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Advancing Early Childhood Development in Ohio 

Early childhood education is foundational to the success of children, families, and communities. 
Investing in high-quality early learning programs ensures school readiness, strengthens families, and 
supports workforce participation. This brief outlines key policy recommendations to expand access to 
childcare, reduce infant mortality, and improve kindergarten readiness in Ohio. 

Policy  
Increased funding and policy changes are needed to support equitable access to quality early childhood 
education and care in Ohio. These recommendations align with best practices and evidence-based 
strategies to improve child outcomes and strengthen families. Head Start is the most successful, longest-
running, national school readiness program in the United States. The program is child-centered, family 
focused, comprehensive, and community-based. Head Start provides comprehensive education, health, 
nutrition, dental, mental health, social services, and parent engagement opportunities to low-income, 
special needs and at-risk children and their families, and is making a difference in Ohio. 

Challenge 

Ohio faces significant challenges in providing accessible, high-quality early childhood education and care. 
Limited childcare access affects parents’ ability to remain in the workforce. Workforce shortages in the 
early education sector, driven by low wages and high stress, impact the availability and quality of 
services. Additionally, Ohio struggles with high infant mortality rates, particularly in rural and 
underserved communities, highlighting the need for expanded support programs. 

Opportunity 

By implementing the policy recommendations below, Ohio can strengthen early childhood 
development, support working families, and improve educational outcomes for vulnerable children. 
Expanding access to publicly funded childcare and Head Start programs will ensure more families 
receive critical early learning services. Investments in workforce development and employer-supported 
childcare initiatives will help stabilize and grow the early education workforce. Addressing infant 
mortality through targeted investments in Early Head Start and home visiting programs will improve 
health outcomes for Ohio’s youngest residents. These strategic actions will create a stronger foundation 
for children, families, and communities across the state. 
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Child Lead Poison Prevention 

 
Lead is a toxin. There is no safe level of lead in the blood. Childhood lead poisoning can cause 
irreversible brain and nervous system damage leading to learning and behavioral challenges, lower IQ, 
lower academic achievement, increased hyperactivity, emotional problems, and future delinquent 
behavior. Over 90% of Ohio’s lead poisoning cases result from dust created by lead-based paint in 
houses built before 1978. Young children are uniquely vulnerable to lead because their rapidly 
developing nervous system has no defense against toxins. Thousands of Ohio children have already 
been poisoned and many more continue to be exposed to lead. Last year, 4,263 children tested positive 
for elevated blood lead levels (EBLLs), which is an undercount and does not disaggregate data by race. 
Ohio has the second-highest rate of children who test positive for EBLLs in the country 

Policy  
The Ohio Department of Health (ODH)’s Healthy Homes and Lead Poisoning Prevention Program 
(OHHLPPP) conducts investigations to identify and abate lead hazards when children have an EBLL. All 
children must be tested for lead at ages 1 and 2 years if they are on Medicaid, reside in a high-risk zip 
code, or if other identified risk factors exist, but existing testing falls far short of this. ODH receives 
federal and state funding for the State Child Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) Health Services Initiative 
(HSI) lead program, which supports some lead investigations and abatement, public education, and the 
Lead Safe Rental Registry. ODH relies on local health agencies to help implement the OHHLPPP; 
however, the lack of resources limits its effectiveness.   

In the most recent state budget, $10 million in new grants were administered by ODH via the Lead Safe 
Home Fund in FY24-25. ODH also manages GRF funding for local lead prevention including the Lead Safe 
Home Fund in Cleveland and earmarked funding for Toledo. There is also funding for the Department of 
Developmental Disabilities (DoDD) which implemented expanded automatic eligibility of early 
intervention (EI) for children with EBLLs. The Ohio Department of Development also allocated its share 
of ARPA dollars for lead poisoning prevention.  

Challenge 
We know lead dust from lead paint is the most common source of lead exposure and yet Ohio does not 
require lead hazard remediation prior to children or pregnant women residing in a home. Instead, Ohio 
relies primarily on increasing public awareness and lead testing to identify and abate lead hazards after 
a child has been lead poisoned, rather than preventing them from being poisoned in the first place, 
relegating children to the proverbial “canaries in the coal mine.” The COVID-19 pandemic posed an 
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additional challenge: keeping children inside their homes longer and further exposing them to potential 
lead hazards while also slowing down the number of children tested. 

Childhood lead poisoning requires a comprehensive solution that begins with healthy housing. No single 
agency is responsible for all the factors that contribute to child lead poisoning. However, it is incumbent 
upon agencies to work together with local and community partners to implement solutions that have a 
foundation in primary prevention. Furthermore, we must continue to invest in EI funding so that we are 
taking care of the children and families who have already been negatively affected by lead. DoDD went 
from serving 56 children in its first year of automatic EI eligibility for children with EBLLs to 327 children 
in FY22 and further growth in the need for EI is expected. 

