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Chair Dolan, Vice Chair Burke, Ranking Member Sykes and members of the 
Senate Finance Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide 
testimony on House Bill 166. My name is Lisa Gray, and I am the President of 
Ohio Excels.  
 
Ohio Excels is a new business coalition focused on helping to improve the 
educational outcomes for all Ohio students. Our focus on education includes 
early childhood, K-12 and post-secondary education experiences. And, as part 
of that, we are committed to working with the broader business community, 
policymakers, educators and other community leaders to support our 
students, educators and schools.  
 
Overall, Ohio Excels is pleased with the investments found in the budget. We 
would like to highlight a select few proposals from each of our focus areas: 
early childhood, K-12 and higher education.  
 

Early Childhood Education  

Early Childhood Investments 
Ohio Excels applauds the financial commitment the budget makes to 
increasing the quality of early childcare providers. The Step Up to Quality 
program – the state’s system for developing and rating high-quality providers 
– has ambitious goals. This includes the goal of having all public funds go to 
providers earning three or more stars in the rating system by 2025. The 
budget’s investment in the quality of programs will help Ohio achieve this 
goal. However, moving forward, the state must also focus on increasing access 
to high-quality early childhood education experiences for the students who 
need it the most.  
 
Early Childhood Supports 
Learning begins at birth. This budget includes proposals that acknowledge how 
important it is for young children to be healthy and ready to learn. The budget 
includes an additional $30 million over the biennium to expand access to 
evidence-based home visiting programs. The budget also includes Books from 
Birth, which seeks to provide a monthly book for the first years of a child’s life. 
Ohio Excels supports these efforts to increase kindergarten readiness and 
early literacy. 
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K-12 Education  

High School Graduation Requirements  
When students walk across the stage and receive their diploma, they should walk with the confidence that they are 
prepared for life after high school. Whether they immediately begin a career, join the military or choose to pursue 
post-secondary education, students need to be ready to succeed in the next step of their lives. Unfortunately, too 
many students leave high school needing remediation in college or not prepared to enter the workforce or military.  
 
Ohio Excels, together with the Alliance for High Quality Education – a group of high-performing school districts – and 
the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, developed a joint proposal for graduation requirements that: 

1. Gives students the supports they need; 
2. Reduces the number of state tests and the reliance on state tests for graduation; 
3. Offers students non-test-based avenues to earn a diploma; and 
4. Ensures students receiving a diploma are better prepared to succeed in life after high school. 

 
A full description of this graduation requirements proposal can be found in the appendix. In summary, the proposal 
requires students, after they complete their coursework, to demonstrate competency in math and English. They can 
use the state tests, College Credit Plus courses, military enlistment or a set of career experience and technical skills to 
demonstrate they are competent and ready for graduation. After demonstrating competency, students must earn 
two diploma seals. These seals allow students to customize their junior and senior years based on their interests in 
the arts, science, community service or other state and locally defined areas.  
 
This proposal has received the support of the Ohio Chamber of Commerce, The Ohio Farm Bureau, The Ohio Council 
of Retail Merchants, the NFIB, the Ohio Business Roundtable and Ohio Manufacturers’ Association, the Ohio 
Association for Gifted Children and the Buckeye Institute. Ohio Excels and its partners have engaged the Ohio 
Department of Education during the development of the proposal. We have made many technical changes in 
response to their feedback and added a technology diploma seal to the list of options.  
 
Ohio Excels strongly supports the graduation requirements amendment being considered by the Senate Education 
Committee and encourages the Finance Committee to include it in the state’s budget. This will allow incoming 
freshmen to know what their requirements are as they enter high school.  
 
Wraparound Services 
Ohio Excels supports Governor DeWine’s proposal to allocate additional funding outside of the K-12 school funding 
formula to provide wraparound supports for students. Furthermore, we are grateful to the House for increasing this 
investment by another $125 million over the biennium. While all districts and charter schools receive student 
wellness and success funds, the funding is wisely targeted to communities with high poverty. Those are the 
communities that need it the most. Schools, working in partnership with community members, have the flexibility to 
develop services and initiatives to meet local needs. We encourage our schools and districts to maximize these 
resources with the other state investments in the Departments of Health, Mental Health, ODJFS and the like to 
ensure our students are better prepared to learn and thrive. 
 
Industry Credentials  
Students who leave high school with an in-demand industry credential are set up for success. Ohio Excels strongly 
supports the focus that the budget gives to technology industry credentials. The budget includes three new funding 
provisions for credentials at the K-12 level:  

• The Innovative Workforce Incentive Program would offer schools, out of $8 million in funds each year, a 
$1,250 bonus for each qualifying credential earned by a student in the district. 

• This program also includes $4.5 million for schools to develop credentialing programs, with priority given to 
schools that create senior-year programs.  

