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Chair Brenner, Vice Chair Blessing, Ranking Member Ingram, and members of the Senate
Education Committee, thank you for the opportunity to submit interested testimony on House
Bill 455. My testimony concerns one section in this bill, RC 5104.53, that governs eligibility for
the Ohio Preschool Program, a grant program in the Department of Children and Youth that
provides early childhood education (ECE) to prepare eligible children for kindergarten. This
language needs additional clarification. Until 2024, the eligibility for the preschool program was
determined by the school districts in their role as providers. DCY led a change in this protocol so
that parents would submit income and other required data to the county Job and Family
Services department for utilization in the Ohio Benefits eligibility determination system. The
Ohio Benefits system is also used to establish eligibility for Medicaid, SNAP, child care, and
other public benefits. This change was made to make the eligibility and application process
easier for families who may need to access support or information for various public benefit
programs throughout their children’s lives.

Ohio uses a combined application for public benefits. When preschool eligibility was first
added to Ohio Benefits, preschool eligibility was a component of publicly-funded child care,
and parents could also indicate that they wanted to be considered for other benefits such as
Medicaid and SNAP. Checking eligibility for multiple programs added time to the application
process, but it also enabled some families to start receiving other benefits for which they are
eligible. Moreover, many parents followed past practice and waited until the school year began
to submit an application, leading to delays in the process.

The Department of Children and Youth, along with its state agency partners, has responded to
stakeholder concerns about streamlining administration by creating a separate program block
for the Ohio Preschool Program on the standard benefit application. This change will be
effective in time for the next school year. This administrative change streamlines the
application process by allowing parents to select preschool-only as a benefit option. It will
make it easier for county JFS agencies to track preschool-only applications and will save
administrative time for county staff if they do not have to check eligibility for multiple public
benefit programs.



To ensure ongoing coordination between grantees and the county departments, we suggest
a clarification to help avoid confusion. As currently written, HB 455 adds language to RC
5104.53 that could confuse how the preschool eligibility process will work for the next school
year. The new language states that eligibility will be “determined by the early learning and
development program in consultation with the county department of job and family services.”
This change, and the use of the term “consultation,” creates confusion about whether eligibility
ultimately is determined by the county through Ohio Benefits, or whether there is a new (as yet
underdetermined) process that will be put in place by the schools. We recommend changing
the language to preserve the intended collaboration but to clarify roles between the grantee and
the county. This could include stating that the school districts should assist parents with
applications or become “Authorized representatives” with the written consent of the parents.
As an authorized representative, the school could provide and receive information from the
county, including updates on application status and notices about any missing information
needed to complete an application. This type of clarification will be consistent with
administrative process updates that have recently been made to the program that should
greatly improve the process for next year.

Thank you for allowing OJFSDA to submit comments on House Bill 455. We appreciate the
committee’s attention to this matter.



