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Chairman Hayes, Ranking Member Lundy and members of the Primary and Secondary 
Education Subcommittee, my name is David James. I am Superintendent of Akron Public 
Schools (APS) and Co-Chair of the Ohio 8 Coalition. 
 
The Ohio 8 is a strategic alliance composed of the superintendents and teacher union 
presidents from Ohio’s eight urban school districts – Akron, Canton, Cincinnati, 
Cleveland, Columbus, Dayton, Toledo and Youngstown. The Ohio 8 Coalition’s mission 
is to work with policy makers to improve academic performance, increase graduation 
rates and close the achievement gap for urban children throughout Ohio. The Coalition 
carries out its mission by working closely with legislators, educators, parents, labor and 
community officials. The Coalition brings a shared administrator-teacher voice to help 
shape state education policy and practice, the only one of its kind in the country. 
 
The purpose of my testimony is three fold: 
1) To outline our concerns regarding House Bill 59   
2) Provide recommendations on how to shape this bill so that it can better address and/or 
clarify the needs of children across the state.  
3) To request that any additional funds available in the budget process help to support 
these particular ideas. 
 
1. Overall funding allocations 
On the surface, the Executive budget proposal appears to offer flat funding or some 
increases to the Ohio 8 districts. However, since the proposed budget has new line items 
and modified formulas that influence the way that the current adjustments are calculated: 

- districts could potentially end up paying out significantly more 
- significantly less 
- or a similar amount  

A this time, we do not have all of the data to be able to fully assess the bill and the overall 
net amount received by districts from the state. We are in the process of running 
scenarios to understand how each of our districts will be impacted and will share that 
information with you as soon as it becomes available. As you are aware only some of the 
critical data that drives the calculations was made available late Tuesday and we have 
been working as quickly as possible since then to analyze the information to help inform 
your deliberations. As a result, we realize that this testimony may outline more questions 
than suggested solutions, but please understand that we would like to continue working 
together with you and your staff to formulate as many solutions as possible in the 
timeframe provided and are flexible in discussing anything that we all think can 
contribute to stronger policy on behalf of Ohio’s students. 
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2. Student Group Pay Back Provision| Section 3317.40 
With regard to student groups or ‘special populations’ (Special Education, ELL, 
Economically Disadvantaged, Gifted) the executive budget includes new formulas that 
drive the per pupil allocation within each student group. In addition to those new 
formulas, there is also a contracting provision attached to those dollars that require 
schools that fail to show "consistent progress," to pay the allotted state funds provided for 
that subgroup to an organization that has demonstrated the ability to improve the 
educational outcomes for that subgroup of students. 
 
Recommendation 
Districts should have at least 3 years of the special population or “subgroup funding” 
before being asked to contract with others based on limited progress. Our rationale is that 
the system and the bar has changed nearly every 6 months and will continue to do so for 
next couple of years. We are requesting this stability to make reasonable progress as the 
bar continues to be raised. We also are requesting there be a detailed definition in this bill 
of what it means to make “consistent progress” so that there is no confusion about what 
would trigger this provision. 
 
3. Special Education | Section 3317.022 (core) & Section 3317.0214 (exceptional) 
The executive budget proposes to take 15% of a district’s funds, pool them and make 
districts apply for reimbursements for their catastrophic costs. We know the gap between 
funding caps for traditional special education students and the threshold to access the 
catastrophic fund is significant. The cap allocated for most categories of special 
education students is about $10,000 less than the threshold amount of approximately 
$27,000. In other words, districts would need to spend at least $10,000 more than the 
reimbursed amount to be eligible to apply for reimbursement from the catastrophic fund.  
  

Category and Description Cap Threshold 
  
Category 2: Cognitive Disabilities, Specific Learning 
Disability, Developmentally Delayed, Other Health Impaired 
(Minor) 

$4,827 $27,375 

Category 3: Hearing Impaired, Emotional Disturbance $11,596 $27,375 
Category 4: Visual Impairment, Other Health Impaired 
(Major) 

$15,475 $27,375 

Category 5: Multiple Disabilities, Orthopedic $20,959 $27,375 
Category 6: Deaf-Blind, Autism, Traumatic Brain Injury $30,896 $32,850 

In addition, typically a district applies for reimbursement in December and may not 
receives that reimbursement until the following May. If districts are required to put 15% 
of their funding into the pool up front, some may have to use cash reserves. Some 
districts can not afford to be without such those funds for at least 6 months (which range 
from $2 million to in excess of $11 million for some of our districts), while still 
providing for and paying for student needs throughout the school year. 

