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Chair Fowler Arthur, Vice Chair Odioso, Ranking Member Brennan, and members of the
House Education Committee:

Thank you for allowing me to testify today. My name is Jeanne Melvin, and | am a retired
public-school teacher and Board Member of Public Education Partners (PEP), an
education organization run by volunteers with years of experience in the field of
education.

The PEP Board and | are opposed to HB 531, just as we are opposed to other bills
designed to bring religion into our public schools.

As of early 2026, Ohio has proposed, and/or passed, several bills significantly increasing
the role of religion in public schools. Key laws include mandated "released time" for
religious instruction and proposed legislation to teach the positive impacts of
Christianity and list the Ten Commandments as historic documents.

The following initiatives, heavily supported by the Ohio Christian Alliance and other
groups, are part of a broader push to increase religious, particularly Christian, influence
into our public school system.

Mandatory Religious Release Time (HB 8/HB 445): Signed into law, this requires school
districts to adopt policies allowing students to be excused for religious instruction during
school hours.

The “Enact the Baby Olivia Act,” H.B. 485: Requires fifth graders and older to watch
“Meet Baby Olivia,” a GOP-supported fetal development animated video that conflicts
with the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists’ research.

"Positive Impacts" of Religion in History (HB 486, the “Charlie Kirk American Heritage
Act”): Passed by the Ohio House in November 2025, this bill encourages teaching the
positive impacts of Judeo-Christian religion on American history.

Ten Commandments as Historical Document (HB 486): Efforts continue to classify the
Ten Commandments as a foundational historical document for display in classrooms.



Religious Themes in Curriculum (HB 183/HB 8): Beyond instruction, new laws address
"parents’ bill of rights" initiatives, which include policies that allow religious viewpoints
to be presented in schools.

House Bill 531 proposes to allow public schools, charter schools, and STEM schools to
bring volunteer chaplains in to provide “support, services, and programs for students.”
Chaplains are trained to provide spiritual guidance. They do not have the experience
necessary to ensure that they adhere to public schools’ educational mandates and avoid
veering into religious counseling and promotion of religion. Exempting chaplains from
the same professional requirements as other school staff makes clear that installing
them in public schools is not about helping students, but is yet another effort to subject
children to unconstitutional government sponsored religious indoctrination.

Allowing public schools to establish paid or voluntary positions for chaplains violates the
First Amendment’s Establishment Clause, which, along with the Free Exercise Clause of
the First Amendment, safeguards the constitutional right to religious liberty. Courts have
repeatedly ruled that it is unconstitutional for public schools to invite religious leaders to
engage in religious activities with students or to promote religious doctrine to them.

As you know, there’s a well-funded movement around the country, including Ohio, to

turn us into a Christian nationalist country, and passing laws such as HB 531 is yet
another way of pushing religion into our public schools and continuing the
transformation.

To protect the religious freedom of all students and families, legislators should ensure

that certified school counselors — not chaplains — continue to support our students. In

America, there shouldn’t be any doubt that public schools welcome and are inclusive of
all students. Public schools are not Sunday schools.

| ask you to consider this written testimony and vote NO on House Bill 531.

Thank you for your service.

Jeanne Melvin and the Board of Public Education Partners
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