
 

Ohio House Education Committee 
1 Capitol Square 
Columbus, Ohio 43215-4275 
 
Testimony Opposing H. B. No. 531: Enact the School Chaplain Act 
Submitted by: Bob Leonhard on behalf of the Humanist Community of Central Ohio 
 
Chairwoman Fowler Arthur, Vice Chairman Odioso, Ranking Member Brennan, Members of the 
Committee, 
 
On behalf of humanist residents who support inclusive, secular, and evidence-based education, I urge you 
to reject H. B. No. 531, the Enact the School Chaplain Act. 
 
The Humanist Community of Central Ohio seeks to create a welcoming, tolerant and inclusive 
community for secular minded individuals. We hold monthly meetings and other social events to allow 
secular people to engage with each other. We are a local chapter of the American Humanist Association, 
and we advocate for secular views in local and state policies. 
 
Chaplain programs in public schools and any legislation that would permit religious clergy to serve in 
place of licensed mental health professionals endanger student mental health, undermine religious liberty, 
misallocate critical resources, and violate constitutional protections that uphold the separation of church 
and state in our public education system. 
 
School Chaplain Bills Ignore the Mental Health Crisis in Our Schools 
The United States is facing a dire youth mental health crisis. In 2021, the American Academy of 
Pediatrics, American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and Children’s Hospital Association 
declared a national emergency in child and adolescent mental health.1 They called for urgent investments 
with expertise in trauma-informed, ethical, and developmentally appropriate care. 
 
Students today are navigating a range of complex emotional and psychological challenges, such as grief, 
bullying, family trauma, anxiety, and depression. Public schools serve as a critical access point for 
students to receive lifesaving mental health care. That support, however, depends on the presence of 
professionals who are trained to meet students’ emotional and psychological needs. The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention identifies strong connections with school-based, qualified mental health 
personnel as a key protective factor against suicide, depression, and risky behavior.2 Yet instead of 
expanding access to trained school counselors, psychologists, and social workers, bills like this one 
propose programs that introduce chaplains, who may or may not be trained to provide mental health care 
or crisis support.  

2 Centers for Disease and Control Prevention. (2023). What works in schools: Overview. 
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-youth/what-works-in-schools/overview.html#:~:text=Schools%20can%20help%20incr
ease%20student,to%20community%20sources%20of%20care 

1 American Academy of Pediatrics. (2021). AAP-AACAP-CHA Declaration of a National Emergency in Child and 
Adolescent Mental Health 
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a
-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health/ 
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This is not only irresponsible, it’s dangerous for Ohio children. According to data from Health Policy 
Ohio, 20% of Ohio students in middle school and 33% of students in high school in 2023 reported chronic 
poor mental health. Those figures worsened for students of minority identities and students from 
households below the federal poverty level. Moreover, 35% of highschoolers reported depression 
symptoms, rising nearly 10% in 10 years, and students dealt with anxiety and eating disorders at higher 
rates than nationally.3 The suicide rate has only increased, with the National Alliance on Mental Illness 
reporting that “130,000 Ohio adolescents have serious thoughts of suicide each year”.4 
​
Even though many chaplains are equipped to serve the needs of all people, risking exposing marginalized 
students to religious counseling that shames or invalidates students’ identities, especially when embedded 
in public schools, is not supportive. It is a direct threat to their well-being.  
 
In a time of national crisis, if the state is serious about supporting students, it should adequately resource 
schools to help them provide students with trauma-informed, culturally competent mental health services.  
 
Chaplains Are Not Interchangeable with Mental Health Professionals 
Licensed school-based mental health professionals must meet rigorous education, training, and 
credentialing requirements. School psychologists, for example, are required to complete advanced 
graduate degrees, supervised clinical internships, and ongoing training in adolescent development, suicide 
prevention, trauma response, ethics, and evidence-based interventions.5 
 
The National School Chaplain Association, which has been pushing school chaplain program bills across 
the country, provides talking points for legislators and supporters that direct them to downplay the 
religious focus of chaplains and instead recommend advocates and legislators attempt to draw similarities 
to mental health professionals. For example, supporters are told to frame chaplains as ‘care providers’, 
and use key words like ‘mental health, ‘skilled responder’ and ‘confidant’. They are warned not to use 
language like ‘religious’, ‘Christian’, and ‘ministry’.6  
 
