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My name is Brock Brewster. I'm the superintendent of Western Local Schools in Pike County.
Most who are familiar with Western will tell you that we’re different from most schools in
southern Ohio. We are one of the poorest districts in the state. We're 78% state funded. We're
very rural. Less than 8% of our population has a college degree. Our median income is
$33,484, which is the lowest of all rural schools in the entire state of Ohio. Currently, we require
that all of our 7th graders take the Career Connections career-tech course. Our 8th graders will
take the Career and College Readiness course next year. We also offer VoAg to all junior high
students. All 9th graders take Lean Six Sigma Leadership Excellence and Yellow Belt. All 10th
graders take the Future Plans Assessment and receive coaching during the first 9 weeks of
school. They will then take the 30 hour Future Plans Soft Skills course. As juniors and seniors
they’ll have the opportunity to take one (or more) of 7 approved pre-apprenticeship programs.
They'll have the opportunity to earn 40 or more CCP credit hours. They can add one of two
vocational programs - VoAg or Business Marketing, both new for the 2026-27 school year. You
know the best part - they never have to leave Western to do all of that. All of this is done at the
home school. Yes, at the poorest school in Ohio squeezed in at the bases of some big hills and
Sunfish Creek, which floods 3 or 4 times a year and makes us have to cancel school because
124 is the only way in and out. We have our own student-ran ecosystem called West LA (for
Western Latham) and we currently “employ” 53 students to work in one or more of the 8
student-ran businesses. West LA is self-funded and provides employment for kids who can’t
get the 25 miles to Waverly to work at McDonalds or who just need to work part-time. I'd love to
say more but that’s for another time, hopefully.

Why do we do this? It's simple. Without creating a mindset in our young people that values
hard work and dedication more than simply being born smatrt, these kids will never become
what this community needs them to be! Our kids are learning how to work together, complete
tasks, show up, be drug free, and commit to something greater than themselves starting in 7th
grade. In reality, a lot of this starts in elementary school as part of our very progressive
elementary STEAM program. Since we’ve implemented career exploration and development as
requirements we’ve seen unbelievable results in everything from attendance to behavior to
participation in extracurricular activities and everything in between. We are already doing nearly
everything this bill is calling for. Why? Because it's what's right for kids and our communities.

A career-based assessment is central to the entire process being successful. That assessment
must be followed by coaching. Simply telling students that there are exciting careers out there
and you can be whatever you set your mind to literally has zero impact on students who leave



school and go home to poverty, dysfunction, abuse, and an outside-of-school life that literally
sucks the life out of them. When kids come from a very disorganized home life with no “system”
to operate within at home, it becomes even more vital for career exploration and development to
begin at an early age. Even middle class kids like my own went through high school, made the
National Honor Society, earned CCP credits and both graduated without a clue about what they
wanted to be. Right now, my oldest son is a union lineman and my youngest son is a union
laborer and both make more money at 25 and 21 than | did as a high school principal. Now, we
currently use the YouScience program for gauging interest and aptitudes in middle school
followed by the Future Plans Assessment in high school. | would love to have all the years back
that we made kids simply jump through hoops and graduate without a purpose. .

Timing is vital! Why can’t we wait until high school? Research shows that when career
exploration and development starts in middle school:

v Students develop career self-efficacy and adaptability earlier.
v Exploration aligns with normal adolescent identity formation.
v Middle school exposure increases later engagement and planning in high school.

Waiting until high school leads to:

v'Students making constrained choices due to lack of early awareness.

v'Some arriving at high school already disengaged or undecided.

v'Delayed exploration can mean missed opportunities for alignment between interests,
coursework, and future pathways.

Career development beginning in middle school yields developmental, motivational, and
planning advantages that are harder to achieve if exploration is postponed until high
school. Early exposure supports identification of interests, connects learning to real-world
contexts, builds essential decision-making skills, and lays a stronger foundation for high-school
planning and postsecondary success.

How are we able to do everything we’ve done? Because we’ve been part of the GRIT Project
from its inception. State funding of GRIT has given my kids opportunities that they wouldn’t
have otherwise had and we’re extremely thankful for our state leaders recognizing the important
things GRIT is doing. Many schools won’t be in favor of any bill that mandates that they do
more work for no additional funding. | ask that you not only pass this bill, but that you consider
the financial constraints all schools are facing and set aside funding for this vital initiative. It's
unfortunate that it requires legislation to put in place what the data clearly shows we should be
doing. However, if there is no legislation then many districts won’t implement middle school
career development, as indicated by the number of districts who have requested waivers.
Additionally, without some type of funding many districts will merely comply with the mandate
rather than embracing it. | sincerely ask that you pass Senate Bill 328 as proposed

Please feel free to contact me at (740) 222-8311 or brock.brewster@westernlocalschools.com






