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Chair Fowler Arthur, Vice Chair Odioso, Ranking Member Brennan, and members of the
Committee:

My name is Rebecca Asmo. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today about House
Bill 455. An earlier version of this legislation proposed eliminating Ohio’s social studies
graduation assessment. As Executive Director of Ohio Humanities, | want to commend
the committee for choosing not to take that step.

Ohio Humanities serves more than 500 local history organizations, museums, archives,
documentary filmmakers, and educational nonprofits that preserve and amplify the
extraordinary stories of Ohio’s history, culture, and people. As the state-based partner of
the National Endowment for the Humanities, we distribute funding and provide other
capacity-building support to ensure that all Ohioans have access to the humanities by
serving all counties and communities across the state.

Unfortunately, too many Americans and Ohioans lack a basic understanding of our
nation’s history and heritage. Even fewer recognize the trailblazing role that Ohio and its
citizens play in shaping it.

As the first state carved out of the Northwest Territory, Ohio helped define the American
identity. We have long been a state of innovators and leaders—from the Industrial
Revolution and the Civil Rights Movement to space exploration and the presidency
itself. Yet too often, our own citizens do not know this story.

That lack of knowledge has serious consequences for our students and for the health
and vitality of communities across Ohio, especially in smaller and under-resourced
communities.

« One third of Ohio students are not proficient in U.S. History.'
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« Even more troubling, 59% of Ohioans cannot pass the U.S. citizenship test.?

Ohio’s own story also receives little attention in our classrooms. State history is taught
only in the fourth grade, and standards only require that history be taught through the
War of 1812—before many of our most formative moments. As a result, students learn
about America’s greatest triumphs but not Ohio’s central role in them: our eight
presidents, the state’s leadership in abolition and the Underground Railroad, the Civil
War, the Industrial Revolution, flight, the civil rights movement, countless scientific and
medical innovations, and much more.

| know every member of this committee agrees that understanding our nation’s history
matters. But I'd like to share one piece of data that should give us pause as we think
about how history education affects overall student success:

In 2020, the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, well known for its advocacy of rigorous
education standards and charter school sponsorship in Ohio, published Social Studies
Instruction and Reading Comprehension?3, based on data from the federal Early
Childhood Longitudinal Study, which follows over 18,000 students from kindergarten
through fifth grade. The report found that social studies is the only subject with a clear,
positive, and statistically significant effect on reading improvement. In fact, spending
more time on English language arts alone does not increase ELA performance—only
time spent on social studies does.

| appreciate why this committee is approaching graduation testing thoughtfully. Any
barrier to graduation deserves careful consideration, particularly when so many
students struggle with proficiency in math and language arts, even at the college level.
However, if only the social studies assessment were removed, schools may feel
pressured to focus instruction narrowly on the subjects that are tested. As management
expert Peter Drucker once said, “What gets measured gets improved.”

By maintaining the social studies graduation test, you are preserving a statewide
expectation of civic knowledge and supporting the very foundation that strengthens
literacy, critical thinking, and long-term academic success.

This year, Ohio Humanities has begun new collaborations with hundreds of local history
organizations to elevate Ohio’s role in the story of American progress and ingenuity—
through museum exhibitions, documentary films, podcasts, preservation projects, and
more. Together, we share the belief that a strong social studies education is essential to
the vitality of our communities.

2 National Survey Finds Just 1 in 3 Americans Would Pass Citizenship Test - Institute for Citizens & Scholars
3 Social Studies Instruction and Reading Comprehension - Fordham Institute



https://citizensandscholars.org/resource/national-survey-finds-just-1-in-3-americans-would-pass-citizenship-test/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/sites/default/files/publication/pdfs/09242020-social-studies-instruction-and-reading-comprehension.pdf

This is especially true in a state like ours, where 71% of residents were born and raised
in Ohio. With the Department of Development projecting population decline in most
counties by 2050, connecting Ohioans to the history and identity of their communities is
as vital as any investment in economic development.

Ohio Humanities looks forward to continuing to support organizations in all 88 counties
as they preserve and share the extraordinary stories that define Ohio’s history, culture,
and people.

Thank you in particular to Vice Chair Odioso and Ranking Member Brennan for your
leadership on this issue, and to the members of this committee for your commitment to

ensuring that Ohio’s students receive an education that is rich in content and context.

Thank you, and | would be glad to answer any questions at this time.
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