Recommendations 
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• Lower the amount required for transfer to the catastrophic special education fund by 
half, from 15% to 8%.  

• Lower the thresholds for accessing the catastrophic fund so more students can qualify 
for the reimbursement and receive the services they need. 

• Increase the payout amounts to better reflect the costs of special education students. 
• Include State GRF dollars into the catastrophic aid fund (it is exclusively local share 

under the executive proposal). 
 
4. English Language Learners  | 3317. 016 
The funds for ELL students are based on the time they have spent in a school anywhere 
in the United States and reflect an annual reduction in the allocation for this student 
group based on time in the United States. Many Ohio 8 districts have an ELL population 
that come from significant circumstances including refugee camps and/or never having 
attended formal schooling in their lives. It is also important to note that this category is 
subject to the pay back provision. 
• $1,500: enrolled in school in the U.S. for 180 school days or less 
• $1,125: enrolled in school in the U.S. for more than 180 days 
• $750: does not qualify for inclusion in the above areas/is in a trial-mainstream period 
• $375: does not qualify for inclusion in the above areas and for whom the main 

language spoken at home is not English 
 
Recommendations 
• Follow the federal guideline for ELL programming and categories which is based on 

a ‘3 years in the U.S.’ (as opposed to 180 days) before the first 25% reduction in 
funding occurs. 

• Change eligibility to the first year in an Ohio school district (versus any school 
district in the U.S.). 

• Eliminate the ‘pay back’ provision, which will hurt ELL programs in particular, 
because it takes some ELL students more than 3 years to progress. 

 
5. Parent Trigger | Section 3302.042 
Ohio 8 schools districts have shut down, restructured or reconstituted low performing 
schools. This experience was, in part, why Columbus City Schools volunteered to take on 
the pilot program that is now within existing law. The process of turning around a low 
performing school is much more complex than what the proposed parent trigger law 
suggests and since the proposed policy is not yet completely tested or proven, we 
strongly suggest you look to districts that have been successful and modifying this 
provision to better prepare it for success. In fact, a recent Education Week (article is 
attached) featured Cincinnati Superintendant Mary Ronan for her work in turning around 
multiple low performing schools. 
 
Recommendations: 
• Maintain a pilot program to work out some significant process related issues before 

we apply this policy statewide. 
• Attached to my testimony is a list of questions that are not yet answered within the 

proposed legislation, which are critical to each local community understanding what 
this policy demands should they embark upon it. Please consider answering these 
questions by amending the proposal so the process is clear and reasonable. 
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• Amend the legislation to address a potential conflict of interest that does not allow 
charter operators to gather signatures from parents and provide a time limit on 
signature gathering, just as they do in legislative or issue campaigns. 

• Talk with one of our Superintendants about what closing or restructuring a school 
really demands. 

 
6. Straight A Fund | Section 3317.52 
$300 million Straight A Fund is an idea with significant merit.  We do, however, have 
some concerns around process and standards for the fund as outlined below. 
 
Recommendations: 
• Expedite the timeframe in which the Governing Board and advisors are appointed 

and provide guidelines for applications to the fund to help ensure districts can 
receive those funds before the upcoming school year ends. 

• Only allow school districts (community and traditional) to be the lead applicant 
for Straight A fund (as it stands now, anyone can apply for dollars, not just school 
districts or charter schools). 

• Redirect some portion of the fund to support an expansion of preschool, 
professional development for elementary school teachers, supplemental 
instruction and/or summer school costs, and intensive reading-intervention 
strategies before, during, or after the school day. Even though this is on time 
money, there are ways we can utilize these funds to help with certain components 
of this effort. 

