Testimony on HB 693, Enact the Affirming Families First Act
House Judiciary Committee, March 25, 2026

Laura Bryant Hanford, Senior Policy Analyst, the Heritage Foundation

Mr. Chair, Members of the Committee, good morning and thank you for the opportunity to
testify today on this critical legislation. My name is Laura Hanford, | am a senior policy analyst
with the Heritage Foundation, and | am testifying today in my personal capacity.

The Affirming Families First Act is the most comprehensive bill in the nation today addressing
the ideological weaponization of child welfare systems against families. It is the result of
extensive collaboration with parent advocates, policy makers, and attorneys to establish
protections for children and families targeted by radical gender ideology.

If you pass this bill, you will set a national standard for other states, because it not only
establishes guardrails to protect families from hostile state overreach, but also addresses the
radical ideological training that has so deeply infiltrated child protective systems.

For many years now, families across the United States have been torn apart in the shadows,
targeted by ideologues in child welfare and state systems that were designed to protect children
but are destroying them instead.

Parents have had their kids torn away from them simply for refusing to use false pronouns, and
for affirming the immutable, biological, binary reality of sex. Tragically, kids have been harmed,
trafficked and even died in state care after being removed from their families on these false
claims of abuse. Thousands more have been denied access to loving foster families who affirm
reality or a traditional view of sexuality.

It’s happened not only in deep blue Colorado, California, Oregon, Connecticut and Washington,
but in Virgina, Montana, Maryland, Indiana, and more.

3 years ago | stood with a mother named Michele Blair in my home state of Virginia, as she
publicly told her daughter Sage’s story for the first time. Sage was a 14-year old freshman when
she was secretly socially transitioned at her school, badly bullied and then assaulted in the boys’
bathroom the school counselors told her to use. Through all this the school kept her parents in

the dark, even when police met with Sage after the assault.

She fled 2 days later in fear of further bullying and harm to her family, and was found by a
predator she had met through transgender websites the school given her by the school. She
disappeared for 8 days, was raped and trafficked across state lines to Maryland.



When the FBI found her in Baltimore, a judge withheld custody from her parents when a public
defender alleged “abuse” in connection with “misgendering.” The judge ordered this tiny
trafficking victim into the male quarters of a state children’s home, where she was harmed
further. The judge refused even to return her to Virginia, as required by the interstate compact
on juveniles, because the Virginia program her mother had found would have provided trauma
treatment for female victims of sexual exploitation, rather than treat her as male.

The attorney lied to Sage that her mother didn’t want her anymore, so the attorney would find
her an “affirming” foster home in Maryland. None of Michele’s many letters ever reached her
daughter at the home. After 2 months, Sage ran away again, thinking she was meeting a 16-year
old she had met online. Once again, she was caught and horribly exploited, this time for
months, until law enforcement found her in Texas and returned her to Virginia.

Sage later said she really wasn’t a boy, she’d only wanted to make friends.

Virginia parents have been trying since 2023 to pass Sage’s Law, which would prevent schools
from keeping parents in the dark about their own child’s mental health, and would codify that
it’s not abuse to raise a child according to his or her biology. Both of those policies led to Sage’s
nightmare.

Parents like Michele find themselves before a phalanx of teachers, social workers, and judges
trained to collaborate to remove children from parents who do not subscribe to state-
sanctioned gender orthodoxy. What makes it worse is that these judicial proceedings are often
secret, and parents are terrified of losing their children so they do not speak out.

The Affirming Families First Act brings all of this into the light and restores constitutional
protections for families and vulnerable children. It also protects children already in state care
from suffering further trauma, by ensuring that they will not be denied placement with loving
families simply because those families affirm the reality that sex is an immutable, biological,
binary reality. It ensures parents do not lose the right to care for their children, and that state
actors cannot keep secrets about their child’s mental health from fit parents. And it goes to the
root of the problem by ensuring that child protective systems can no longer be trained to
promote and act on this poisonous ideology.

A child’s biology is not a stigma, a mistake, or a choice.

