Good afternoon,

My name is Mindy Penn. | am a mother of a 4th grader and an 8th grader at Miami East
Public Schools in Casstown, Ohio. For the past four years, | have volunteered at the
elementary school one day a week. During that time, I’ve read with first graders, wiped
down lunch tables, and completed projects for various teachers. Being present in the
school regularly has given me a firsthand look at the joys, challenges, and needs of our
students.

| am speaking today in support of volunteer chaplains in the public school system.

My husband and | both grew up in Christian homes. We became Christians at early ages,
graduated from a Christian college, and have used the Bible as the foundation for our
marriage and our family. Scripture serves as our moral compass. It shapes what we allow
our children to watch, read, and listen to. It guides the conversations we have around the
dinner table. We have taught, and are continuing to teach, our children to rely on God and
to turn to the Bible when they are facing problems.

However, in the public school system my children attend, there is no discussion of God or
religion when dealing with life’s struggles. The school counselor is the only available
resource for children who are hurting or overwhelmed.

During my time volunteering, | have witnessed children dealing with grief, anger, stress,
anxiety, bullying, fear, sadness, and even depression. These are heavy burdens for young
hearts. The techniques currently offered focus primarily on the child regulating or fixing
their own emotions.

For example, children spent an entire library session this year painting what was called a
“calming rock.” They were instructed to stroke the rock when they felt anxious or worried.
Another project involved tracing their hand and drawing pictures on it of things that made
them happy. This was called a “Calm Palm.” When anxious or fearful, they were told to
trace the outline of their hand and visualize those happy thoughts. When stressed, they are
encouraged to practice deep breathing exercises.



While | understand the intent behind these activities, they are not rooted in any religious
principles. They do not point a child toward a Higher Power. They place the responsibility
entirely on the child to manage and solve their struggles on their own.

As a parent, if my child is struggling emotionally, | would prefer they have the option to
speak with a volunteer chaplain who shares our family’s beliefs and values — someone
who would direct them to our guidebook for life, the Bible, rather than simply offering them
arock to rub, a palm to trace, or breathing techniques to practice.

For families like mine, faith is not an add-on. It is central. It is the foundation. It shapes how
we understand suffering, how we find hope, and how we persevere.

In addition to providing support for families who desire it, volunteer chaplains would also
lighten the load of our school counselor. From what | have observed, the counselor at our
elementary school appears to have a student with her nearly every minute of the day when
| am there. The needs are significant and constant. The availability of another competent
caregiver would help meet those needs. By lightening the load, the quality of care can
increase for all students — and this could be done without increasing expenses for the
district, since these chaplains would serve on a volunteer basis.

Other states are already moving in this direction. Bills allowing school chaplains have
passed in Texas, Florida, and Louisiana. These states have recognized that families should
have options.

I am in support of House Bill 531 because it provides that option. It does not replace school
counselors. It does not force participation. It simply gives religious families the opportunity
for their children to work through life’s struggles with someone who shares their worldview
and moral foundation.

At the end of the day, we all want what is best for our children. We want them supported,
encouraged, and equipped to handle the challenges they face. For many families, that
support includes faith.

Thank you for your time and consideration.