 
7. Voucher Expansion | Section 3310.03 
HB 59 provides a secondary pathway to securing vouchers across the state of Ohio. 
Previously vouchers were reserved for students meeting poverty guidelines, HB59 
includes an expansion for students grades K-3 will be eligible for a voucher based on 
their building’s failure to achieve a literacy grade higher than a “D” for two of three most 
recent ratings of school buildings AND did not receive a grade of “A” for making 
progress in improving literacy in graces K-3. 
 
Recommendations: 
Eliminate this expansion. There are many changes that will occur related to student and 
teacher evaluation and assessment in the coming years. This is yet another mandate that 
won’t necessarily resolve the critical need to provide intervention and remediation with 
particular students. 

 
8. Community Schools | Section 263.320 
As this committee heard earlier this week, there is no reliable data set to understand how 
the formula related to community school allocations was determined. As a result, it 
places traditional public schools in the position of being unable to estimate their 
deductions. Compounding this is the fact that community schools will also receive 
allocations for special populations. Not having data related to opportunity grant 
allocations and now funding for student groups will only continue to cloud an already 
muddy reconciliation process between community schools and traditional public schools. 
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Recommendations: 
The state should establish a reliable data set to understand exactly how many dollars will 
go to community schools, including opportunity grant allocations and a separate data set 
related to student group allocations. Until we have a clear picture of that information it is 
nearly impossible to know the impact of HB 59. 
 
9. Pupil Transportation | Section 263.170 
The executive budget flat funds pupil transportation and modifies the system by replacing 
the state share percentage used in the current formula with a state share “index.” The 
results of the formula are prorated to fit within the appropriation. Under the executive 
proposal, pupil transportation is no longer part of the main formula's guarantee or 
cap. There is insufficient information for districts to know the impact of the change to 
state “index” and removal from the cap and guarantee. Also, this line item has been flat 
funded for the several years while at the same time gas prices have increased and the 
school bus purchase subsidy has been eliminated, and we are transporting more students 
than in recent years. 
 
Recommendations 
We have some districts that cover in excess of 200 square miles with their bus fleet and 
we must have clarity around the following changes to this section: 
• Impact of shifting from state share percentage to state share index.  
• Impact on other line items as these funds since they are no longer a part of the 

guarantee or cap. 
• Impact of the new formula being prorated. 
• Consideration of additional resources. 

 
10. School Security Grant Program| Section 201.80  
The proposed budget will provide $12 million for the purchase and installation of one 
MARCS unit per school building and a security door system, consisting of a security 
camera, intercom and remote access at one entrance per building.  ($2,000 reimbursement 
for MARCS unit per building. Up to $5,000 reimbursement for costs incurred with the 
purchase of a security door system installed on or after January 1, 2013).  
 
Recommendations 
• Funds are limited and language is not structured to be responsive to the needs of 

districts with multiple buildings. 
• Language must include/allow reimbursement for related equipment such as radios and 

information technology needs to coordinate and/or upgrade existing security systems. 
 
Conclusion 
As mentioned, the purpose of my testimony today was three fold. To outline our concerns 
regarding House Bill 59; provide recommendations on how to shape this bill so that it can 
better address and/or clarify the needs of children across the state; and to request that any 
additional funds available in the budget process help to support these particular ideas. As 
outlined, many good ideas are already proven to work and require additional support to 
make them even better. Others are motivated by the appropriate sentiment but require 
some changes to ensure success.  
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As mentioned in the beginning of my testimony, The Ohio 8 will continue to gather data 
to continue to help make informed decisions and build solutions to the issues we’ve 
outlined. We look forward to continuing our work with you and your staff to formulate 
recommendations and solutions that are best for the students across Ohio. I want to thank 
this Committee for giving me the opportunity to speak. I am happy to answer any 
questions. 
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Parent Trigger Questions to Consider 

1. Notification to parents that their child’s school is Parent Trigger eligible 
a. Who does this notification – district? ODE? Third Party? 
b. What is funding source for parent notifications?  

2. Parent information meetings held to ensure there is clarity about options, process, 
and time lines. 

a. Who facilitates the meetings - district? ODE? Third Party? 
b. If there is a fee for services, what funding supports this? 

3. If a decision is made to move forward, petition language is drafted for review and 
approval by local Board of Education and ODE  

a. Does petition include the selected restructuring model or is that 
determined later? 

