
 
 
 

October 21, 2025 

The Honorable Rep. Sarah Fowler Arthur​
Chair, House Education Committee​
1 Capitol Square​
Columbus, Ohio 43215 

Re: ​OPPOSE HB 486, Violating Students’ First Amendment Rights Through 
State-Mandated Religious Indoctrination  

Dear Chairperson Fowler Arthur and Members of the House Education Committee: 

American Atheists, on behalf of its over 2,300 constituents in Ohio, writes in opposition to 
HB 486, a blatantly unconstitutional bill that violates the fundamental rights of Ohio 
students. HB 486 flagrantly undermines the First Amendment by using civics and history 
lessons as a vehicle to promote a single religious perspective over all others. This improper 
endorsement of religious practices using inaccurate lessons in public schools would open 
schools up to liability by creating impossible legal standards under which teachers and 
administrators must choose between subjecting students to religiously coercive and 
ahistorical lessons under Ohio state law or respecting students’ constitutional right to 
religious freedom. We strongly urge you to protect Ohio schools and students by rejecting 
this bill.  

American Atheists is a national civil rights organization that works to achieve religious 
equality for all Americans by protecting what Thomas Jefferson called the “wall of 
separation” between government and religion created by the First Amendment. We strive 
to create an environment where atheists are accepted as members of our nation’s 
communities and where bigotry against our community is seen as abhorrent and 
unacceptable. We promote understanding of atheists through education, outreach, and 
community-building, and work to end the stigma associated with being an atheist in 
America. American Atheists believes that no individual should be subject to religious 
coercion by the government. 

Our nation was founded on the principle that religion and government should remain in 
separate spheres to ensure all Americans’ religious beliefs are respected. The Establishment 
Clause of the First Amendment requires that the government not favor one religion over 
another nor elevate religious belief over nonbelief to prevent religious coercion and allow 
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each individual to freely practice their faith — or lack thereof.1 This constitutional guardrail 
is especially critical when children are involved, as they are particularly vulnerable to 
religious coercion within educational settings.2 Bills such as HB 486 carve out a space for 
religion within one of the nation’s most important institutions — publicly funded, 
nonsectarian schools — and create an impermissible risk that students’ religious freedom 
will be violated. 

HB 486 is a transparent attempt to use government authority to establish an official 
preference for a single faith tradition while marginalizing other beliefs through a distorted 
narrative of American history. It has long been understood that the United States was 
founded as a pluralistic nation where no single religious belief would be favored by the 
government.3 This intention is especially clear in our nation’s traditional motto, “E pluribus 
unum,” meaning “out of many, one.”4 The Founding Fathers and their advisors knew the only 
path forward for a burgeoning nation filled with diverse religious perspectives was to 
explicitly distance religious practice and government, or else risk the destruction of both.5 
Even John Leland, a Baptist minister routinely cited as one of the pioneers of religious 
freedom in early America and who is directly mentioned in HB 486’s language, rejected the 
idea that America was founded as a Christian nation, as evidenced by his 1790 A Chronicle of 
His Time in Virginia: 

The notion of a Christian commonwealth should be exploded 
forever…Government should protect every man in thinking and speaking freely, 
and see that one does not abuse another. The liberty I contend is for more than 
toleration. The very idea of toleration is despicable; it supposes that some have a 

5 See Gregory W. Hamilton, Religious Pluralism and America’s Christian Nation Debate, Church State Council 
(2007), 
https://www.churchstate.org/education/religious-liberty---sermons/religious-pluralism-and-americas-chris
tian-nation-debate (the Founding Fathers intended to “do more than just prevent the establishment of a 
national religion” by adding the First Amendment to the Constitution; they “intended the federal model to be a 
subtle but powerful inspirational guide to state governments to disestablish their state supported churches and 
to be neutral toward religion and people of faith.”). 

4 Miles Kenny, E Pluribus Unum: United States Motto, Encyclopaedia Britannica (last updated Sep. 20, 2025), 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/E-pluribus-unum-United-States-motto.  

