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Chair Click, Vice Chair Mullins, Ranking Member Brewer, and members of the House
Community Revitalization Committee, thank you for the opportunity to offer proponent testimony
on House Bill 718.

My name is Randy Leite, and | serve as Executive Director of the Appalachian Children
Coalition. The Coalition is a regional, multi-sector partnership working across Ohio’s 32
Appalachian counties to improve child health, strengthen families, and build the systems and
workforce necessary to support long-term well-being.

I am here today in strong support of House Bill 718 because it directly addresses one of the
most urgent challenges facing our region and our state: the critical shortage of behavioral health
professionals serving children, youth, and families.

In Appalachian Ohio, we see every day how workforce shortages in mental health and
substance use services impact children and families. Schools struggle to connect students to
care, families face long wait times or must travel significant distances, and providers are
stretched beyond capacity. At the same time, we know that early access to behavioral health
supports is essential for improving academic success, reducing crisis situations, and supporting
healthy development. Without a strong workforce, even the best-designed systems cannot meet
the need.

House Bill 718 takes a thoughtful and strategic approach to strengthening Ohio’s behavioral
health workforce in two important ways:

First, peer recovery support is one of the most effective and promising strategies we have for
engaging individuals and families in care. These are individuals with lived experience who bring
credibility, trust, and connection to the people they serve. By transitioning credentialing to a
professional board, this legislation:

o Strengthens quality, oversight, and accountability

o Elevates the role of peers as a recognized part of the workforce

e Supports recruitment and retention of individuals who are uniquely positioned to help
others

In rural communities like ours, where relationships and trust matter deeply, peer support is not
just helpful—it is essential.



Equally important, HB 718 creates new Qualified Mental Health credentials that establish clear,
accessible entry points into the behavioral health workforce. This is a game changer for regions
like Appalachian Ohio. These credentials:

e Create career pathways for both degree and non-degree individuals

o Allow students to enter the workforce directly out of high school or through career-tech
programs

e Support apprenticeships and “grow-your-own” workforce strategies

e Provide a portable, stackable credential that encourages long-term career advancement

At the Appalachian Children Coalition, we are actively building workforce pipelines through
initiatives like school-based health networks, youth career exploration, and regional workforce
collaboratives. The Qualified Mental Health credential aligns perfectly with these efforts by
creating the missing middle in the workforce ladder—between entry-level interest and advanced
licensure.

From our perspective, HB 718 is not just a workforce bill—it is a child well-being and community
health bill. By strengthening the behavioral health workforce, this legislation will:

e Improve access to care for children and families, especially in underserved rural areas
e Support early intervention, reducing the need for more intensive services later

e Enhance school-based and community-based care models

o Strengthen the continuum of care across systems

For Appalachian Ohio, where we are working to build a more coordinated and accessible
system of care, this legislation provides a critical foundation for long-term success.

In closing, House Bill 718 represents a practical, forward-thinking solution to one of Ohio’s most
pressing challenges. It strengthens quality, expands opportunity, and builds the workforce
needed to support healthier children, stronger families, and more resilient communities.

On behalf of the Appalachian Children Coalition and the communities we serve, | respectfully
urge your support for HB 718.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony, and | would be happy to answer any
questions.



