Chair Fowler Arthur, Vice Chair Odioso, Ranking Member Brennen, and members of The House
Education Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide proponent testimony on Senate
Bill 156.

My name is Toris Phinnessee. I serve as a Project Director for the Ridge Project under our Faith-
Based Tyro Man of God Program contracted by ODRC.

The Ridge Project aims to empower incarcerated men and women to become agents of integrity,
honor, and hope. The goal for Tyro (MOG) is to ultimately reduce recidivism and enhance the
spiritual development for 150 incarcerated individuals per year.

I am passionate about this Bill because it addresses a plague that deeply affects the children of
those we serve. Poverty suffocates the ability to flourish and prosper in a country full of wealth.
This bill will allow students to receive a head start and educational tools necessary to thrive
finically.

I have served in reentry for almost 10 years. My education from Mansfield Christian H.S and
Ohio Christian University provided me with knowledge to help me navigate the challenges life
presents. I have a strong background in program service delivery, community activism, and
entrepreneurship. This is important because it all stemmed from my parents placing me in school
environments that prepared me for real world lessons.

Poverty is not just an economic issue, it’s deeply connected to education, employment, and
family stability. In communities around the world, we see the consequences often. Lower
graduation rates, unstable employment, and generational cycles of lack which are incredibly
difficult to escape.

Research consistently shows that three milestones dramatically reduce the likelihood of long-
term poverty. Those include:

1. Graduating from high school
2. Securing steady employment
3. Marrying before having children

This “success sequence” is not political ideology, it is data-driven prevention.

This bill addresses the problem by bringing practical life-outcome education into schools. It
gives students early awareness of how everyday decisions connect to long-term stability. Schools
already teach math, science, and history, this bill ensures students also learn how education,
work, and family choices shape their economic future.

In many Ohio communities:

e Schools are battling chronic absenteeism
e Employers struggle to find workforce-ready young adults
e Families face instability tied to economic stress



By teaching the success sequence, we are not guaranteeing outcomes, but we are improving
odds. We are equipping students with knowledge that many never receive at home.

Importantly, this bill is about prevention, not judgment. It does not stigmatize students from
single-parent homes or those already facing hardship. Instead, it provides clarity, direction, and
informed choices.

Let me share a simple example. Imagine a 15-year-old student who is struggling academically
and questioning whether finishing high school even matters. At home, they may not see
consistent examples of stable employment or marriage. Without intervention, dropping out can
feel like a small decision, but it often becomes a life-altering one.

Now imagine that same student exposed to structured instruction showing:

e How graduation affects lifetime earnings

e How early parenthood impacts financial mobility

e How employment stability reduces stress and conflict
e How family structure influences economic outcomes

That knowledge can change perspective. Educators often say students ask, “Why does this matter
in real life?” This bill gives teachers a direct answer.

Communities benefit as well:

e Higher graduation rates

e Better workforce readiness

e Reduced reliance on public aid
e Stronger family connections

And for students already affected by poverty, incarceration, or family disruption, this
conversation becomes even more powerful. It opens the door to intervention, mentoring, and
redirection, showing that while someone’s starting point may be painful, their future can become
much brighter.

This bill plants seeds early. Seeds of awareness. Seeds of responsibility, and seeds of hope.
We respectfully urge the committee to favorably report SB 156.

Thank you for your time and your service to Ohio’s students and families. I would be happy to
answer any questions.

Sincerely,

Toris Phinnessee
Project Director
The Ridge Project
419.601.8260



Toris.phinnessee@theridgeproject.com