4. Any language must include a petition deadline (so signature cannot be gathered in 
perpetuity). 

5. Review and verification of signatures is required by school Treasurer and County 
Auditor  

a. Need some clarification on how to work with the County Auditor – for 
example, what access to CCS records will they need? 

b. If there is a fee for services, what funding supports this?  
c. Why school Treasurer? 

6. What if an identified school has recently implemented a restructuring – for 
example, a SIG school? Will that school have to restructure again? 

7. To ensure transparency and protection of the parents’ interests, we feel it is 
important to have a neutral third party involved in the process. This could be an 
ESC or other community organization.  Could the district write requirements for 
the organization and then make a selection? If so, is there funding to support this? 

8. With respect to the 51% requirement of parents – can this consist of only feeder 
school parents expressing their preference about a middle or high school – or does 
the 51% include the PT eligible school parents as well (3302.042 (B))? 
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EDUCATION WEEK 
Veteran Educator Turns Around Cincinnati Schools 
FEBRUARY 4, 2013 
By Alyson Klein   
 
Mary Ronan | Superintendent Cincinnati Public Schools 
The first order of business for Mary Ronan as the acting superintendent of the Cincinnati 
school system four years ago was making big changes at more than a dozen of the city's 
lowest-performing elementary schools. Many of them had been plagued by stagnant 
student achievement for more than a quarter-century. 
Four years later, none of the 16 schools that Ronan and her team targeted for special 
interventions is stuck in "academic emergency"—the lowest rung of the Ohio 
accountability system, and the label most of them shared before the turnaround. A dozen 
of those schools have reached the level of "continuous improvement"—the midlevel 
rating—and others have gone on to be rated "effective" or even "excellent." 
"The first year [of the effort] was really hard," Ronan recalls. "We were asking our 
teachers to do a lot of extra work; … we got a lot of pushback. There were folks who said 
we should call it off." But at the end of that year, some half-dozen of the 16-targeted 
schools made adequate yearly progress, or AYP, under the federal No Child Left Behind 
Act, something they had never achieved before. 
"That was really the turning point," Ronan says now. That was when the other schools—
and the rest of the community in this midsize city along the banks of the Ohio River—
realized what was possible, she says. 
Leaders To Learn From 
The schools in what became known as the "elementary initiative" in Cincinnati first 
had to embrace some major instructional shifts. Each was required to offer 90-minute 
blocks each of reading and mathematics—as opposed to the scattershot scheduling that 
some had been using. Instead of whole-class instruction, teachers were shown how to 
divide their students up into smaller groups based on their abilities and needs. 
And school officials created "data folders" to keep track of the academic progress of each 
student. Teachers were tasked with reviewing the data with their students every couple of 
weeks. 
"That gave principals a tool to see how every child was doing," Ronan explains. "You're 
not just teaching to the middle anymore." 
The schools' leaders, likewise, were given an extra boost of intensive training. Using 
money provided under the federal American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, Ronan sent 
the principals of the elementary-initiative schools—along with teacher leaders—to the 
University of Virginia's educational leadership training program. She chose the 
University of Virginia program because it promised results, telling Cincinnati that it 
would be able to help schools make AYP—or gain at least 10 percentage points within 
two years. 
"You don't get too many guarantees like that out there," Ronan says. 
 
