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Diana Fessler 
Ohio State Board of Education, District 1 

937-404-2577 (VM) 
 
 
           April 27, 2022 
      
 

This letter is addressed to home educators and homeschoolers,  
but the Afterschool Child Enrichment (ACE) program is for all Ohio children. 

 
The Afterschool Care Enrichment program1is being marketed as a benign educational program for 
children. It is not. The goal is to lure certain parents, their children, and service providers into one 
of the most monumental technology trends on the planet2 ––an international digital identity 
credentialing system.3    
 
The ACE enrollment carrot is the $500 reimbursement subsidy (not a savings account) offered by 
the State of Ohio to parents to use programs or materials for the educational benefit of their children 
ages 6 through 18. Financial eligibility to participate in the program is 300% of the Federal Poverty 
Guidelines. 
 
To put ACE in motion, the Ohio Department of Education signed a contract with Merit 
International, Inc, a digital identity credentialing company, on the front lines of the world's most 
significant technology trend. Merit is a Delaware Corporation founded in 2015 and located in 
California. In their proposal to ODE, Merit reported having 0 employees. Currently, Dun & 
Bradstreet shows 33.  
 
ACE is a tool used by Merit International, Inc., to collect detailed child, parent, and provider 
information to create a digital identity file and maintain it for each "participant" in the program. In 
Ohio, ACE was birthed in a bland seventeen-sentence amendment embedded in the 2,436-page state 
budget bill, House Bill 110 (134th), and signed by Governor DeWine on July 1, 2021.  
 
In exchange for recouping $500 in tax dollars, parents voluntarily provide personal information to 
Merit. The initial collection includes bank account access, church affiliation, hobbies and interests, 
purchasing habits, names and information about extended family members, and information 
harvested from Merit's mandatory surveys, among other things. Historically, most of one's 
"personal" information has been stored separately: Now, it is being melded into an international 
digital identity credentialing system. 
 
The technology uniquely identifies each person, both on and offline, permanently documents 
achievements, and then creates a lifetime identity credential for each child and provider enrolled in 
the program. Champions of ACE have shared none of the critically important information with 
unknowing parents and providers. Typically, when millions of dollars are changing hands, in this 
case, $125 M, the devil is found in associated contracts, not the law. In reference to ACE, the 
essential details are found in a $3.75 M ($15 per user) contract funded by a portion of Ohio's share 

 
1 In other states, ACE is referred to as an Education Savings Account (ESA). Ohio uses both ACE and ESA.  
2 Search: Digital identify trends: 5 forces that are shaping 2022 and related sources. 
3 Search: Forbes: ‘How Digital Identity Technology Can Help Prepare Us for More 'Unprecedented Times' 
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of the federal Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief Fund (ESSER). Inquiring minds 
will rightly question how a supposed parent and pocketbook-friendly seventeen-sentence 
amendment morphed into spending federal money designated for prevention, preparing for, and 
responding to COVID-19 - can be used to pay for piano lessons, pottery classes, and creating 
lifetime digital identity credentials.  
 
Excerpts from the ODE/Merit contract (Appendix A, emphasis added): 

• "Merit believes that the need for Ohio's ACE program and an effective platform to connect 
students and families with targeted education resources [i.e., approved providers/vendors] is 
more important than ever." (p. 9)  

• "Merit's technology and collaborative partnership approach will ensure that every 
student in Ohio is given the chance to succeed and thrive and provide the state with 
real-time data on program success." (p. 10)  

• "For Ohio's ACE program, Merit will coordinate the complex ecosystem 
[interconnected systems] of state agencies, parents or guardians and students, and 
education service providers on [Merit's] user-friendly platform." (p.10)  

• "Merit was founded … to ensure that everyone has access to their life's achievements." 
(p. 11) [When did that become the government's responsibility?] 

• "ODE's "goals will evolve." (p. 20)   

Parents often believe that information about their children is protected by the Family Educational 
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). However, exemptions are available to entities conducting 
'research." 

