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Testimony of Dr. Kristin Dinkelaker MD 

 
House Health Committee Hearing on House Bill 561 

 
Chairwoman Schmidt, Vice Chair Deeter, Ranking Member Dr. Somani and members of the House Health 
Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony today on HB 561.  My name is Kristin 
Dinkelaker, and I am here today on behalf of the Ohio Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics and its 
2,9000 members.  I have been a general pediatrician for 12 years, and I currently work in a small private 
practice on the west side of Cincinnati.  I am also a mom to three young kids, and I understand a parent’s desire 
to have transparency around medical decisions for their child, including when it comes to vaccines.  Through 
my testimony today, I hope to show how HB 561 does not actually protect the health of Ohio’s children or grant 
parents more transparency around vaccines. Rather, it has the very likely possibility of putting Ohio’s children 
at unnecessary risk and interfering with parents’ ability to make informed decisions about their child’s 
vaccinations. 
 
Whether intentional or not, HB 561 makes exempting from vaccines the path of least resistance and the most 
convenient option for parents. Purposely promoting and calling attention to the opt-out option risks worsening 
our vaccine rates and making Ohio’s children more susceptible to harmful and deadly outbreaks. A check of a 
box and signature on a form is much easier and less expensive for a busy parent than scheduling and taking time 
off work to take their child to the doctor.  Even the most well-intentioned parents may tell themselves that they 
will schedule that appointment when life slows down, but that time never comes and those potentially life-
saving vaccines are missed. 
 
The consequences of a parent intentionally or unintentionally exempting their child from a vaccine can have 
harmful effects on not just their own child, but also other children in the community.  There are situations where 
individuals cannot receive a vaccine either because they are too young or the vaccine is medically 
contraindicated.  In addition, no vaccine is 100% effective.  Individuals who cannot be vaccinated and those 
who have a suboptimal response to a vaccine rely on the community to keep them safe through something 
called herd immunity.  Herd immunity is a concept that occurs when enough people in a community have 
immunity to a germ, whether it be a virus or bacteria, such that the germ has a hard time finding a new host to 
infect.  When vaccine rates drop below a certain percentage, herd immunity is lost and a community is at risk of 
having an outbreak.  Measles, for example, requires a 95% vaccination rate for a community to achieve herd 
immunity.  Of note, the measles vaccine rate for Ohio kindergarteners enrolling in the 2024-2025 school year 
was a worrisome 88.3%! 
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When an outbreak in a school does occur, the top priority is to stop the spread of the disease.  The provision in 
this bill that prohibits the exclusion of an unvaccinated child in the event of an outbreak of varicella, measles, 
mumps, or rubella interferes with the health department’s ability to efficiently and effectively prevent or contain 
an outbreak. This long-standing public health practice is not done to discriminate or punish, but rather to protect 
the most medically vulnerable and the community as a whole.  Though it is not ideal to miss school or 
extracurriculars like football, the consequences of a temporary absence in the rare event of an outbreak pale in 
comparison to the potentially harmful and sometimes deadly effects of these vaccine-preventable diseases.  In 
addition, it is not an effective strategy to exclude an unvaccinated child only once they exhibit symptoms 
because disease can be spread during the incubation period when an infected individual is shedding a germ but 
does not yet feel ill. 

Lastly, I am concerned that this bill will unintentionally cause parents to opt out of vaccines without receiving 
all the information they need to make such an important medical decision.  Vaccines are so effective that many 
parents are unaware of the devastating health consequences that the diseases they prevent can have.  Parents are 
also often exposed to misinformation on social media that sows unnecessary fear and mistrust around vaccines. 
Over the past year for example, our practice has seen a significant rise in the number of parents refusing the 
Hepatitis B vaccine because they have heard on social media that the virus is only transmitted through IV drug 
use or sexual contact.  Parents are surprised when I share that this virus can be transmitted to a healthy child in a 
childcare setting when a break in the skin comes in contact with infected blood or bodily fluids on contaminated 
items or even from a bite.  After learning this, most parents consent to the vaccine for their child.  These 
conversations between parents and their child’s trusted medical practitioner are integral in combating vaccine 
misinformation and promoting true transparency around vaccines.  Promotion of the opt-out option by daycares 
and schools under HB 561, however, may lead parents to make decisions about vaccines based off of inaccurate 
information and without an understanding of the risks incurred by forgoing a recommended vaccine. 

Before I conclude my testimony, I would like to leave you with a heartwarming story that illustrates how 
effective collaboration and conversations about vaccines between caregivers and a medical practitioner can be.  
Several months ago, I saw a 12-month-old boy for his well check. He was accompanied by both his mom and 
his grandfather.  It did not take long to see that this little chubby cheeked toddler had his grandfather  
wrapped around his finger and that his grandfather was very endearingly and fiercely protective of him.  When 
the topic of vaccines came up at the end of the visit, grandpa was adamant that he did not want his grandson 
receiving any additional vaccines.  He cited concerns about them weakening his immune system and questioned 
the necessity of the vaccines.  He did not understand why his grandson needed vaccines for illnesses he did not 
see as a threat, logically asking me, “Why does he need a polio vaccine if polio is not even in Cincinnati?”.  But 
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after I explained how vaccines work and he understood how they actually strengthen one’s immune system, he 
softened a little.  And when we talked about how the effectiveness of the polio vaccine is the reason why people 
in Cincinnati do not become paralyzed or die from polio, he softened even more.  He then shared with me that 
he became very ill when he was four years old from bacterial meningitis and that he still remembered the weeks 
he spent recovering at Cincinnati Children’s Hospital.  He was so amazed to learn that we now have a vaccine 
against Haemophilus influenza type B (HiB) which prior to the advent of the vaccine, was the most common 
cause of bacterial meningitis for kids under the age of five.  I excitedly explained to him that, thanks to the 
vaccine, HiB meningitis is now rare and not nearly as many kids have to suffer from it like he did as a child.  
After this, he was sold on vaccines!  When he received the correct information presented in a way that he 
understood and connected to, he realized how vaccines would help keep his grandson healthy.  He went from 
being skeptical and fearful of vaccines to wanting ALL the vaccines for his grandson.  In fact, I had to reassure 
him multiple times that his grandson was not due for any additional doses of HiB vaccine at his 12 month 
check-up.   
 
I hope that my testimony today has shown you that HB 561 will not improve the health of Ohio’s children but 
instead has the very real and worrisome possibility of making our children and communities more susceptible 
and vulnerable to disease outbreaks and inhibit our ability to control those outbreaks.  With measles cases 
increasing by the day in levels our country has not seen since 1991 and six verified cases right here in 
Columbus, now is not the time to promote legislation that could contribute to Ohio’s already low and falling 
vaccine rates. If you are dedicated to the health and well-being of Ohio’s children and truly want to improve 
transparency around vaccines, I implore you to listen to my fellow pediatricians and family medicine 
practitioners as well as Ohio’s nurses, infectious disease experts, public health officials, school administrators, 
and the 87% of Ohioans who believe it is important that parents vaccinate their children, and vote to oppose Bill 
561. 
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HERD IMMUNITY 

 
Courtesy: The National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Disease (NIAID) 
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Graphic displayed in our exam rooms to educate parents on some of the devastating consequences of 
vaccine preventable disease. 
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