Training for Principals 
As part of that partnership, which began in late 2009, principals learned to set goals, draw 
up 90-day plans for academic improvement, motivate teachers, and single out and 
develop leaders from within their existing staffs. Those strategies merged well with the 
new focus on data that was already at play in the district, Ronan says. University officials 
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followed up several times, visiting the district throughout the school year. The 34,000-
student district participated in the University of Virginia program for two years, then 
incorporated many aspects of its training into Cincinnati's own professional development 
for leaders. 
The training was enormously helpful, says Ruthenia Jackson, the principal of Carson 
Elementary School, a K-8 school, which was part of the elementary initiative. Experts 
from the university encouraged her to "think outside the box," she says, and use the 
resources already under her control to greater effect. 
With those lessons in mind, Jackson decided to test out some new strategies at Carson, 
including grouping 7th and 8th graders into single-gender classes. Discipline incidents—
like office referrals and suspensions—declined significantly, she says. The idea worked 
so well that others in the district are planning to try single-gender classes in those grades 
next year. And the school, which had been in academic emergency, has now been rated 
"effective"—the second-highest ranking. 
To help oversee the turnaround process, Ronan tapped Laura Mitchell, herself a former 
turnaround principal, to serve as the deputy superintendent in charge of the initiative. 
Not every aspect of the turnaround plan has been easy, Mitchell says. Ronan gave her 
significant political cover when the city teachers' union pushed back on pieces of the 
turnaround effort, including staffing changes at four of the targeted schools that replaced 
nearly everyone—even, in some cases, secretarial workers and custodians. 
"There were grievances filed by teachers that came in with her name on them," Mitchell 
says. "She took the heat." 
Ronan continues to stand by those personnel decisions. "The culture was a culture of 
failure," she says. "We just didn't think we could transform a school without radically 
changing the culture." 
The U.S. Department of Education made similar staffing shake-ups a key component of 
the School Improvement Grant program, the Obama administration's prescription for 
turnarounds. 
Ronan also used economic-stimulus dollars to extend the school year, adding what she 
calls a "fifth quarter" in some of the district's most academically challenged schools. The 
program eventually added a month to the school year for schools taking part in the 
elementary initiative, and used the added time to pair academics with enrichment 
programs, such as art and music classes and field trips offered by community 
organizations in partnership with the district. 
Ronan is hoping that community partners will help the district continue to offer the 
services now that the extra federal funding has dried up. 
Ronan has also put substantial energy behind an initiative already under way in the 
district: community schooling. Nearly all the schools in the elementary initiative—and 
many others—now house a range of outside players, from tutoring providers to dentists to 
social service organizations for children and families. Mitchell and Ronan helped 
incorporate those groups into the schools' overall goals and worked to ensure that the 
services went to the students who needed them most. 
The district's population includes a number of groups that have traditionally struggled to 
close the achievement gap. Seventy-three percent of the Cincinnati school system's 
students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch, and nearly 70 percent are African-
American. 
Ronan also increased the number of "resource coordinators," whose job it is to make sure 
the community groups complement the schools' efforts, from just nine to 34 across the 
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district. A resource coordinator might ensure that volunteer tutors focus on a particular 
student's areas of academic weakness, for example. 
Longevity Pays Off 
Ronan, 59, has spent her entire career in Cincinnati. She began in 1976 as a middle 
school math and science teacher, and later moved to a high school. In 1996, she became 
the principal of the Kilgour School, an elementary school in the district, which received a 
National Blue Ribbon Award for Excellence in the 2001-02 school year. She then took on 
leadership roles with the district, serving as an assistant superintendent, and then director 
of schools, overseeing the districts' principals. 
By the time she was named acting superintendent in 2008—she officially took over the 
top job the next year—she had served more than 30 years in the Queen City and knew it 
inside and out. 
 
"I think it has made me more effective. You understand your community, you understand 
the politics," Ronan says. "I've developed relationships over the years. … I knew to 
whom to speak when I needed something. I wasn't groping around to figure out who the 
power brokers were." 
Ronan has been able to enlist allies among everyone from outside donors—she's brought 
at least $30 million in additional grant funding to the district, according to Janet Walsh, a 
spokeswoman for the district—to classroom teachers. 
"She probably knows more teachers than any superintendent," says Julie Sellers, the 
president of the Cincinnati Federation of Teachers, a 2,400-member affiliate of the 
American Federation of Teachers. "I think it has been beneficial for her to get buy-in. 
Teachers feel comfortable talking to her." 
Sellers acknowledges that she and Ronan have had their differences. But when it comes 
to parts of the elementary initiative, including what Sellers sees as the prescriptive nature 
of classroom instruction in the turnaround schools, they are always able to come to a 
resolution, she says. And she praises the superintendent for trying out a range of 
strategies—from instructional changes to wraparound services—to improve the city's 
schools. 
"There's nothing we don't do in Cincinnati," Sellers says. "These are the best urban, high-
poverty schools in the country." 
Coverage of leadership, expanded learning time, and arts education is supported in part 
by a grant from The Wallace Foundation, at www.wallacefoundation.org. 