The "Marketplace" 
• Sought-after vendors include home education advocacy groups, nonpublic schools, public 

schools, private vendors, and others; they make up the Marketplace. (p. 20). Those in the 
Marketplace provide services and materials. 

• If a parent does business with a non-approved vendor, that vendor can register after the fact, 
but if the business is deemed unqualified, the parent will be held responsible for the amount 
due. 

• All purchases must be made through approved vendors under contract to provide 
information to Merit.  

• Parents must complete surveys on topics determined by the Ohio Department of Education 
and Merit to continue participating in the program. (p. 12) 

• As part of Merit's reporting process, all documentation and a comprehensive list of 
purchases will be tracked for each account. (p. 19) 

 
Home Education and Homeschooling 
 
In the late 90s, the State Board of Education appointed an Education Advisory Committee to 
recommend rules related to home education. The result was the adoption of Chapter 3301-34-01 of 
the Administrative Code. That rule states that after parents give proper notification, their children 
are lawfully excused from the compulsory attendance law for the purpose of home education. 
Consequently, the authority and opportunity to collect data on children being home educated should 
be limited to the notification provided by parents when they notify the applicable superintendent 
that they are exercising their primary right to direct the education of their children. However, with 
the adoption of H. B. 110 (134th), children excused from the compulsory attendance law can be 



Page 3 of 3 

enrolled in ACE. The ACE program clearly targets children excused from the compulsory 
attendance law. The most significant change for home educating families is the creation of 
lifetime digital identity credentials – a monumental shift in terms of family privacy.  

In contrast, the word homeschooling is a casual word with no legal definition. Parents using 
blended, remote, or online options often refer to themselves as being homeschoolers but are 
associated with a public/charter/community school; their children are enrolled in a school. And 
with enrollment comes the collection of massive amounts of data, the Ohio Educational 
Management Information System being just one. Other active databases are the Multi-Tier Support 
System (MTSS) and the Positive Behavioral Intervention System (PBIS). A review of one PBIS 
manual disclosed hundreds of very specific behaviors being tracked, from not wearing a mask to 
bringing alcohol into a school. In terms of data collection, students enrolled in a 
public/charter/community school have been tracked from Day One. For those students, the 
subsequent creation of lifetime digital identity credentials is an extension of work already 
underway.  

The Backpack Bill (Amended Substitute H.B. 290) 
 
Many Ohioans have supported the ACE marketing plan: the idea of recouping $500 of one's taxes 
to spend on enrichment programs for their kids sounded so good. But with hindsight, rational people 
are not likely to find $500 or any other amount of money worth the exchange –– enrollment of their 
children in an international lifetime digital identity credentialing project. Which reminds me: the 
free app? It's part of the credentialing process. 
 
ACE is the little sister/model/prototype of the Backpack Bill. Many people have supported the 
Backpack Bill's marketing plan: the idea of recouping $6,000 to spend on a school of their choice. 
It, too, sounds so good, but when something sounds too good to be true, it's because it is –– unless 
your company is among those who will profit financially and otherwise. The original 15-line 
Backpack Bill, the version that people were so excited about, is now a complex 185-page bill that 
few people have delved into; people love the idea, not the facts.    
 
Sincerely, 
 
Diana Fessler 
Ohio State Board of Education 
 
 

District 1 includes Allen, Auglaize, Champaign, Crawford, southern Darke, Defiance, southeastern Fulton, 
Hancock, Hardin, Henry, Logan, Marion, Mercer, Morrow, Paulding, Putnam, Sandusky, Seneca, Shelby, 
Union, Van Wert, Williams, and Wyandot counties. Previously, I was twice elected to the State Board of 

Education, followed by four terms in the Ohio House. In November 2021, I was again elected to serve on the 
State Board of Education, and it is a privilege to do so. 

 
 

"… with the help of our God, we dared to tell."  
1Thessalonians 2:1 

 
 


