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Chairwoman Lehner, Vice Chair Hite, Ranking Minority Member Sawyer, and members
of the Education Committee, thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today in support of
House Bill 410. I am a Policy Consultant at Children’s Defense Fund-Ohio, where we advocate
to ensure every Ohio child a Healthy Start, a Head Start, a Fair Start, a Safe Start, and a Moral
Start in life and successful passage to adulthood with the help of caring families and
communities. We urge you to support this bill because if enacted, HB 410 will help keep Ohio
children in school — something that benefits children, their families, our schools, and our state as
a whole.

HB 410 makes common sense. The provisions in the bill ensure that schools will be able
to work with families to:

1) identify the reasons a student is not attending school;

2) address barriers to getting the student back in the classroom;

3) reduce the number of children being unnecessarily pushed in to Ohio’s juvenile justice
system; and

4) increase the number of Ohio children graduating with high school diplomas.

I submit that all of us agree that those four outcomes are desirable.

Adopting HB 410 will mean that more Ohio children will stay in school. It will change
our laws to remove pathways in to our juvenile justice system — a system that costs Ohio
taxpayers significantly more money than our education system. It will help more Ohio children
graduate from high school, which will improve their overall economic outlook and make them
more stable and secure contributors to Ohio’s economy when they become adults. It also will
help ensure that Ohio children grow up healthier, as there is a direct correlation between a
person’s level of education and their overall health. Adopting HB 410 means investing in the
education, employability, and health of Ohio’s children: our future workers, parents, and leaders.

Children’s Defense Fund-Ohio also very enthusiastically supports the zero tolerance
reform provisions that have been proposed as additions to HB 410. Reforming Ohio’s zero
tolerance laws and acting to reduce the number of out of school suspensions in Ohio schools
would enhance the benefits this bill will bring, because children being out of school, not
learning, is a severely negative situation that we should strive to avoid whenever possible.
Ohio’s zero tolerance law, no matter how well intentioned when it was conceived, has tied
educators’ hands and resulted in huge increases in the overall number of suspensions of Ohio
students for increasingly minor or ridiculous offenses. In 2015-16, Ohio schools issued more
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than 200,000 out of school suspensions and 3,000 expulsions®. Of those, over 36,000
suspensions were given to children in 3" grade or under. And more than 4,500 out of school
suspensions were issued to children for truancy. Most suspensions — around 61 percent — were
for minor behavior like being disruptive. These numbers are startling, but the true impact of
these policies is illustrated best in the absurd and heartbreaking results for individual children.

For example, in Cincinnati, a seven year old first grade student named Derik brought a
small plastic sword to school. The sword had been a party favor from his cousin’s pirate-themed
birthday party over the weekend. When asked why he had brought the toy, Derik said “I had
thought about bringing a car but then decided to bring the pirate sword to show my friends.”
Derik had no understanding that he had done anything wrong and saw the object as nothing more
than a toy with which he could play pretend pirates after school. At Derik’s expulsion hearing,
the school principal acknowledged that the item was nothing more than a toy, could never have
hurt anyone, and was not being used to threaten anyone. If it were up to him, he would not have
proposed expulsion. The principal said, however, that he had no choice because under the
district’s zero tolerance policy, he was required to propose Derik for expulsion.

Another student, Aaron, was an eight year old third grader proposed for expulsion from
school under Ohio’s zero tolerance law. Aaron was in foster care and had suffered abuse and
neglect by his biological parents. As a form of therapy to deal with the trauma he had
experienced, Aaron’s foster mother taught him how to ride horses. He would take his school
book bag with him when he rode horses and had in it items such as treats for the horses and a
pocket knife, which was sometimes needed in the stable. Aaron had ADHD and could be
forgetful. He forgot to remove the pocket knife from his book bag one weekend after spending
time with the horses. On Monday when he went to school, his teacher was putting papers in his
bag and saw the pocket knife. Under the district’s zero tolerance policy, Aaron was proposed for
expulsion.

Aaron’s story emphasizes an unintended consequence of Ohio’s zero tolerance policies:
they often adversely impact children who have experienced trauma and are struggling to find
ways to work through their trauma. Research tells us that young children’s brains are profoundly
impacted by traumatic experiences when they are young. Trauma changes the ways neural
pathways are formed and can negatively impact memory, focus, attention, and social interactions
throughout a child’s life, unless the child receives appropriate treatment and care. Data show us
that around 50 percent of Ohio children are entering school having suffered at least one, and
often more than one, adverse childhood experience (ACE)?. These children need support,
services, and medical treatment, not punishment and removal from school. Adopting HB 410
and its school discipline provisions will help shift our focus to services for these children.

Children’s Defense Fund-Ohio strongly supports policies that will improve the chances
of all Ohio children to succeed. We applaud you for considering the provisions in HB 410,
because we feel that they are a very strong step forward for our children. We support the
adoption of HB 410 without reservation and look forward to working with schools, community
experts, and families to ensure that the implementation of its provisions is smooth, robust, and
expedient. Thank you very much.
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