• The budget also includes $8 million in each fiscal year to pay for the cost of high school students’ 
credentialing exam or journeyman certification, some of which can cost thousands of dollars.  
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Ohio Excels supports these proposals, and we believe they will help encourage more students to pursue a career 
path and prepare them for success after high school. While Ohio Excels supports these investments, we would 
recommend two additions. First, we believe that the state should prioritize funding for schools and districts with high 
enrollment of low-income students. Second, we believe that all juniors and seniors should be notified of this benefit, 
not just students currently in career-technical programs. This may help attract more students to career technical 
education. 
 
Industry credentials are a component of the state’s current graduation requirements. Current law requires the state 
to approve credentials – including how many points each credential is worth – that all Ohio seniors can use to 
demonstrate they are ready to graduate. The House added a new proposal that would allow Career Tech Planning 
Districts to independently determine how many points industry credentials are worth. Ohio Excels is strongly 
opposed to this provision. We believe that the same credential should count for the same number of points from 
school to school and district to district, especially if they will be used for graduation purposes. A students’ credential 
could potentially “lose” value and prevent a student’s graduation if that student moves to a district that assigned a 
lower value to the same credential. Allowing different weights for the same credentials will result in a confusing 
patchwork of credential requirements at the same time the state is working hard to better coordinate education 
requirements and workforce needs.  
 
Educator Investments  
The budget includes three major investments in the skills of Ohio’s K-12 educators: 

• Teach for America: The budget includes $2 million each fiscal year to increase recruitment and training for 
Teach for America in Ohio. Teach for America recruits diverse, high-performing talent to enter the classroom. 
This will result in at least 350 new teaching corps members and serve an additional five of our hardest to staff 
school districts by fiscal year 2021. 

• Computer Science Training for Teachers: Today’s economy is fueled by technology. Educators know that their 
students need more computer science training, but many of them don’t have the skills themselves. The 
budget includes funding to reimburse the costs of computer science training and credentialing so more 
educators can get the professional development they need.  

• College Credit Plus Credentialing for High School Teachers: Ohio Excels believes that more students should 
have access to post-secondary education and that that education should be affordable. College Credit Plus 
achieves both of those goals by allowing students to get a head start on their college education at no or 
minimal cost to them. This is why Ohio Excels supports the budget’s proposal to educate and credential 
additional teachers so they are qualified to provide college instruction in high school. 

 
Ohio Excels strongly supports these investments in our educators. However, one way to improve the computer 
science training and credentialing would be to include a time-limited commitment from recipients of the funds, so 
that they will continue to serve as teachers and not immediately pursue technology-based employment outside of 
the classroom. 
 
Quality Charter School Support 
Ohio Excels believes all students have a right to be in a high-quality school, whether that’s a traditional public school 
or a public charter school. We have seen some outstanding charter schools working with low-income students and 
achieving great results. This budget includes a provision that rewards the highest-performing charter schools with 
additional funding. Ohio Excels strongly supports this proposal. It will allow high-performing charter schools in Ohio 
to potentially expand and replicate, and it will help attract quality charter providers from other states to Ohio. Every 
child that attends a public school, whether it’s a traditional district school or a charter school, deserves to be 
supported fairly by our tax dollars. 
 
While we support this proposal, we also believe it is just a start. The Fordham Institute recently released a report 
showing the funding disparities between charters and their district peers. Charter schools often receive thousands 
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less in funding for the same students. If this funding gap were closed for all charters, we believe the state could 
provide many more high-quality options for Ohio’s students and families.  
 
Academic Distress Commissions 
Helping turnaround our lowest-performing schools and districts is one of the biggest challenges policymakers face in 
education. Ohio’s model of Academic Distress Commissions (ADCs) has been around for many years, and it has not 
yielded the results policymakers and the public were hoping to achieve. The House added amendment House Bill 154 
into the budget bill. Ohio Excels opposes that amendment. It would institute a weakened model of school 
improvement with little oversight. The children in these schools deserve the best schools we can provide, and I am 
not confident this approach will improve student outcomes.  
 
While Ohio Excels does not have a specific proposal for ADC improvement, we do believe that any policy meant to 
address Academic Distress Commissions and low-performing school districts should follow these design principles: 

• The state should do more to identify low-performing school districts that are trending downward and 
provide additional supports and interventions before districts reach the lowest levels of performance. These 
supports should include an independent root cause analysis and review and outside turnaround partners.  

• Business, philanthropic and other community leaders need to be included as key partners in helping 
chronically low-performing school districts develop and implement improvement plans. 

• There should be more mayoral involvement in the leadership of districts identified as chronically low-
performing to help improve public accountability and better activate community engagement and support. 