In accordance with CDC guidance, Ohio has lowered its lead reference levels from 5.0ug/dl down to 
3.5ug/dl. The change has allowed ODH to identify more children exposed to lead earlier, allowing for a 
quicker response. However, this has led to a rise in the number of children testing positive for elevated 
blood lead levels, and it will be necessary to invest in additional resources to make sure children and 
families have access to educational information and supportive services. 

 

Opportunity 
Governor DeWine recognizes the critical importance of primary prevention of child lead poisoning, 
identified as the “optimal strategy” by the CDC and the American Academy of Pediatrics. However, 
despite important investments in the previous budget, Ohio still is not adequately funding its lead 
poison prevention efforts. Over two-thirds of Ohio’s housing stock was built before 1980, many in 
neighborhoods that bear the brunt of historical disinvestment. If we continue at the current level of 
funding, it will take over a century before Ohio rids itself of lead poisoning. The funding for the state 
Lead Safe Home Fund has been an important resource for local communities. Sixteen different projects 
were funded in FY 24 and FY 25, including 9 county specific projects. Given the program’s success, 
funding must be increased to help expand its reach to more communities in need. SCHIP continues to 
have a backlog with over 100 families on the waiting list and is still primarily abating houses where 
children have already been poisoned rather than its intended purpose of primary prevention. 
Particularly given how the SCHIP program leverages federal dollars, funding for this program should be 
maximized. Another opportunity to protect children from lead hazards at the source would be for the 
state to assume control of the federal Renovation, Repair and Painting (RRP) rule, which requires the 
use of lead safe work practices when conducting repairs in a pre-1978 unit. Granting ODH authority to 
manage RRP would offer a solid foundation for building a primary prevention approach. If implemented, 
these prevention efforts could save lives and increase job opportunities, ultimately saving taxpayer 
dollars.  
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Establish a Community Learning Centers (CLC) 
Statewide Technical Center 
 

Community Learning Centers (CLC) are not only centers of education; they are the new heart of the 
community, fostering improved conditions for teaching and learning. They act as venues where 
teachers, families, community members, and service providers collaborate in coordinated, intentional, 
and results-oriented partnerships. These schools become vital to their communities by offering services 
that effectively address the needs of students, families, and neighbors while promoting stable, healthy 
neighborhoods. This is not just another program; it signifies a significant shift in how we view schools, 
extending beyond simply providing student support and services. 

Community Learning Centers positively impact the lives of children, families, educators, and their 
communities daily. By going beyond the traditional boundaries of school and collaborating with local 
stakeholders, community schools offer practical solutions to the unique challenges faced by the 
students and families they serve, representing a significant advancement in fulfilling the promise of 
public education. 

In 2000, Cincinnati Public Schools (CPS) surveyed various communities to identify the types of schools 
needed in each neighborhood. CPS developed a plan to create schools tailored to each area’s specific 
needs, referring to them as community learning centers. The Cincinnati model has been replicated in 
several other cities throughout Ohio and other states.  

New Lexington Public Schools has transformed their CLC into a K-12 rural career development model. 
Located in rural southeastern Ohio, New Lexington Schools serves 1,741 students. According to the 
federal designation, 100% of the student population is economically disadvantaged. New Lexington 
Schools and the Village of New Lexington have come together to enhance various aspects of the town, 
benefiting the campus that houses the Workforce Development Building. This model provides services 
that support both staff and the community, including a childcare center, health services, warming 
centers, and community feeding programs (such as weekend and summer food initiatives), along with a 
robust business council.    

Students don’t live their lives in isolation; a variety of experiences influence them. The legislature must 
guarantee full funding for the Fair School Funding base costs and allocate resources for wellness 
programs for both students and teachers.   
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Expand Access to High-Quality Childcare 
 

Every child, regardless of race, class, or zip code, deserves to be safe, cared for, and educated. High-
quality childcare provides care for Ohio’s children and helps prepare them for success in school and 
their future. Childcare also keeps our economy running and helps parents stay in the workforce. 

Policy 
 
Ohio’s publicly funded childcare (PFCC) program helps make childcare affordable for working parents. 
PFCC is available to children of working parents at or below 145 percent of the federal poverty level (a 
family of three making $38,642.50 a year or less) or 150 percent of the federal poverty level for children 
with special needs. Once qualified, families can continue to participate in the program until they surpass 
300 percent of the federal poverty level (which is $79,950 for a family of three). PFCC is administered by 
the Ohio Department of Children and Youth. 

Challenge 
 
When children receive high-quality early education, they are more likely to be ready for kindergarten. 
Only 35% of Ohio kids start kindergarten ready to learn (Ohio Department of Education, 2024).  

