISR! program has created a web of coordinated supports, interventions &
systemic changes to promote education success and stability for students in foster care. The use
of school expulsion as a punitive response to attendance problems threatens school stability and
success for this vulnerable population.

H.B. 410 recognizes that schools cannot expel children from our communities. Students
removed from school remain our neighbors, our residents, and our future workforce. Instead of
learning from their school system what they need to know to be successful contributors to
society, expelled students resort to learning what they can on their own or from the streets. This
creates long-term fiscal consequences as we bear the costs that come from failing to properly
educate our citizens. H.B. 410 would make us all safer, because excluding students from school
is directly linked to increased drop-out rates, decreased academic achievement, and increased
criminal activity.

As an education attorney, | commend this committee for the work you do to help guarantee that
Ohio’s children receive a quality education in secure and positive school environments. Creation
of a multi-disciplinary absence intervention team including input from social workers, counselors
and social service providers is outstanding and should remain a vital component of this
legislation. A proactive response to truancy that includes dialogue, supports and interventions
and that relies upon criminal penalties as an option of last resort will be a win-win for students,
families, schools, and communities throughout Ohio.

Thank you again for this opportunity to submit written testimony in support of H.B. 410. |
would be happy to provide additional information or talk with any of you about this topic.
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