• While the state and local community should support the district as a whole, the majority of the turnaround 
efforts should focus on the lowest-performing schools in the district.   

• There should ultimately be a final consequence for chronically low-performing school districts that do not 
improve over time, such as state takeover. However, there should be additional options available for 
chronically low-performing school districts to forestall this consequence, such as partnering with third-party 
providers, adopting proven intervention strategies, collaborating with local, high-quality charter schools, and 
other turnaround strategies. 

 
This is challenging work, and Ohio Excels is ready to work with committee members on further defining a 
comprehensive and long-term district improvement solution.  
 
District and School Report Cards 
Transparency is critical for all public organizations, and strong district and school report cards allow families and 
communities to understand how students are performing in their schools and identify areas for improvement. It is 
important that any changes made to these report cards be part of a comprehensive package that results in high-
quality and parent-friendly reports. Ohio Excels strongly opposes the House’s amendments to the report card law 
and believe these amendments would undermine public accountability for schools and confuse parents.  
 
Instead of these ad hoc amendments, we encourage the legislature to look at the report card as a whole. We 
recommend two steps. The first step for the General Assembly is to outline a vision for what measures should be on 
the report card. Ohio Excels recommends that we reduce the number of graded measures from fifteen to six – 
closer to what you’ll find on a student’s report card. Building on the strong work of the Fordham Institute, we 
recommend the following measures: 

• Achievement, counting for 25 percent of the overall grade and based on the Performance Index; 

• Progress, counting for 25 percent of the overall grade and based on overall Value Added;  

• Equity, counting for 20 percent of the overall grade and measured by a new indicator that looks at the 
progress and achievement of all subgroups, including gifted students; 

• Prepared for Success, counting for 20 percent of the overall grade and based on the existing Prepared for 
Success measure; 

• Graduation, counting for 10 percent of the overall grade and based on the four-year graduation rate; and 
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• Overall Grade, which combines the previous five measures and communicates performance using an A-F 
letter grade system that is instantly understandable to families and communities. In a national poll, 84 
percent of parents supported assigning schools a letter grade based on how well they educate their students. 

 
For the second step, Ohio Excels recommends a taskforce to determine how each of the measures should be 
calculated. The calculations behind many of the report card measures are technically and mathematically complex. 
For example, there has been significant discussion among stakeholder about how the state should calculate Value-
Added and Prepared for Success. This taskforce should be made up of stakeholders, including educators, advocates, 
parents and the business community, and be staffed by independent experts. This taskforce should also identify the 
non-graded information that should be on the report card, such as how well gifted students are being served. While 
it takes time to get it right, the taskforce must act quickly to provide a report to the General Assembly by December 
15, 2019 in order to start the new report card in 2020.  
 

Higher Education  

College Affordability  
To reach the state’s attainment goal of 65 percent of Ohioans with a high-quality degree or credential, we need to 
help more Ohioans start and complete higher education opportunities. The cost of college and other training 
programs can be a barrier for many Ohioans. Ohio Excels is pleased to see that the budget increases state aid for low-
income students through the Ohio College Opportunity Grant (OCOG). We support the additional $70 million over 
the biennium for this grant program, including the special $3 million fund to help students purchase textbooks. This 
combined with other budget provisions, like the FAFSA incentives, tuition guarantee and AP fee reimbursements, will 
help more students – especially low-income and first-generation college students – earn the degrees and credentials 
they need to be successful in the changing economy.  
 
Western Governors University (WGU) 
WGU is a private, nonprofit and regionally accredited online university that expanded to Ohio in 2018. Its model 
allows students to advance though coursework only after they have demonstrated the necessary competency, 
allowing for a quicker path to degree completion for hardworking, motivated individuals, often resulting in cost 
savings to the student. In just one year, enrollment has expanded to over 3,000 students in all 88 counties. 
 
While WGU is accredited by the state, it does not receive public operating funds, state subsidies or capital assistance. 
Accreditation does allow WGU students, however, to receive a few hundred dollars in OCOG funding, Ohio War 
Orphan Scholarships, the Ohio National Guard and Reserve Scholarship and loans form the Nurse Education 
Assistance Loan Program, just like every other public and private accredited school.  
 
A recent amendment to the budget would forbid WGU from remaining accredited beyond 2019. This will have 
disastrous consequences for WGU students and removes a critical and flexible option for Ohioans. Students will lose 
the needs-based aid and scholarships that many of them require to complete their degrees. Nearly 750 students 
currently in the WGU Teachers College will no longer be able to directly earn Ohio teaching licenses. Ohio Excels 
strongly opposes this amendment. WGU should be one option in a suite of options for Ohioans who are interested in 
earning a valuable degree or credential – something Ohio’s economy seriously needs.  
 