But high-quality childcare is unaffordable for many Ohio families. For the average annual cost of one 
infant’s childcare ($10,417 according to the National Database of Childcare Prices) to be affordable (as 
defined by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services), a family of three with two parents and 
one infant would need an annual income of $148,814. Put another way, two parents would have to 
each make $35.77 per hour working full time to make childcare affordable at the average rate, for just 
one infant. 

Many parents can’t afford high-quality care. If a parent, working full time, has one infant and one 
toddler at an average cost childcare center, then $11.86 of every hour they work would go to childcare 
costs. For comparison, the minimum wage in Ohio is $10.70 per hour. The parent in this family of three 
makes too much to qualify for PFCC, but too little to afford high-quality childcare and other basics. 

Today, working parents have few options. From 2017 to 2023, the number of childcare workers in Ohio 
dropped by 31.94% (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2023). Annie E Casey’s Kids Count Data Center found 
that Between 2019 and 2023, the number of children benefiting from publicly funded childcare in Ohio 
dropped by 32,000, from 172,585 children to 140,585. The childcare system is built on low-paid labor 
primarily performed by women and disproportionately Black women. Women make up 95% of the 
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Fulfilling Ohio’s Commitment to Public School 
Students 
 
In March 1997, the Ohio Supreme Court ruled in DeRolph v. State (1997) that Ohio did not, “…provide 
for a thorough and efficient system of common schools…” as required by the Ohio Constitution. The 
Court ordered, “…a complete systematic overhaul…” to remedy the state’s unconstitutional funding 
system. The Ohio General Assembly responded with several changes, but the Court ruled in May 2000 
that further work was needed, and it gave the General Assembly an additional year to address 
deficiencies. 

The “complete systematic overhaul” ordered in DeRolph I and DeRolph II was supposed to include but 
was not limited to: 1) determining a base level of per-pupil funding predicated on the resources 
required and outcomes expected of a thorough and efficient system; 2) adequate funding for education 
in every school district; 3) reduction in reliance on property taxes; 4) elimination of forced borrowing to 
meet ordinary school district expenses; 5) adequate funding for school facilities; 6) elimination of 
unfunded mandates; 7) elimination of phantom revenue; 8) provisions for a statewide school facilities 
assessment; and 9) provisions for strict statewide academic standards, including input and output 
standards. 

Two subsequent Ohio Supreme Court decisions upheld the DeRolph I and DeRolph II decisions and 
found that the state’s school funding system remained unconstitutional. On May 19, 2003, the Court 
released the case from its jurisdiction, essentially ending further litigation, but it reiterated its earlier 
findings when it directed the General Assembly, “…to enact a school-financing scheme that is thorough 
and efficient, as explained in DeRolph I, DeRolph II, and the accompanying concurrences.” 

For decades, Ohio lawmakers failed to agree upon and implement a school funding system that met the 
needs of all of Ohio’s students and the requirements of those court decisions.  That changed in 2021, 
when the 134th Ohio General Assembly adopted the Fair School Funding Plan in the biennial budget bill 
(HB 110).  The Fair School Funding Plan provides a predictable student-centered formula that is based 
upon how much it actually costs to educate a child (known as the input data) and how much a local 
community can afford to contribute toward these costs.  

This groundbreaking plan – created with input from policy makers, finance experts, educators, and 
community members – was intended to be phased in and fully funded over six years. However, when 
lawmakers adopted it in HB 110, they only agreed to fund it through the end of the fiscal year (FY) 22-23 
biennium (June 30, 2023).  Furthermore, the input data used in the FY 22-23 biennium was from FY18 
when the most current data would have been from FY 20 (for the FY 22 school year) and FY 21 (for FY 
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23). In the subsequent budget for FY 24 and FY 25 (HB 33), the 135th Ohio General Assembly updated 
the base cost inputs to FY 22 (for both FY 24 and FY 25) and continued years three and four of the phase 
in of the plan. 

The fight for full funding continues.  To maintain balance between the adequacy side of the funding 
formula and the state and local share calculation, the input data for the base cost should be updated in 
conjunction with the property valuation and income data used to determine the state and local share of 
funding in each school district.  However, the property valuation and income data has been updated by 
the legislature in each of the 4 years of the Fair School Funding plan while the input data has only been 
updated once.  

 
Policy  
 
It is imperative that Ohio fully implements the Fair School Funding Plan and makes the necessary 
modifications to update the formula components. The Plan’s formula is based on student need and 
provides enough state resources to reduce the reliance on local property taxes. Further, the funding 
plan allows school districts to plan appropriately and invest resources where they’re needed to help 
students succeed. Implementation of the Fair School Funding Plan puts Ohio on the path toward a 
constitutional funding system as ordered by the DeRolph decisions. 
 

Challenge 
 
There are many challenges to achieving full implementation of the Fair School Funding Plan.  
 