3 See J.E.W., Jr., The United States as a Pluralistic Society, 8(3) J. of Church & State 333 (1966), 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23913494.  

2 See Sch. Dist. of Abington Twp. v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203, 218 (1963) (the public education system was intended 
to benefit students of all religious backgrounds, not to convert students to whichever religious perspective the 
government favors); Epperson v. Arkansas, 393 U.S. 97, 104 (1968) (“the vigilant protection of constitutional 
freedoms is nowhere more vital than in the community of American schools”). 

1 McCreary Cnty. v. ACLU, 545 U.S. 844, 860 (2005) (“the First Amendment mandates governmental neutrality 
between religion and religion, and between religion and nonreligion.”). 
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pre-eminence above the rest to grant indulgence, whereas all should be equally 
free, Jew, Turks, Pagans, and Christians.6 

Leland is not the only historical figure misrepresented within this bill. HB 486 erroneously 
claims that George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Roger Williams, and Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr., all supported the notion that America was created as a Christian country 
for the benefit of Christian citizens. This could not be further from the truth: 

●​ George Washington stated that he would have refused to sign the Constitution if he 
had “the slightest apprehension” it would be used to enforce state-mandated 
religious conformity.7 

●​ In a letter to philosopher and Nonconformist minister Richard Price, Benjamin 
Franklin wrote that religion must be able to survive without the support of 
government.8 

●​ Roger Williams, an Anglican minister considered to be one of the principal 
architects of American church-state separation, believed that mixing government 
with faith violated both Christian teachings and the values of a free society.9 

●​ Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., supported the Supreme Court’s finding that school 
prayer was unconstitutional: “Contrary to what many have said, [the Court] sought 
to outlaw neither prayer nor belief in God. In a pluralistic society such as ours, who 

9 Roger Williams, The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution for Cause of Conscience, Univ. of Mich. Library Digital 
Collections (last visited Oct. 9, 2025), http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A66445.0001.001 (“An enforced uniformity 
of religion throughout a nation or civil state, confounds the civil and religious, denies the principles of 
Christianity and civility, and that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh.”). 

8 Founders Online, Benjamin Franklin to Richard Price, 9 October 1780, Nat’l Archives (last visited Oct. 9, 2025) 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Franklin/01-33-02-0330 (“When a Religion is good, I conceive that 
it will support itself; and when it cannot support itself, and God does not take care to support, so that its 
Professors are oblig’d to call for the help of the Civil Power, ‘tis a Sign, I apprehend, of its being a bad one.”).  

7 Founders Online, George Washington to the United Baptist Churches of Virginia, May 1789, Nat’l Archives (last 
visited Oct. 9, 2025), https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-02-02-0309 (“If I could have 
entertained the slightest apprehension that the Constitution framed in the Convention, where I had the honor 
to preside, might possibly endanger the religious rights of any ecclesiastical Society, certainly I would never 
have placed my signature to it; and if I could now conceive that the general Government might ever be so 
administered as to render the liberty of conscience insecure, I beg you will be persuaded that no one would be 
more zealous than myself to establish effectual barriers against the horrors of spiritual tyranny, and every 
species of religious persecution … [E]very man, conducting himself as a good citizen, and being accountable to 
God alone for his religious opinions, ought to be protected in worshipping the Deity according to the dictates 
of his own conscience.”). 

6 Words of Baptists, Founders and Others About Church and State, Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty 
(last updated May 2020), 
https://bjconline.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Religious-Liberty-Quotes-compiled-by-BJC-rev-5-2020
.pdf.  
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is to determine what prayer shall be spoken, and by whom? Legally, constitutionally 
or otherwise, the state certainly has no right.”10 

Even our founding documents are misrepresented by HB 486 as being inspired by Christian 
principles or based on Biblical teachings. Contrary to the belief of many, the Founding 
Fathers were not predominantly Christian. It is certainly true that some practiced 
Christianity, but a large percentage were deists, who rejected the Bible as the divine word 
of God and believed many of the foundational elements of Christianity — including the 
concept of original sin and the resurrection of Jesus — were “irrational beliefs unworthy of 
an enlightened age.”11 George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, James 
Madison, and James Monroe were all openly deists.12 It would have been antithetical to their 
religious beliefs to build America as a Christian nation.  

