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

My name is Danielle Firsich, and | am the Director of Public Policy for Planned Parenthood
Advocates of Ohio and Planned Parenthood of Greater Ohio. Thank you for accepting my
written testimony in opposition to House Bill 531. This bill dangerously blurs the “line
between faith-based guidance and mental health support,” allowing unlicensed chaplains
to (inappropriately) provide emotional and mental guidance that they are entirely unqualified
to give." By forcing every school board in Ohio to take a public vote on whether to allow these
chaplains, this bill both undermines local control and mires school districts in culture wars
that they simply do not have the time or resources to entertain.

The ACLU, alongside other civil rights and faith-based organizations, has thoroughly
explained the danger in these bills and their violations of students’ and families’ basic
freedoms and rights:

“Allowing chaplains in public schools violates students’ and families’ right to
religious freedom. Because chaplains are typically not trained or certified to provide
educational or counseling services to youth, students are likely to receive
inadequate mental health support that, in some cases, may be harmful.

Installing chaplains in public schools violates the separation of church and state.
Allowing public schools to establish paid or voluntary positions for chaplains will
inevitably lead to evangelizing and religious coercion of students. This 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.”?

Advocates have also raised significant concerns with the lack of credentials or training
required of such chaplains:



“Many of the bills under consideration in state legislatures don’t define what a
chaplain is and have no requirements other than a standard background check.
Credentialed chaplains have graduate degrees and specific training to work with
adults in various faith traditions who may have limited access to their religious
communities because they are incarcerated, ill, or deployed, they wrote. And their
training does not include many facets of school counselors’ work.”?

More than 200 chaplains from a variety of faith backgrounds and work settings, including
prisons, hospitals, and military bases, signed a letter to lawmakers in states with pending
bills, noting the following:

“Because of our training and experience, we urge you to reject public school
‘chaplain’ legislation: The proposals are harmful to our public schools and the
students and families they serve. Government-sanctioned chaplains make sense in
some settings, but not in our public schools.

We care about student mental health and safety concerns, and we believe those
concerns should be addressed by the professionals most skilled to meet those
concerns. As trained chaplains, we are not qualified to address the needs of public
school students that these proposals purport to address. We cooperate with mental
health counselors—we do not compete with them.

Further, professions that help children with sensitive matters, such as therapists
and police investigators, typically require special training on how to interview and
treat juveniles. Few chaplains have this expertise. As trained chaplains, we strongly
caution against the government assertion of authority for the spiritual development
and formation of our public school children.”*

The incorporation of religious chaplains as mental health counselors does nothing to
address the core issues impacting today’s youth. We require fully funded public schools
that are armed with the resources and expertise to guide our youth during some of the most
sensitive moments of their mental and emotional development. This bill, in coordination
with Senate Bill 34, which would require public school districts to permit the display of the
Ten Commandments in classrooms, set a dangerous precedent for students’ and families’
religious freedom and civil rights.

| strongly urge this committee to vote no on House Bill 531.
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