Testimony in Opposition to H. B. 531, the School Chaplain Act

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

I am writing in strong opposition to H. B. 531, the School Chaplain Act. Here are my very
specific concerns:

A true chaplain is one with extensive training at the university level in assisting people of
many different faiths or no faith. The definition of “chaplain” in Sec. 3313.475 (A) seems
to have no such level of expertise, and no real understanding of what is needed save
“endorsement or certification by a recognized ecclesiastical endorsing agency.” It is
unclear what “agency” that is.

In Sec. 3313.475 (B), the chaplain is “to provide support, services, and programs to
students.” It does not say which students. Would volunteer chaplains have access to all
students? Would chaplains be allowed to stroll through the lunchroom or attend
assemblies? Wouldn’t an evangelical chaplain feel an obligation to proselytize non-
Christian students, a violation of the First Amendment? Without specific training in
children and education, the damage that could be done by even a well-meaning individual
could potentially be profound, and make the school legally liable.

Also in Sec. 3313.475 (B), “programs” are not specified. In an educational setting, a
program is an organized set of relevant activities with a goal to promote student learning.
In what programs would chaplains be engaged? Would they be holding assemblies,
praying over the intercom, or otherwise teaching as non-certified teachers on an extended
basis?

In Sec. 3313.475 (C), a background check is performed on the chaplain, and “the
individual shall submit the criminal records.” Why does the chaplain perform this check,
and not the school? This sounds incredibly open to fraud and abuse, and therefore
incredibly dangerous.

Despite Section (E), this Act seems to have many ways in which a volunteer chaplain could have
access to children not of the chaplain’s faith, and many opportunities to potentially harm
children, with no oversight other than a background check that the chaplains themselves submit.
Therefore, I urge the Committee to vote a resounding NO on this measure.

Sincerely,

Sharon Hawkes, MLIS



