Chairperson, members of the committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony today.

My name is Gisele James, and I serve as Superintendent of Par Excellence STEM Academy, the only
community school in Licking County.

I am here to advocate for legislation that preserves school choice and ensures that schools have equitable access
to state funds in order to operate their own year-round and afterschool programming. Communities like ours
rely on the flexibility to design programs that directly meet the needs of the children and families we serve.

Par Excellence STEM Academy serves some of the highest-need students in the county. We have the highest
rates of homelessness, foster care involvement, and economically disadvantaged students in Licking County.
Our families face significant barriers, including food deserts, food insecurity, limited public transportation,
rising homelessness, and the realities of generational poverty.

Despite these challenges, our students continue to achieve some of the strongest academic outcomes in the area.
That success is not accidental. It is directly connected to the support systems we provide beyond the traditional
school day.

Our school culture is centered on health, harmony, and service, and those values extend into our afterschool and
year-round programming. We are proud to be the only officially designated elementary STEM school
recognized by the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce. Our programs are designed specifically for
our community and include life skills development, career exposure opportunities, family support services, and
relationship-based mentoring that many commercial afterschool programs are not equipped to provide.

Because we are embedded in this community, we understand our families’ needs firsthand. We know that
successful programming cannot be one-size-fits-all. Schools serving high-poverty and high-trauma populations
need the flexibility and resources to operate programs that are tailored to their students and families.

I respectfully ask you to consider legislative changes carefully so they do not unintentionally disadvantage
community schools and the students who depend on them most. Schools should have the choice and equitable
access to statefunding necessary to continue operating locally designed programs that are proven to support
student success both academically and socially.

Thank you for your time, your consideration, and your commitment to Ohio’s children and families.