During the 135th General Assembly, the legislature passed universal eligibility for school vouchers under 
the EdChoice program. This provides private school tuition funded by taxpayer dollars. In the current 
school year, the cost of students attending private school through one of Ohio’s five voucher programs 
is nearly one billion dollars. Most of the new participating students have never attended public school. 
The expansion of these programs creates greater strain on the state budget and puts full 
implementation of the Fair School Funding Plan at risk. Nearly 90% of Ohio’s students attend public 
school and the state has a constitutional obligation to fund its public schools adequately and equitably. 
The rising cost of privatization, and political pressure to further expand voucher programs (to 
homeschooling and unaccountable non-chartered private schools) present headwinds for full 
implementation of the Fair School Funding Plan. 
 
In addition, Ohio has seen a steady reduction in the state’s income tax rates since 2005. There have also 
been proposals introduced in previous general assemblies to phase out the state income tax which is a 
primary source of revenue for the state budget.  Additionally, the Ohio General Assembly has steadily 
flattened the state’s income tax brackets. Starting with nine (9) rate brackets, over the last 20 years the 
Ohio General Assembly has lowered and consolidated brackets down to two (2) beginning in 2024.  
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Complicating funding for the Fair School Funding Plan is impending local property tax reform anticipated 
to be taken up by the 136th Ohio General Assembly. While there were many competing reform 
proposals in the last General Assembly, it is likely that a proposal to raise the 20-mill floor for public 
school districts could be passed. Such a proposal could exacerbate funding inequities between districts, 
increased property tax rates for residents, and higher failure rates for more frequent levies to meet the 
new millage floor.  
 
Ultimately, any structural changes to the state income or local property taxes that do not guarantee 
local school districts are held harmless or that are in alignment with the Fair School Funding Plan could 
potentially shift the responsibility of funding public schools to local school districts.  
 
An additional challenge to full implementation come from the categorical cost studies that were 
commissioned to identify the resources required for students with special needs, English learners, and 
students in poverty. While we are still awaiting the results of the students in poverty cost study, the 
other two studies revealed significant funding gaps, highlighting the need for increased investments to 
meet these students' unique needs. However, full implementation of the plan has been complicated by 
the substantial financial commitment required to align state funding with these cost studies, on top of 
fully updating and phasing in the Fair School Funding Plan.  
 
Lastly, the lack of political will to allocate sufficient resources for the Fair School Funding Plan, competing 
budget priorities such as increasing vouchers or cutting taxes, and the complexity of distributing funds 
equitably across diverse districts have all hindered progress, leaving many vulnerable students without 
the support they need to succeed.  Legislative leaders have already expressed reservations about the 
sustainability of the Fair School Funding Plan, describing the expectation of fully implementing the plan 
as a “fantasy” and the current system of public-school funding as “unsustainable.” 
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Funding for local Libraries 
  

Libraries offer access to books, digital resources, and research materials, ensuring that knowledge is 
available to all, regardless of income. They promote early childhood literacy, assist students with 
homework, and provide adult education and career development programs. Many libraries offer free 
internet access and technology training for those without digital resources. Furthermore, libraries host 
cultural events, book clubs, and educational workshops that strengthen community connections and 
encourage civic engagement.  
  
The data highlights the crucial role libraries play within the community. According to the State Library 
Board, more than seven million residents in Ohio possess library cards, including 1.5 million children and 
nearly 6 million adults. Additionally, library computers are utilized over six million times annually. 
  
Engaging with books, participating in community events, and accessing resources for personal growth 
enhance mental health and creativity. Community libraries are more than just book repositories—they 
are vital centers for education and social progress.  
  

Policy 
 
Over the past two years, libraries have received 1.70 percent of the General Revenue Fund. State 
revenue supports local libraries and the State Library Board. State funding and strategic goals of the 
Library Board assist local libraries in enhancing their outreach and services. The State Library aims to 
provide local libraries and the public with access to books, a wide range of media, and technical support, 
all to reduce costs and improve the public’s experience.  
  

Challenges 
 
A budget cut to the share of General Revenue Funds for libraries will hinder their ability to expand their 
programs.   
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Challenge 
The federal school meal programs have played a central role in reducing hardship during the pandemic. 
Last school year, USDA provided waivers to schools, allowing them to serve meals at no cost to all 
students. Those meals were a lifeline for struggling families, but the waivers expired, leaving schools and 
students in Ohio without access to free school meals. 
 
Many families, particularly those just above the eligibility threshold for free or reduced-price meals, 
continue to struggle. Nearly 37% of food-insecure families in Ohio do not qualify for nutrition 
assistance, leaving them in a precarious financial position. Universal school meals would eliminate 
this gap and provide relief to working families, saving them between $1,000 and $1,200 per child 
annually. 
 
All school districts in our state face significant challenges in supporting students and addressing non-
instructional needs of children while also being tasked to nourish our children each school day. We have 
heard from school districts that the financial and administrative burden of shifting back to a tiered 
payment system for school meals has been challenging, and they worry that more students are going 
hungry. 
 