But radical ideologues have trained social workers, teachers, and judges to believe that children
can be born in the wrong body, that they must be treated as the opposite sex in order to be
happy, and that their happiness also depends on medicalizing and even amputating parts of
their healthy bodies. Their inner feelings trump biology and reality. All of it is based on a
metaphysical premise, not science.



There is no scientific evidence or marker for “gender identity,” yet parents from coast to coast
have lost their children for refusing to adopt this belief system. Incredibly, in the upside-down
universe of gender ideology, it is “abuse” not to sterilize, castrate, or use cross-sex pronouns for
one’s child.

Somehow a parent has safely and lovingly cared for a child for a lifetime but is suddenly
dangerous for not affirming a child’s claim to be the opposite sex.

This perversion of the concept of “abuse” underlies all the secrecy policies, whether in schools,
where millions of families live in districts that facilitate children living a double life in secret from
their parents, or in child protective settings.

Online platforms and activist groups at school tell kids they must keep secrets from their
parents, that their parents are unsafe if they disagree with them, and that they must trust these
strangers instead. In 2015 a joint publication of the ACLU, Gender Spectrum, Human Rights
Campaign, called “Schools in Transition” started spreading to what has become tens of

thousands of school districts with millions of students attending schools that deliberately keep
parents in the dark.

According to the database of school secrecy policies maintained by Defending Ed, multiple Ohio

districts maintain these policies. One of the activist complaints against this bill, in fact, is that it
will force a change to their school policies.

That should concern every parent in the state.

And there is secrecy in court proceedings, where parents face a hostile phalanx of ideologically
captured school counselors, social workers, and judges who have spent minutes with their child
but somehow know better than parents who have cared for and loved their child for a lifetime.

How is all this possible? It’s the result of years of ideologues training social workers, teachers,
and judges that children can be born in the wrong body, and that parents who do not comply
with medicalizing their child or using false pronouns are dangerous and abusive.

This training has consequences. A multi-million-dollar grant was begun under President
Obama’s administration to 4 pilot programs. One was here in Ohio, as reported by Meg Brock,
and led to hundreds of families being surveilled through a database as to whether they were
“affirming” enough. The Biden administration loved this program so much it wanted to expand
it nationally.

And while I've heard opponents of this bill say that that program is no longer in force, I've heard
no claim that the database has been dismantled, nor has anyone disavowed either the
surveillance system or the rationale for it.



In fact, the response to this bill has clarified that activists do in fact think parents are
endangering their child if they do not concretize the child’s gender confusion.

Given this homegrown support for intervening between kids and their parents, it should be of
interest to consider what it means for Ohio if that ideological drive is unchecked. That pilot
program in Cuyahogo county alone was surveilling some 200 families to determine if they were
sufficiently “affirming.” Ohio has 88 counties, so a rough estimate of how many families would
come under CPS scrutiny could be between 17,000 and 18,000.

Multiply that all over the country, as the Biden administration wanted to, and the numbers
climb into the hundreds of thousands.

That same concept led to the infamous Biden foster care rule, which dictated that if a child in
state care identified in any capacity as LGBTQIA, that child could only be placed in a home that
“affirmed” the child’s claimed identity. While this rule was permanently struck down as
unlawful, if implemented it would have broken the back of the foster system and prevented up
to hundreds of thousands of children from being provided safe homes—simply because those
parents affirmed the reality of sex.

A second grantee was in Prince George’s County, Maryland. That is the county that permanently
removed a child from his parents when they refused the county’s demand to stop talking about
gender from their Christian perspectives. Their child was placed with a transgender-identifying
chaplain. Soon the parents began to see sexualized images on the child’s social media and
health services related to sexual activity.

In what universe was this child protection?

Defining abuse accurately, as the bill before you does, helps ensure Child Protective Services
cannot be wrongfully deployed against families who raise their children according to their
biology.

In the simplest of terms, it is never abuse to raise a girl as a girl or a boy as a boy. And no state
should ever rip a child from a family simply because his or her parents refuse to medicalize,
sterilize, or use false pronouns for that child.

Ohio has a chance to lead the nation not only in protecting families and children from being
torn apart by weaponized child welfare systems, but also by extracting from this poisonous
ideology by its roots.
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