Student Supports 
While many students enroll in college, not enough are graduating on time or at all. Statewide, only 15 percent of 
community college students and 39 percent of four-year university students graduate on time. While some of the 
remaining students continue to work on their degrees or purse their studies elsewhere, these rates are simply too 
low. The state has made improvements related to reducing remedial courses which helps drive up completion rates. 
The performance-based funding formula for the state share of instruction has been another great step to incent 
completion. To go further, the budget also includes a program to address the non-academic barriers and minor fiscal 
challenges that can keep students from completing their program.  
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The Community College Acceleration Program is the continuation of a pilot started in Lorain, Cuyahoga County and 
Cincinnati which was based on a successful program in New York state. The pilot’s results are very promising. 
Students in the program stayed in school longer, earned more credits and graduated at twice the rate as similar 
students outside the program. The budget bill does not include additional state funding for the program at this time, 
instead relying on repurposed federal funds. However, we believe that as the program matures, it will likely be 
worthy of state resources to help it support more students throughout the state.  
 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Ohio Excels is excited about many elements in the budget proposal. We believe that these investments 
will go a long way to supporting our students, educators and schools. Ohio Excels look forward to collaborating with 
policymakers and educators to help improve the lives of all of our students.  



Course Completion
Students earn the minimum high school course credits set by the state and district.

Competency
Students must earn a competent score on the state’s Algebra I and English II tests. 

Students not scoring competent on a test must receive remedial supports and retake the exams at 
least once. If a student still does not score competent, they may use an alternate demonstration:

1.	 College Credit Plus: Earn credit for one math and one English course through College  
Credit Plus.

2.	 Career Experience & Technical Skill: Complete two demonstrations, at least one of which  
must be foundational:

i.	 Foundational: Proficient on four WebXams, approved industry credential (12 points),  
	 pre-apprenticeship or acceptance into an apprenticeship program

ii.	 Supporting: Workplace experience, WorkKeys or the OhioMeansJobs Readiness Seal

3.	 Military Readiness: Meet the requirements to enlist in the military, including AFQT 
requirements, as demonstrated by a contract with the military to enlist upon graduation. 

Preparation for College or Career
Students must earn two diploma seals, one of which must be state defined:

1.	 OhioMeansJobs Readiness Seal (State) – Demonstrate professional skills.

2.	 Industry-Recognized Credential Seal (State) – Earn 12 points worth of approved credentials. 

3.	 College-Ready Seal (State) – Score remediation-free on the ACT or SAT in math and English.

4.	 Military Enlistment Seal (State) – Participate in JROTC and/or enroll in the military.

5.	 Citizenship Seal (State) – Score proficient on the American History and American  
Government tests.

6.	 Science Seal (State) – Score proficient on the Biology test.

7.	 Honors Diploma Seal (State) – Meet the requirements set by the State Board of Education.

8.	 Seal of Biliteracy (State) – Demonstrate levels of proficiency in at least one other language.

9.	 Technology Seal (State) – Complete advanced coursework in a technology field.

10.	 Community Service Seal (Local) – Complete community service using locally-developed 
guidelines.

11.	 Fine and Performing Arts Seal (Local) – Demonstrate skills using locally-developed guidelines.

12.	 Certified Student Engagement Seal (Local) – Participate in meaningful activities such as 
athletics, clubs and student government as defined by locally-developed guidelines.

High School Diploma = 

Course Completion + 

Competency + 

Preparation for 
College or Career

Graduation Requirements Proposal



High School Diploma = 

Course Completion + 

Competency + 

Preparation for 
College or Career

Identification & Supports
•	 Identify & Notify: Identify students at risk of not graduating on time no later than the  

ninth grade through an early warning system and require notification to families that 
connects current performance to graduation.

•	 New Supports: Provide additional supports or educational options, like project-based 
learning or career-technical programming, to help identified students get on track.  
Provide educators supports for implementation. 

•	 A New 13th Year: Develop options for students who are not prepared to graduate at  
the end of 12th grade that allow them to continue learning during a 13th year and that 
reduce the stigma of not graduating on time. 

Testing Changes
•	 Reduce the number of high school tests from seven to five by eliminating the English I  

and Geometry tests. 

•	 Restrict the testing that students must use for graduation requirement purposes to  
only Algebra I and English II. 

•	 Require the Governor’s Executive Workforce Board, in consultation with higher education, 
K-12 and career tech to identify the essential knowledge and skills required for students  
to be successful after high school and identify a new score – competent – for the  
Algebra I and English II tests that align with the essential skills and knowledge no later 
than March 2020. 

Transition Timeline
•	 Classes of 2021 and 2022: Complete one of the original three options or this new proposal, 

as available. 

•	 Classes of 2023 and Beyond: Meet the requirements of this new proposal.

Graduation Requirements Proposal
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