Further, school districts across the state are reporting record levels of school meal debt, an indicator 
that families are struggling to make ends meet. This is troubling because some of our school districts 
have policies in place that require meal providers to take away a student’s hot meal when they accrue a 
certain amount of school lunch debt. Today, in some districts in Ohio, a kindergartener may go through 
the lunch line ready to eat their hot school meal, only to have it taken away and instead handed a 
paper-bag sandwich because their family cannot afford the school meals.  
 

Opportunity 
America’s infrastructure does not just include roads and bridges; it also includes our food distribution 
system and how nutritious food gets to all those who need it. Free school meals for all improve our 
human infrastructure by ensuring that children receive the nutritious meals they need to thrive while 
supporting jobs and financial viability for school nutrition departments. 
 
Ohio already funds essential services like transportation, textbooks, and technology for all students. 
Meals should be treated the same.  
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Scholarships for Students with Experience in 
Foster Care 
The idea for a scholarship to assist students with experience in foster care is not new. 
Thirty-one states have a tuition waiver or scholarship program for students with 
experience in foster care. Last General Assembly, the Ohio House of Representatives 
passed a bill (HB 164) to enact a foster care scholarship program. Unfortunately, the bill 
did not pass in the Ohio Senate. Recently, the bill was reintroduced as HB 25 and SB 13. 
These bills tell children in foster care that they matter and that the adults in their lives 
will do their part to help them succeed. Scholarships for students with experience in 
foster care (SEFC) will increase the number who aspire to pursue higher education and 
complete college, while also helping them to achieve lifetime financial stability. 
Policy  
Scholarships for Students with Experience in Foster Care 

Ohio can enact a “students with experience in foster care” tuition waiver or scholarship. The annual cost 
of attendance to any institution of higher education (IHE) in Ohio, which is around $22,000 for public 
institutions and $46,000 for private institutions, according to the National Center for Education Statistics 
is a challenge for students with experience in foster care. A “tuition waiver” law, which waives tuition, 
fees, and room and board in Ohio would increase opportunities for students with experience in foster 
care to matriculate and graduate from IHEs. Caidyn Bearfield, a student with experience in foster care at 
Columbus State Community College says:  

“Nearly every fellow former foster youth that I have ever met relates to what I have endured: we were 
moved around extensively, often as a result of neglect or abuse experienced in a placement, and 
without much say in the matter. How are they supposed to be involved in the extracurriculars or have a 
competitive GPA and earn scholarships? Full-ride scholarships would be a life-affirming preventative 
measure to equip today’s foster youth to defy the statistical trends we have seen for so many decades 
and break the cycle.” 
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Strengthening Ohio’s Behavioral Health 
Workforce to Help Children Thrive 
Ensuring all children in Ohio have a healthy and happy start to life is essential to ensuring the state's 
future prosperity. Research shows that childhood and adolescence are critical times for mental health 
because of the rapid brain growth and development during these periods of life. It is also a time when 
some mental health conditions can begin onsetting, some of which would benefit from mental health 
treatment. One of the most common ways for children to receive mental health treatment in the state 
is through Medicaid coverage. The importance of child development, safety, and mental health has 
been continuously stated as an essential priority of the DeWine administration and the General 
Assembly.  

Challenge 
Many children in Ohio lack access to the care they need. At the beginning of 2024, the unwinding of 
the pandemic-era Medicaid rules resulted in 121,577 children in Ohio losing access to Medicaid, cutting 
many of them off from necessary physical and mental healthcare. This lack of insurance is an issue 
enough on its own, but the lack of a strong behavioral health workforce exacerbates the problem.  

Over five million Ohioans live in mental healthcare professional shortage areas (HPSPAs). This is a 
problem that has been building for years. In 2021, the Ohio Department of Mental Health and Addiction 
Services reported that demand for mental health services rose by 353% between 2013 and 2019, but 
the workforce only increased by 174% during the same time. One of the most significant contributors 
to the lack of growth in the field is inadequate salaries. The average salary for social workers is only 
$50,400, while comparable fields such as teachers and nurses have median salaries of $76,070 and 
$84,430, respectively. This leads to individuals leaving the behavioral health field and makes recruiting 
new workers difficult. This is especially troubling because only around 30% of the state's behavioral 
health treatment needs are being met. This lack of services will continue unless there is an 
improvement in accessibility and reimbursement for services. 
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Strengthening Public Health in Ohio 
Public health is a cornerstone of a thriving community. Investing in prevention, healthcare access, and 
nutrition ensures a healthier population while reducing long-term healthcare costs. This brief outlines 
critical policy recommendations to address tobacco use, cardiac arrest survival, and food security, 
paving the way for a stronger, healthier Ohio. 

