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Chair Brenner, Vice Chair Blessing, Ranking Member Ingram, and Members of the Senate
Education Committee, | appreciate the opportunity to speak to you today. My name is Steve
Dackin, and | am the Department of Education and Workforce Director. Today, I’d like to
provide a brief update on the Department and highlight some of the outstanding work being
done to make Ohio the best place to learn, work, and raise a family. | am also joined by Jennie
Stump, Chief of Policy and Legislative Affairs, who will share an overview of Ohio’s School
Transportation System.

The Department is focused on four key policy priorities: literacy, learning acceleration,
workforce readiness, and student wellness. These priorities keep students at the center of
our decisions. With the support of the General Assembly, the agency has been hard at work to
ensure that all K -12 students have the requisite knowledge and skills to reach their full
potential.

Literacy, as we all know, is the cornerstone of a child’s education. The 2025-2026 school year
marks the first year of fully implementing the Science of Reading. This shift reflects the state’s
unwavering commitment to evidence-based literacy practices, ensuring that students receive
high-quality, research-based instruction in reading. To ensure that every student receives
high-quality literacy instruction, the Department continues to review Core Curriculum,
Instructional Materials, and Evidence-Based Reading Intervention Programs. Our team
carefully evaluates eligible materials to ensure they meet the rigorous criteria needed to
support literacy development and will publish updated lists of approved materials this spring.

It is imperative that the Science of Reading is implemented with fidelity, and we are excited
that over 71,000 teachers and administrators have completed the Department’s training in the
Science of Reading and are ready to take on the next school year. Supporting educators in this
transition is crucial, and we believe our ReadOhio Literacy Coaches play a key role in just that.
From FY 24 to FY 25, the number of ReadOhio Coaches nearly tripled, with twice as many
schools and districts taking advantage of their training and support.

While the Science of Reading lays the foundation for strong literacy skills, significant efforts
are being made to accelerate learning across all areas. The Department has made strategic

use of ESSER-funded programs, focusing on high-dose tutoring, math support, and workforce
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connections in our schools. As of December 2024, 560,000 students in grades K-8 and 25,000
educators across 1,585 schools in Ohio have access to Zearn Math, a high-quality tutoring
resource with proven results. This is a testament to our optimism about the progress our
students can make.

With the passage of HB 250 last General Assembly requiring the adoption of cell phone
policies, we are reducing distractions in the classroom and improving student mental health.
School employees have applauded the efforts to remove cell phones in schools and those
with a bell-to-bell ban have shared how refreshing it is to hear talking and laughter in the
lunchroom again. As we continue to partner with the Stay In The Game! Attendance Network
on chronic absenteeism, we are dedicated to closing the gap in student attendance and
increasing learning acceleration with a distraction-free environment.

Strengthening the connection between a student’s K-12 experience and their post-high school
goals is more important than ever. An increasingly complex, global economy demands a
trained, knowledgeable, and skilled workforce. That’s why Ohio’s school leaders, educators,
and staff work each day to elevate teaching and learning to meet this growing need. On the
most recent report card, more than half of the class of 2023 met at least one of the College,
Career, Workforce, and Military Readiness Component measures, and the number of students
earning an industry-recognized credential almost doubled. In the 2023-2024 school year,
87,000+ students participated in College Credit Plus, nearly a 10% enrollment increase from
the previous year.

Deputy Director Jeremy Varner and his team have been examining Ohio’s workforce education
initiatives to identify gaps in the system and improve existing strengths. The Department
hosted two rounds of Career Pathway Development Workshops to support traditional high
schools in collaborating with local partners to develop career pathways tailored for their
region. It remains a goal of the administration, through meaningful partnerships, to bring CTE
to students. The State of Ohio awarded $300 million in construction and equipment grants for
Career-Technical Education to enable schools to establish and grow their programs. As a
result, 16,500 additional students across the state will have access to Career-Technical
Education.

Governor DeWine has continued to make student wellness a priority. Schools are the center of
our communities, and | believe we must make mental and physical health services
unavoidable. The Department of Education and Workforce has a School-Based Health Center
Toolkit that districts and schools can use to guide the development of health care initiatives in
their communities, and | am thrilled that there are currently 135 school-based health centers
in Ohio. Our team is working hard to identify how best to support Ohio’s students, including
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implementing recommendations from the Ohio School Bus Safety Working Group and The
Ohio Attendance Taskforce. This is a clear indication of our commitment to the holistic
development of our students.

The Department of Education and Workforce continues to prioritize a partnership-first
approach to ensure the best outcomes for every student, every day. | plan to continue to
focus resources to support Literacy, Learning Acceleration, Workforce Readiness, and Student
Wellness. | also stand firm in my obligation to be a good steward of taxpayer dollars. Since
being appointed as Director, we have seen a decrease in both part-time and full-time
employees. At my direction, we are using the state’s E-Performance system to align every staff
member’s evaluation goals to our priorities. Additionally, the Department undergoes an
annual performance audit, and | personally review the results to identify areas for improved
efficiency. As we remain steadfast in focusing all agency work on our policy priorities, | am
committed to identifying opportunities for operational and staff efficiency.

| am immensely proud of our work, and | also acknowledge that there is a lot more to be done.
| am eager to continue working with the General Assembly, as well as with educators, parents,
and others across Ohio, to move the needle and ensure the best outcomes for all students.

Chair Brenner, members of the committee, | look forward to returning in a few weeks to
discuss the budget. | am happy to answer any questions and will then turn it over to Jennie
Stump to provide an overview of school transportation in Ohio.
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