Opposition Testimony on House Bill 531

Ohio House Education Committee

Chair Fowler-Arthur, Vice Chair Odioso, Ranking Member Brennan, and members of the House
Education Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide opposition testimony on House
Bill 531.

My name is Min. Dr. Lisa Sims and I serve as school counselor. I am also a mental health
therapist trained in counseling psychology, a minister in training, a member of the Board of
Directors for the Ohio School Counselor Association, and my district's current School
Counselor of the Year. While I serve on the Board of Directors of the Ohio School Counselor
Association, the testimony I provide today reflects my personal and professional perspective and
should not be interpreted as representing the Association's official position.

In my daily work with students, I routinely support young people who are navigating grief,
trauma, family instability, depression, anxiety, and other complex life circumstances that require
careful, trained responses within the school environment.

I would first like to state that my opposition to House Bill 531 is not rooted in opposition to
faith or spiritual care. As someone currently training for ministry, I deeply respect the role that
clergy and chaplains play in supporting individuals and families. Faith leaders often provide
meaningful encouragement, guidance, and spiritual support in communities across our state.
However, spiritual care and clinical mental health support are distinct areas of practice that
require different types of training, preparation, and professional oversight.

While House Bill 531 appears intended to provide additional support to schools rather than
replace existing school-based mental health professionals, the responsibilities involved in
supporting student mental health require specific training and preparation that chaplains may not
receive.

Supporting students' mental health needs in school settings requires specialized preparation
and professional training. School counselors and mental health professionals receive graduate-
level education in areas such as adolescent development, trauma-informed care, crisis
intervention, suicide risk assessment, and ethical decision-making. They are also trained to
navigate the unique legal and ethical responsibilities in educational environments, including
confidentiality requirements, mandated reporting laws, and coordination with school staff,
families, and community mental health providers.

In addition to academic preparation, school counselors and other school-based mental health
professionals operate under established ethical codes and professional standards that guide
how we serve students. These standards are designed to ensure that students receive safe,
developmentally appropriate care grounded in evidence-based practices.



Mandated reporting requirements are also an important consideration. School counselors and
mental health professionals receive specific training in recognizing and responding to suspected
abuse or neglect. They are accustomed to navigating the legal and ethical responsibilities that
accompany mandated reporting. In contrast, chaplains serving in school settings may face
complex situations where pastoral relationships intersect with reporting obligations, potentially
creating uncertainty about how best to proceed.

In my professional experience, I have also witnessed situations in which well-intentioned faith-
based volunteers in a school setting felt uncertain about their responsibilities as mandated
reporters. In one instance, individuals involved in a religious-based program became aware of
concerns that required a report to Children’s Services. Because they were uncomfortable making
the report themselves, they came to me, the school counselor, asking if I could file the report on
their behalf. However, because the information they shared with me was secondhand, I could not
ethically or legally make the report myself. This situation illustrates how uncertainty about
mandated reporting responsibilities can create gaps in student protection.

Public schools serve students from a wide range of religious traditions, as well as those who may
not identify with any particular faith. Maintaining clear professional roles helps ensure that
mental health support remains inclusive, equitable, and accessible for all students.

It is also important to consider the potential liability implications for schools and districts. When
individuals are placed in roles that involve responding to student mental health concerns without
the appropriate training in school law, mandated reporting requirements, crisis intervention
protocols, and ethical decision-making, schools may face increased risk when complex situations
arise. School-based mental health professionals are specifically trained to navigate these
responsibilities within the educational system. Introducing individuals who may not have this
preparation could inadvertently put both students and schools in vulnerable positions.

As someone who is both a minister in training and a school counselor working with students
every day, I believe deeply in the importance of both spiritual care and mental health support.
These two forms of care can complement one another, but they are not interchangeable. Our
students deserve support from individuals who are specifically trained to address the legal,
ethical, developmental, and mental health complexities that arise in school settings.

Compassion and good intentions are essential in supporting students, but compassion alone is not
a substitute for the specialized training required to address student mental health needs in schools
safely.

If the goal of House Bill 531 is to expand mental health support for students, I respectfully
encourage the legislature to focus on strengthening and expanding the workforce of trained
school-based mental health professionals. Increasing access to school counselors, school
psychologists, and licensed mental health providers would directly address the growing mental
health needs of students while ensuring that individuals provide services with the appropriate
training and professional oversight.



Ohio’s students deserve access to mental health care that is developmentally informed, ethically
guided, and delivered by trained professionals who understand the complexities of supporting
young people in educational environments. While chaplains serve an important role in faith
communities, the mental health needs of students in public schools should be addressed by
professionals who are specifically trained and prepared to provide that care.

Thank you for your time and for your commitment to supporting the well-being and success of
Ohio’s students.

Respectfully submitted,

Min. Lisa L. Sims, Ph.D.
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