Policy 

Increased funding and policy changes are needed to support tobacco prevention, heart health 
initiatives, and equitable nutrition programs in Ohio. These changes align with best practices and 
evidence-based strategies to reduce smoking rates, improve cardiac arrest survival, and enhance access 
to healthy food and CPR training in schools. The state should allocate $20 million annually to the 
Tobacco Use Prevention Fund to align with CDC recommendations and reduce youth and adult smoking 
rates. Additionally, $606,800 should be appropriated annually to ensure all Ohio high school students 
meet CPR training requirements, improving cardiac arrest survival rates. The Ohio CARES Registry 
should receive $500,000 annually through the Department of Public Safety to sustain and expand its 
impact on bystander CPR rates. To support nutrition initiatives, the Produce Perks program funding 
should be increased to $2 million per year, expanding access to fresh, healthy food for low-income 
Ohioans. 

Challenge 

Ohio faces significant public health challenges due to insufficient funding for tobacco prevention, high 
smoking rates, and limited access to CPR training in schools, despite Ohio’s heart disease mortality rate 
exceeding the national average. The Ohio Cardiac Arrest Registry (CARES) is underfunded and risks 
ceasing operations by 2025, despite its vital role in improving cardiac arrest survival rates. Nutrition 
insecurity also remains a concern, as the Produce Perks program lacks sufficient funding to expand its 
reach. 

Opportunity 

By implementing these budget recommendations, Ohio can significantly improve public health 
outcomes, reduce healthcare costs, and create a healthier future for its residents. Increased investment 
in tobacco prevention will help lower smoking rates and reduce associated health risks. Expanding CPR 
training and securing funding for the Ohio CARES Registry will improve cardiac arrest survival rates 
across the state. Enhancing nutrition programs, such as Produce Perks, will ensure better food access for 
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Support Working Parents with a Child Tax Credit  
Our state tax code should operate to support all families by having all pay their fair share. Unfortunately, 
Ohio’s tax system is inverted, asking the lowest earning Ohioans to pay a higher share of their income in 
taxes while creating handouts for the wealthy. Two decades of broad rate income tax cuts have done 
little for the typical Ohio family. It is time for Ohio’s working families to benefit from a tax code that 
supports them. We could do this with a state child tax credit.  

Since 2005, Ohio has shifted money away from working-class families and toward the wealthy and well-
connected through tax cuts and special interest giveaways. As a result, the wealthiest 1% of Ohio 
households are taking home on average, over $52,000 every year in tax breaks. Meanwhile, Ohio 
households making less than $24,000 are paying more on average in state and local taxes today 
compared to what they did in 2005. After a generation of income tax cuts, moderate to middle earning 
Ohio families are now paying less in taxes, but these cuts amount to less than $100 a month for most 
families. They also have come at a great cost to the state. Tax changes since 2005, driven by massive 
income tax cuts that benefit the wealthy, have drained almost $13 billion a year from Ohio’s budget that 
could be improving the quality of life of kids and families across our state. This is why we are calling on 
state lawmakers to rewrite the tax code in Ohio to boost opportunity for children and working-class 
families through a state child tax credit.  

Policy  
A State Child Tax Credit for all Kids.  

A state child tax credit would help with the cost of raising children, alleviate stress among working 
parents, and make Ohio strong in the future by setting our children up for success. Governor DeWine’s 
proposal could be improved to cover all Ohio kids by removing the earnings requirement.  

A robust credit should cover all kids under the age of 18 with at least a $500 refundable credit. For kids 
under the of age of six, their parents would receive a credit of $1,000 to offset the higher cost of raising 
younger children. The credit should be fully refundable and have no earned income requirement, 
ensuring the credit reaches Ohio families with the most need.  

According to modeling done by the Institute for Tax and Economic Policy, an estimated 1.5 million 
children under 18 could benefit from a state thriving families tax credit. 
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Systematic Solutions to the Educator Staffing 
Crisis 
 

During the 135th General Assembly, education stakeholders and a bi-partisan set of legislators secured 
several of the policy proposals from the 2022 EVA on Teacher Recruitment & Retention. The state 
biennial budget for Fiscal Years 2024 and 2025 (HB 33 – 135th GA) contained several major priority 
recommendations from the EVA, these included: 1) Increasing the teacher minimum salary from 
$30,000 to $35,000; 2) establishing a “Grow Your Own Teacher” program, which provides low-income 
high school seniors and certain school employees scholarships to complete teacher preparation 
programs; and 3) eliminated the prohibition against school districts compensating student teachers.   

