Thank you, Chair Brenner, Vice Chair Blessing, Ranking Member Ingram, and members of the
Senate Education Committee for the opportunity to provide testimony on Senate Bill 400.

My name is Michele Dunnington, and | have spent my career in youth development and
out-of-school time programming across Ohio. | have worked with programs that serve young
people and families in urban, suburban, and rural communities.

| want to begin by expressing my support for the intent of Senate Bill 400. Establishing clear,
consistent standards for high-quality youth development programs is important. Our field
benefits from strong expectations around safety, accountability, youth outcomes, and
responsible stewardship of public resources. Ohio’s young people deserve programs that are
effective, safe, and impactful.

It is also important to note that Ohio is not starting from zero in defining quality in out-of-school
time. The Ohio Afterschool Network, with providers from around the state and state partners,
has already developed the Quality Guidelines for Ohio’s Afterschool Programs. These resources
are grounded in research and organized around key domains like programming and curriculum,
relationships, professionalism, environment, health and safety, and administrative practices.
They were designed to apply to a wide variety of afterschool and summer
programs—school-based, community-based, faith-based, and others—regardless of size or
geography. In other words, Ohio already has a quality framework that is intentionally inclusive of
programs large and small.

At the same time, | want to raise a concern as a current board member for the Afterschool
Programs of Lancaster which has provided afterschool programming since 1998, | hear
consistently from community-based providers. As currently structured, some of the designation
criteria in SB 400 may unintentionally disadvantage smaller, local nonprofit organizations—not
because they lack quality, but because they lack scale.

In particular, requirements such as operating year-round programming for K—12 students across
multiple counties risk turning scale into a proxy for quality. Many of the most effective programs
in our state are intentionally local. They serve one neighborhood, one town, or one school
district. Their strength lies in deep relationships with families, cultural relevance, and
responsiveness to local needs—not in having a multi-county footprint.

When we define “high quality” in ways that prioritize multi-county reach and year-round
operation, we risk sending the message that smaller, community-rooted programs are somehow
less valuable, even when their youth outcomes are excellent.

This has implications not only for community-based providers, but also for Educational Service
Centers and school districts. ESCs are the backbone of Ohio’s regional service system and key
partners in implementing statewide priorities, including professional development, family and
community partnerships, and support for summer and afterschool initiatives. School districts and
ESCs often rely on partnerships with community-based organizations to deliver afterschool and



summer learning—from 21st Century Community Learning Centers to other grant-funded
collaborations. If only a narrow set of large, multi-county organizations can realistically meet the
designation criteria, ESCs and districts may see their pool of eligible partners shrink over time.
That could limit their flexibility to choose local providers that best fit their students’ needs and
context, and make it harder to braid state, federal, and local funds in ways that work on the
ground.

Finally, there is concern about how this designation might be used in the future. While SB 400
does not currently tie the designation to funding, experience in other systems suggests that
once a state label exists (like Step-up to Quality), it can quickly become an informal requirement
for grants, contracts, and partnerships. If that happens, organizations that cannot meet
scale-based criteria may be effectively shut out of future opportunities, regardless of the quality
of their work.

| want to be very clear: this is not an argument against standards. It is an argument for
standards that truly measure quality—safety, outcomes, family engagement, staff competence,
and sound stewardship—rather than organizational size or geographic reach. And it is an
argument for building on the inclusive, field-informed quality work Ohio has already done
through the Ohio Afterschool Network.

With that in mind, | respectfully offer a few suggestions to strengthen SB 400:

First, clearly distinguish between quality criteria and scale criteria. Quality should focus on youth
experience, safety, outcomes, and accountability; multi-county reach and year-round operation
should not be the defining thresholds.

Second, explicitly align the designation framework with existing tools like the OAN Quality
Guidelines, which were created by the field in Ohio and designed to support programs of all
sizes.

Third, create multiple pathways to designation so that high-quality single-site and
community-based programs can qualify, with requirements that are proportional to their size and
capacity.

Fourth, include guardrails so that this designation does not become the sole gatekeeper for
future public funding or partnerships.

Ohio’s youth development ecosystem is strongest when it includes both large, multi-county
organizations and small, community-rooted providers. We need both at the table if we want to
reach all young people, in all communities, with programs that work.

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify and for your leadership on this issue. | would be
happy to answer any questions.