Contrary to claims that the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution rest on a 
Christian foundation, the inclusion of “Nature’s God,” “Creator,” “Supreme Judge of the 
world,” and “divine Providence” in the Declaration were deistic phrases and were 
intentionally chosen because these phrases were not Christian.13 Mandating public schools 
ignore the true history of the United States and instead conform their lessons to a partisan 
and sectarian agenda stands in stark opposition to the principles our Founding Fathers held 
sacred, including the freedom of religion. 

A mandatory curriculum designed to promote a single religious belief in publicly funded 
schools violates the principles of religious freedom outlined in the First Amendment and 
infringes upon students’ fundamental right to religious freedom. The curriculum proposed 
by HB 486 can, in no way, be compared to an elective Bible course taught from a 
nonsectarian, non-devotional manner or to a comparative religion course meant to provide 
students with a foundational understanding of world religions. Instead, it is a blatant 
attempt to impermissibly inject government-favored religious belief into Ohio’s education 
system by reworking essential courses to advance a specific theological viewpoint 
regardless of the historical inaccuracies such an endeavor would require. 

13 Rob Boston, Sorry Christian Nationalists, But the Declaration of Independence is Not Your Friend, Am. United 
for the Separation of Church & State (Apr. 7, 2022), 
https://www.au.org/the-latest/articles/cn-abuse-declaration.  

12 Nicholas Rathod, The Founding Fathers’ Religious Wisdom, Ctr. for Am. Progress (Jan. 8, 2008), 
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-founding-fathers-religious-wisdom/.  

11 Darren Staloff, Deism and the Founding of the United States, Nat’l Humanities Ctr. (last visited Oct. 9, 2025), 
https://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/eighteen/ekeyinfo/deism.htm.  

10 Rob Boston, Remembering Dr. Martin Luther King, An Advocate of Church-State Separation, Am. United for the 
Separation of Church & State (Jan. 17, 2022), https://www.au.org/the-latest/articles/mlk-separation-advocate.  
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HB 486 attempts to ward off lawsuits against schools for the types of gross First 
Amendment violations encouraged by this bill by claiming that the curriculum “is not 
proselytization or a violation of the First Amendment.” It is true that teaching an accurate 
history of the United States does not run afoul of the Constitution. However, rewriting 
history to elevate both a particular religion above others and religion over nonreligion 
using inaccurate lessons, as this bill seeks to do, manifestly disregards the constitutional 
requirements to which the Ohio legislature is bound. The United States Constitution is not 
a mere suggestion that states may follow when convenient; it is a foundational mandate 
that cannot be avoided by simply declaring that flagrantly unconstitutional legislation is, in 
fact, constitutional. 

If this bill is passed, Ohio schools will be forced to either violate Ohio state law or to 
infringe upon the most fundamental principles enshrined in the U.S. Constitution. No 
matter which unlawful choice a school makes, they will be held liable. As a result, there will 
be no path available for school districts to avoid expensive and unnecessary litigation at 
taxpayer expense, and finite educational resources will be wasted on avoidable lawsuits 
rather than in support of Ohio public school students. 

HB 486 is an unconstitutional attempt to inject religion into Ohio’s education system. 
Public schools should be a place where every child is welcome and can receive a quality 
education — not a place where children are subjected to state-sanctioned religious 
indoctrination. Taxpayers rightfully expect their dollars will be used for the benefit of all 
children rather than be needlessly wasted on preventable legal battles. Instead of infringing 
upon the fundamental rights of students in pursuit of unlawful goals, lawmakers should 
focus on guaranteeing that public school students receive the education and support they 
need to succeed later in life. We urge you to protect all Ohio students and schools by 
rejecting this bill. 

Should you have any questions regarding American Atheists’ opposition to HB 486, please 
contact me at vanderson@atheists.org. 

Sincerely, 

Victoria Anderson​
State Policy Specialist​
American Atheists 
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