Despite the forward progress in HB 33, according to an Ohio Department of Education and Workforce 
report,15 educator staffing shortages persist across the state, and shortages are more severe in specific 
regions of Ohio, subjects, and grade bands. According to the report, the geographies of most concern 
are Southeast, Southwest, and Western Ohio, particularly when looking at data related to student-to-
teacher ratios. Additionally, the report indicated licensure and attrition trends amongst teaching staff 
have also contributed to local educator shortages. Notably, the number of courses taught by teachers 
whose licenses do not match the courses they are teaching has increased statewide.  Additionally, the 
teacher attrition rate (those not returning as a teacher) was elevated over the 2021-2022 school year 
compared to the previous six years.  Over this same period, the number of newly credentialed teachers 
steadily declined (from 7,706 in 2014 to only 5,000 in 2022), and there are more than 43,000 individuals 
with active teaching licenses who were NOT employed in a public school.  Finally, the staffing crisis is not 
exclusive only to teachers, many districts have also experienced issues in recruiting and retaining 
educational support professionals, who are critical to providing a high-quality education for students in 
Ohio.   

These educators include paraprofessionals, educational and classroom aides, secretaries, food service 
staff, custodial and janitorial staff, and bus drivers. Often these individuals are the first and last people 
the student sees during their school day. They ensure that students have access to the services they 
need, are educated in safe, clean and healthy environments, and can get to and from school in a timely 
and safe manner. However, many of these staff are the lowest paid in a district and often they are 
tasked with handling critical tasks throughout the school day. 

 
 

15 Ohio’s Teacher Workforce, https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Research-Evaluation-and-Advanced-
Analytics/Data-Insights/Ohio-s-Teacher-Workforce 
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Policy  
 
Addressing the educator staffing crisis has taken time and continues to require a systematic effort by 
policy makers at all levels – federal, state, and local – in collaboration with stakeholders in the public 
education community. It is imperative that educators be included in the process that develops solutions 
to the staffing crisis. While not all policy recommendations proposed to address this issue impact the 
state’s next biennium budget, state policy must continue to: 1) ensure all educators are compensated at 
a level that reflects their value; 2) create supportive educator working conditions necessary for 
conductive conditions for student learning; 3) develop quality job-embedded support systems; and 
finally, 4) reflect a fundamental respect for educators and their professional autonomy.  Furthermore, 
the State must adopt policies that are built upon what was secured in HB 33-135th General Assembly, by 
creating a system of financial support for pre-service educators, developing an annual survey of school 
districts to identify how many staff positions are left unfilled at the district level, and addressing 
educational support professionals’ recruitment and retention challenges. 
 
Challenge 
 
There are several distinct challenges that impact educator staffing that persist from the previous 
drafting of this brief connected to educator compensation, barriers to pre-service entry of qualified 
applicants, and working conditions. Additionally, there are distinct policy challenges impacting this issue. 
While some improvements were made in the last General Assembly, the passage of legislation like 
House Bill 8 (the so-called Parent’s Bill of Rights) and Senate Bill 104 (which contained the trans-
bathroom ban) have continued to inject culture war fights into public schools and exacerbate problems 
with the cultural climate in classrooms that have and will continue to drive educators out of the 
profession.  
 
Additionally, the ability to secure increased and sustainable public-school funding is in direct 
competition with the threat of further expansion of private school vouchers. Certain political leaders in 
the Ohio General Assembly have already declared that public school funding is unsustainable and that 
the final phase in of the Fair School Funding Plan is a “fantasy.”   The lack of sustained and adequate 
funding for public schools will only serve to stymie the progress made and blunt the ability for school 
districts to hire and retain the educators needed to provide students with a high-quality education. 
Furthermore, the lack of political will to implement the Fair School Funding Plan with the three 
categorical cost studies on how much it takes to educate students with special needs, English learners, 
and that are economically disadvantaged will hinder the recruitment and retention of educators that 
specialize in educating students from these categories and/or geographies. 
 
Lastly, policies to de-professionalize education and peel back collective bargaining rights were prevented 
in the 135th General Assembly.  It is entirely possible that new leadership in the legislature will continue 
a push to de-professionalize public education by lowering pre-service requirements, educator prep-
programs, professional learning, and licensure standards.  It is also entirely possible that the legislature 
takes up policies that strip away collective bargaining rights of educators, already proposals have been 
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introduced to strip away collective bargaining rights for higher education faculty (Senate Bill 1) and to 
restrict activities for union leaders to advocate for their profession and public education (Senate Bill 8). 
 

Opportunity 
 
Despite recent attempts by members of the General Assembly to insert culture war policies into the 
classrooms and propose short-term, band-aid solutions to the educator staffing crisis, there are real 
opportunities to address the educator recruitment and retention problem in Ohio.  
 
It is widely accepted by policymakers, education leaders (at both the local and state levels), and 
education stakeholders that Ohio must find a systemic and comprehensive set of policy solutions to 
address this issue.  
 
Finally, policy recommendations must be developed to focus on the recruitment and retention of 
educational support professionals. Acute shortages of bus drivers, paraprofessionals, cafeteria workers, 
school secretaries, and other essential workers have significantly disrupted student learning, strained 
working conditions, and highlighted the need to invest in our ESPs. 
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Youth Justice and Incarceration  
“The evidence leaves no doubt: Incarceration is a failed strategy for rehabilitating youth 
and protecting the public.”  