Moreover, Representative Johnathan Newman, who sponsored the bill, stated during the bill’s sponsor 
hearing on November 4, 2025 that “schools with chaplains report increasing graduation rates, reduction in 
teen pregnancies, reduction in school violence, reduction in suicides”. Representative Newman seems to 
have been citing this information directly from the National School Chaplain Association’s 2024 Year 
End Report, which does not provide any evidence or data to support these claims.7 

7 National School Chaplain Association. (2025). 2024 Year-End Report 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/64e2ab43aebf220442a932ea/t/67d0cfdfc9a27e7ca6c13d3b/1741737958059/N
SCA+Year-End+Report+-+2024+Rev..pdf 

6 National School Chaplain Association. (2025). School Chaplain Legislation Facts Sheet 
https://ndlegis.gov/assembly/69-2025/testimony/HEDU-1456-20250211-36857-F-DAVIS_JOHNNY_A.pdf 

5 National Association of School Psychologists. A Career in School Psychology: Frequently Asked Questions 
https://www.nasponline.org/about-school-psychology/selecting-a-graduate-program/a-career-in-school-psychology-f
requently-asked-questions?nocache=1754593079903 

4 National Alliance on Mental Illness. (2025). Mental Health in Ohio 
https://www.nami.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Ohio-GRPA-Data-Sheet-8.5-x-11-wide.pdf 

3 Health Policy Institute of Ohio. (2024). Data Brief: Mental health conditions among Ohio children and youth 
https://www.healthpolicyohio.org/files/publications/databriefchildmh10.23.2024.pdf 

 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/64e2ab43aebf220442a932ea/t/67d0cfdfc9a27e7ca6c13d3b/1741737958059/NSCA+Year-End+Report+-+2024+Rev..pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/64e2ab43aebf220442a932ea/t/67d0cfdfc9a27e7ca6c13d3b/1741737958059/NSCA+Year-End+Report+-+2024+Rev..pdf
https://ndlegis.gov/assembly/69-2025/testimony/HEDU-1456-20250211-36857-F-DAVIS_JOHNNY_A.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/about-school-psychology/selecting-a-graduate-program/a-career-in-school-psychology-frequently-asked-questions?nocache=1754593079903
https://www.nasponline.org/about-school-psychology/selecting-a-graduate-program/a-career-in-school-psychology-frequently-asked-questions?nocache=1754593079903
https://www.nami.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Ohio-GRPA-Data-Sheet-8.5-x-11-wide.pdf
https://www.healthpolicyohio.org/files/publications/databriefchildmh10.23.2024.pdf


 

 
School boards clearly understand that chaplains are not interchangeable with mental health professionals. 
In states where public school chaplain program laws have passed, school districts have resoundingly 
rejected them. For example, the 25 largest school districts in Texas voted to reject school chaplain 
programs,8 and in total, an overwhelming 74% of districts refused to either change their current volunteer 
programs or accept a chaplain program entirely.9 Even though Florida’s bill went into effect in July 2024, 
it wasn’t until only this October that the very first school district participated.10 
 
Even “Voluntary” Chaplaincy Programs Risk Coercion 
Proponents often claim these programs are voluntary, but that is misleading. In reality, chaplain programs 
frequently lack transparency and safeguards. According to the ACLU of Texas, school districts 
implementing chaplain programs often fail to provide clear opt-out processes or inform students that 
chaplains are not licensed mental health professionals.11 
 
This raises serious concerns about coercion. Students may feel pressured to accept guidance from 
chaplains, especially when referred by trusted school staff or during vulnerable moments like the 
aftermath of a death or crisis. The power dynamics at play between student and adult, between authority 
figure and minor, make it nearly impossible to ensure true voluntariness. Students who do not share the 
chaplain’s religious beliefs, or who come from nonreligious families, can feel excluded, judged, or 
silenced.  
 
Public schools must be spaces of belonging, not spiritual recruitment. Programs that blur the lines 
between care and conversion betray students’ trust and risk violating their constitutional rights. 
 
Chaplains in Public Schools Undermine Religious Freedom in Public Schools  
Chaplains in public schools pose a direct threat to student safety, mental health, and constitutional 
freedom. These programs violate students’ religious freedom by favoring dominant faith traditions, and 
marginalize students from minority or nonreligious backgrounds. They undermine inclusive education, 
create environments where students may feel coerced into religious interactions, and risk causing serious 
emotional harm.  
 
The Establishment Clause of the First Amendment prohibits public institutions, including public schools, 
from promoting religion. School chaplain programs do exactly that by allowing religious clergy into 
public education under the guise of student support.  

