Dear Members of the Ohio General Assembly,

My name is Ben Rutherford, and | am a resident of Marietta, Ohio. | have dedicated my
career to education, serving as both a teacher and an administrator. | am writing to share
my direct experience as a principal in a rural high school in southeast Ohio in support of
House Bill 531. This permissive legislation alighs with proven, evidence-based practices
such as Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), a tiered framework that
promotes student well-being through proactive behavioral strategies, character
development, and community partnerships. By incorporating certified clergy as volunteers
within this paradigm—as | did at Caldwell High School through our Access Period
initiative—schools can foster moral growth and positive school climates without
supplanting existing counseling services, as evidenced by the tangible improvements in
student engagement and discipline during my tenure.

At Caldwell High School, we established an "Access Period" as a dedicated time slot for
student clubs, one-on-one teacher or counselor interventions, and enrichment activities.
Within this framework, students introduced a voluntary Bible study program, consulting
with LifeWise Academy during its formative stages to ensure a structured and beneficial
approach. Local clergy members served as volunteer facilitators, engaging students in
meaningful discussions based on a curated, Bible-based reading plan that spanned the
school year. This culminated in a school assembly emphasizing our institutional mission
and the inherent dignity of each individual.

The program began modestly but grew significantly as students found value in the
sessions. The clergy's presence provided a cultural and moral touchstone, reminding
participants of values often reinforced in religious settings on Sundays and integrating
them into the weekday school routine. For instance, during an informal basketball game
involving one of the priests, a student corrected a peer's use of profanity, noting the priest's
proximity. This incident exemplified how the chaplains' presence subtly encouraged
students to aspire to their best selves, promoting attentiveness to classmates and respect
toward teachers. In another poignant example, drawn from a session on Genesis 1:26-27—
where students reflected on their shared human worth and the consequences of being
made in the image and likeness of God—several students who had previously been
disruptive, anxious, or depressed experienced positive changes. They demonstrated a
greater sense of mutual respect and cultivated an ethos of generosity.

The inclusion of religious elements in public education is often viewed as contentious
because public schools operate within a framework that may implicitly favor humanistic or
atheistic perspectives. For example, in Williamson v. Brevard County, the ACLU argued, and
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Eleventh Circuit agreed, that a religious belief is defined



as a firmly held belief and that atheistic or Humanist beliefs qualify as a "religion" under the
law for Establishment Clause purposes. This systemic approach appears to have
manifested in our school, where several teachers expressed interest in joining the group
but hesitated due to fears of repercussions from union members and advocates for strict
church-state separation, who aim to maintain a secular mindset in public education. This
pervasive ethos not only stifles the natural inclination toward moral good but also
underscores the imperative for legislative safeguards that restore balance, allowing
spiritual guidance to illuminate the path of learning without coercion.

This highlights the need for clear legislative protections, such as those in HB 531, which
prioritize inclusivity by not favoring any denomination or faith and provide for chaplains
certified by recognized endorsing agencies, including those for diverse traditions such as
the JWB Jewish Chaplains Council, the Aleph Institute, the Neshama Association of Jewish
Chaplains, and the Association of Professional Chaplains. The purpose is emotional
support and character development—fostering honesty, acceptance, compassion, and
peaceful conflict resolution—not proselytizing. In times of crisis, such as suicides,
community disasters, or school violence, they would filla much-needed student
community support system. Regarding potential liability, schools routinely manage
volunteers, so chaplains would be handled similarly.

This approach is gaining traction: Texas, Florida, and Louisiana have passed similar
legislation, while 11 other states—Alabama, Georgia, Indiana, lowa, Kansas, Maryland,
Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska, Oklahoma, and Utah—have introduced it. Public support
is strong; a June 2025 AP-NORC poll found that 58% of U.S. adults think it is acceptable for
religious chaplains to provide support services in public schools, with even higher approval
among Republicans (70%) and certain religious groups.

The positive outcomes at Caldwell High School were evident: participating students
demonstrated improved behavior, greater engagement, and a noticeable reduction in
disciplinary incidents. This aligns with the school's emphasis on character development
through our R.E.D. framework—Responsible, Engaged, and Decorous—which draws from
virtues such as justice, grit, and temperance. By allowing chaplains to volunteer, HB 531
would enable schools to offer similar spiritual and supportive programming, benefiting
students in diverse settings like hospitals, prisons, and now public education.

I urge the General Assembly to pass House Bill 531, empowering school districts to adopt
policies that welcome certified chaplains as volunteers beginning in the 2026-2027 school
year. This measure would provide essential tools for student success without imposing
mandates, respecting local governance and parental rights.