- Richard Mendel 
 

Youth incarceration is a high-cost policy with a low return on investment. It does not reduce delinquent 
behavior and often worsens outcomes for youth. Studies show formerly incarcerated youth face high 
rates of rearrests, convictions, and reincarceration. Long stays in secure detention increase the 
likelihood of further justice system involvement, and pre-trial detention worsens these outcomes. In 
2024, Ohio spent $222,803 per year to incarcerate one child–money that can be invested more 
effectively.  Incarceration inflicts physical and emotional harm on youth, is rife with racial disparities, 
restricts pathways to educational and financial stability, and does not ultimately improve public safety. 
Upstream investment in Ohio’s children will prevent their involvement in the juvenile justice system. In 
the meantime, Ohio should shift spending away from youth confinement and towards local and 
community alternatives with robust data collection that treat the root causes that lead to justice 
involvement.  

Policy  
After closing five youth prisons between 2007-2019, Ohio’s Department of Youth Services (DYS) now 
operates three juvenile correctional facilities (JCFs), along with 11 state-funded, locally administered 
community corrections facilities (CCFs) and contracts with four alternative placement facilities. In FY24, 
there was a daily average of 519 youth held in JCFs, 219 in CCFs, 60 in alternative placements, and 282 
on parole—not including the youth in additional county-run facilities across Ohio, which are not 
administered by DYS. DYS’s youth average daily population has steadily declined since RECLAIM was 
created in the early 1990s, with greater declines as DYS adopted more evidence-based intervention and 
prevention practices through Targeted and Competitive Reclaim; however, JCFs have recently seen a 
concerning increase, from an average daily population of 457 in 2019 to 519 in 2024. 

Challenge 
The juvenile justice system aims to deal with complex and serious behavioral issues by rehabilitating 
youth and successfully reintegrating them back into their communities, thereby enhancing public safety. 
Rehabilitation is undermined when justice systems advertently or inadvertently cause more, different, 
or longer standing behavioral and mental issues for our youth. Ohio’s incarcerated youth have been 
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subjected to excessive use of force and the highest rate of sexual victimization in the nation. 73% of 
youth confined in JCFs require mental health treatment, but confinement often exacerbates mental 
health issues and is associated with worse overall health outcomes later in life. The overreliance on 
excessive seclusion is especially harmful. Youth incarceration does not reduce recidivism and can, 
instead, increase it compared to more humane approaches to rehabilitation. Incarcerated youth, 43% of 
whom require special education, are up to 50% less likely to graduate high school and more likely to 
experience a reduction in wages and work, hindering their ability to access stable employment. These 
collateral consequences disproportionately impact Black youth, who currently make up 76% of Ohio’s 
incarcerated youth despite only being 16% of Ohio’s youth population–a culmination of the disparate 
treatment they receive at each level of the justice system.  

Opportunity 
In 2023, a series of articles and associated media attention, spearheaded by US News & World Report, 
brought attention to serious inadequacies and inequalities within DYS. These revelations culminated in 
Governor DeWine forming the Ohio Juvenile Justice Working Group (JJWG) to examine the state of 
juvenile justice and corrections in Ohio. The JJWG was comprised of 11 stakeholders with a variety of 
different perspectives and four legislative advisors, two from each major political party. In September of 
2024, the Governor released the final report of the JJWG which contained two interim 
recommendations and 24 final recommendations to improve efficacy, efficiency, and safety for youth 
and staff within the juvenile justice system. The dedicated review of extensive data and robust debates 
undertaken by this group have provided an excellent opportunity to identify and act on necessary 
changes to Ohio’s juvenile justice system. 

Aside from funding specific recommendations set forth by the JJWG, Ohio must address the ineffective 
use of justice-focused dollars spent on carceral facilities. Youth incarceration has declined nationwide, 
however funding for youth prisons has not decreased at the same rate, creating an opportunity for Ohio 
to better invest in children’s futures. DYS spends inordinately more on youth prisons than it does on its 
most effective diversion programs, including Targeted RECLAIM, Competitive RECLAIM, and the 
Behavioral Health Juvenile Justice (BHJJ) initiative.  

One straightforward solution across the country has been justice realignment and reinvestment, which 
reduces unnecessary incarceration and intentionally invests the savings into services and systems that 
treat the risk factors which negatively impact our youth— getting at the root of the issue by diverting 
youth away from juvenile court involvement and incarceration. Alternative models of youth justice, 
focusing on community partnerships, are more cost-effective and better serve justice-involved youth, 
especially youth of color. Programs like BHJJ and Targeted and Competitive RECLAIM have led to 
improvements in trauma, substance abuse, school performance, and better post-program success while 
costing a fraction of what incarceration does.  
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