11 American Civil Liberties Union of Texas. (2023). Texas School Boards Must Reject School Chaplains, Civil 
Liberties Group warns 
https://www.aclutx.org/en/press-releases/texas-school-boards-must-reject-school-chaplains-civil-liberties-groups-wa
rn 

10 The Bradenton Times. (2025). Meet the state’s first public school chaplain, a politically active pastor 
https://thebradentontimes.com/stories/meet-the-states-first-public-school-chaplain-a-politically-active-pastor,164817 

9 Austin American-Statesman. (2025). How did Texas school districts vote on school chaplain programs? Here's the 
data 
https://www.statesman.com/story/news/education/2025/03/27/texas-chaplains-school-counselors-how-schools-voted
-accept-reject/82633943007/ 

8 Baptist Joint Committee. (2024). Say ‘no’ to chaplains in public schools 
https://bjconline.org/publicschoolchaplains/ 
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Most chaplains represent dominant faith traditions, particularly conservative Christianity, making these 
programs inherently exclusionary. Religious minorities, nonreligious families, and students from interfaith 
or unaffiliated backgrounds are left out, or worse, subjected to proselytization. 
 
The National School Chaplain Association explicitly intends for such exclusion. Their ‘School Chaplain 
Legislation Facts Sheet’ includes the following statement: “Will funding School Chaplains open 
Pandora’s Box flooding our school with woke clergy? No. According to U.S. Labor Statistics, 91% of 
Chaplains are Protestant, 7% are Catholic, and 2% are everything else.”12 
 
More than 100 faith leaders–including chaplains–from across the country have signed an open letter 
stating that chaplains do not belong in public schools and that spiritual care must remain in faith 
communities.13 Public education must be inclusive, not religiously coercive. Bringing clergy into secular 
school systems not only violates religious liberty but also facilitates division and discrimination. 
 
Public schools must remain inclusive, secular, and grounded in evidence, not religious doctrine. Mental 
health care in education should be delivered by licensed professionals trained in trauma-informed, ethical, 
and developmentally appropriate care that supports all students equally. 
 
If the State is Serious About Student Mental Health and Safety, it Needs to Fund Licensed Mental 
Health Professionals  
If Ohio is serious about improving the mental health of students, it should be ensuring that schools have 
the funds to provide evidence-based solutions. For example, Ohio’s Student Wellness and Success Funds 
and Disadvantaged Pupil Impact Aid, which in part funds mental health services, helps schools hire social 
workers and counselors and supports the implementation of evidence-based or evidence-informed 
programming and curricula to promote mental health.14 
 
The Great Minds Fellowship Workforce Commitment Incentive Program, which “provides loan 
repayment on behalf of new graduates who commit to working at one of Ohio’s Community Behavioral 
Health Centers (CBHC) for at least one year of full-time employment”, is another example of the state 
attempting to address the shortage of behavioral health professionals in a reasonable way, since CBHCs 
provide mental health support services through relationships with Ohio schools.15 
 
Despite programs like these, the Ohio Council of Behavioral Health & Family Services Providers reported 
that CBHCs face significant challenges like “workforce shortages, salary-driven attrition, and insufficient 

15 Ohio Department of Ohio Education. (2025). Great Minds Fellowship Workforce Commitment Incentive Program 
https://highered.ohio.gov/initiatives/workforce-development/greatmindswcip 

14 Ohio Department of Education and Workforce. (2025). Student Wellness and Success Funds and Disadvantaged 
Pupil Impact Aid 
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Student-Supports/School-Wellness/Supporting-Student-Wellness#Funding 

13 Americans United for The Separation of Church and State. (2024). Chaplains don’t belong in public schools 
https://www.au.org/the-latest/articles/chaplains-letter-schools2024/ 

12 National School Chaplain Association. (2025). School Chaplain Legislation Facts Sheet 
https://ndlegis.gov/assembly/69-2025/testimony/HEDU-1456-20250211-36857-F-DAVIS_JOHNNY_A.pdf 

 

https://highered.ohio.gov/initiatives/workforce-development/greatmindswcip
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Student-Supports/School-Wellness/Supporting-Student-Wellness#Funding
https://www.au.org/the-latest/articles/chaplains-letter-schools2024/
https://ndlegis.gov/assembly/69-2025/testimony/HEDU-1456-20250211-36857-F-DAVIS_JOHNNY_A.pdf


 

funding for non-clinical services continue to limit students’ access and strain provider capacity”, for 
example.16 
 
The lack of funding for student mental health interventions is reflected nationwide. According to the 
National Center For Education Statistics (NCES) 2024 survey, just 48% of public schools report being 
able to provide effective mental health services to all students in need, a decline from 56% in 2021-22. 
The primary obstacles include insufficient mental health staff coverage (55%) and inadequate funding 
(54%).17 These systemic challenges severely limit timely access to qualified mental health care for 
students.  
 
Rather than entertaining chaplain bills, lawmakers and education leaders must focus on delivering 
licensed, affirming, and trauma-informed care to students. The National Association of School 
Psychologists (NASP) recommends one school psychologist per 500 students,18 and the American School 
Counselor Association (ASCA) recommends a ratio of one counselor per 250 students.19 However, the 
most recent ASCA data from the 2023-2024 school year reveals that the national average 
student-to-counselor ratio remains high at 376:1, far exceeding recommended levels. Many schools, 
especially at the elementary level, face even greater disparities, with ratios often surpassing 700 students 
per counselor.20 
 
The National Alliance on Mental Illness found that Ohio’s student to psychologist ratio is 829:1, which 
fails to meet the recommended standard.21 The ASCA found Ohio’s specific 2023-2024 councilor to 
student ratio to be poorer than the national average with a ratio of 383 students per councilor; in the year 
prior, the ratio was 378 students per councilor, indicating the problem is only getting worse.22  
 
The alarming student-to-counselor and psychologist ratios place added strain on already overstretched 
mental health staff, limiting students’ access to timely, licensed, affirming, and trauma-informed care. The 
solution is not to bring in untrained clergy as an alternative; rather, lawmakers and education leaders must 
prioritize properly funding the qualified professionals who make a proven difference. 
 
School psychologists are uniquely trained to provide academic and behavioral interventions, conduct 
mental health assessments, collaborate with families, and support diverse learners through 
trauma-informed, culturally responsive approaches. Similarly, school counselors promote student 

22 American School Counselor Association. (2025). School Counselor Roles & Ratios 
 https://www.schoolcounselor.org/about-school-counseling/school-counselor-roles-ratios 

21 National Alliance on Mental Illness. (2025). Mental Health in Ohio 
https://www.nami.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Ohio-GRPA-Data-Sheet-8.5-x-11-wide.pdf 

20 American School Counselor Association. (2024). ASCA Releases Updated Student-to-School-Counselor Ratio 
Data https://www.schoolcounselor.org/getmedia/1282baef-9128-44cf-8b4b-63fa5cfda2b6/pr_ratios-23-24.pdf 

19 American School Counselor Association. (2023). The Role of the School Counselor 
https://schoolcounselor.org/getmedia/ee8b2e1b-d021-4575-982c-c84402cb2cd2/Role-Statement.pdf 

18  National Association of School Psychologists. (2023). Federal Public Policy and Legislative Platform 
https://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/policy-priorities/nasp-policy-platform?nocache=1754331855361 

17 National Center for Education Statistics. (2024). Over Half of Public Schools Report Staffing and Funding Limit 
their Efforts to Effectively Provide Mental Health Services to Students in Need 
https://nces.ed.gov/whatsnew/press_releases/5_9_2024.asp 

16 The Ohio Council of Behavioral Health & Family Services Providers. (2025). 2025 School-Based Behavioral 
Health Services Report https://obc.memberclicks.net/2025-school-based-behavioral-health-services-report 
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achievement through prevention and intervention strategies grounded in developmental science and 
ethical practice.  
 
Public funds should be directed toward evidence-based services that measurably improve student 
well-being, not religious programs that lack demonstrated efficacy and risk infringing on students’ 
religious freedom.  
 
Our Students Deserve Better 
The program proposed in H. B. No. 531 sends a dangerous message: that student mental health is 
expendable and easily fixed with volunteers, and that the rights of vulnerable students can be ignored. 
 
At a time when so many young people are facing trauma, discrimination, and mental health challenges, 
students deserve more, not less. They need affirming, credentialed mental health professionals who are 
equipped to support emotional development, respond to crises with care, and uphold ethical standards 
rooted in best practices. They deserve public schools that welcome every student and support all families, 
regardless of religion or belief.  
 
Policies that permit chaplains in public schools undermine the very foundation of inclusive, 
evidence-based education. I urge this committee to reject any proposal or legislation that allows chaplains 
to operate in K-12 public schools - including H. B. No. 531. Protect our children’s mental health. Protect 
their rights. And protect the integrity of public education.  
 
Thank you for your time and consideration.  
 
Sincerely,  
Bob Leonhard 
Treasurer, Humanist Community of Central Ohio 
 

 


