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Explanation or reason for introduction of bill/resolution: 

 
A bill relating to relating to public and nonpublic high schools offering elective instruction on 
the Bible. 
 
 

Minutes:                                                 Attachments # 1-10 

 
Chairman Schaible: Called the committee to order and opened the hearing on SB 2136. 
 
Senator Oley Larsen, District 3: Introduction of SB 2136, stating the intention of the bill is 
to allow the history of the Bible to be taught as an elective in the public schools. Provided 
Attachment #1, concerning Kentucky Legislation on a similar bill. Provided Attachments #2-
3, which are proposed amendments to SB 2136. 
 
Senator Oban: Why the Bible and not the history of religion? 
 
Senator Larsen: Great question! A couple things as I was thinking about this bill. Our country 
was established because of this Book. The people who settled our continent, they didn’t 
come to start a new factory or business, they were escaping religious persecution. The Bible 
is a part of history and literature, that Book is what really brought them here. This country 
was founded on it. I just think that history could be studied. The intent of the bill is if the school 
board wants to have it, they could put it in as their curriculum. It’s not to replace anything, it’s 
not an either/or, it is an elective. They can choose to take this as an extra class. 
 
Senator Elkin: So this would be a totally elective class and something the school board of a 
particular district could decide whether or not they want to offer this course? 
 
Senator Larsen: That is correct. I’d like to give as much and more control to the school 
boards.  
 
Senator Rust: I want to refer to page 1 of the bill, line 9 says “Shall make available”. Then 
looking at page 2, line 12 “One unit etc…”. Would you explain how that is an option for a 
school board when it says “Shall make available”? 
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Senator Larsen: That is a great reason why this piece of legislation comes before the 
committee. When I first introduced the bill, it has already been massaged by myself 
personally. The intent of what I’m trying to put forward doesn’t seem to be hitting. This is 
another issue that some school boards or entities think it is forced. It is not. The intent of the 
bill is to have it as an elective. If that wording needs to be changed, then that can easily be 
amended. This is a perfect example of why this process works so well, instead of the initiated 
measure. This process is the best for North Dakota. 
 
Senator Rust: As a former Superintendent, when I read this part of the law with “Shall make 
available”, means that in our curriculum there is a course by that name. This does say “Shall: 
which to me means, it would have to be part of that curriculum.  
 
Senator Larsen: That might be an interpretation, but if you look through it on page 2, line 21 
where it says, “Make available”, it can be listed as a choice. Or if the school board says they 
don’t want to offer it, it’s an elective, if there aren’t students to take the class then they won’t 
offer it. If there is interest, they can elect to offer that class. Now if it was mandated, that 
would be different.  
 
Representative Aaron McWilliams, District 20: Testified in support of SB 2136 and 
provided Attachment #4. 
 
(26:07) Dr. Aimee Copas, Executive Director of the North Dakota Council of 
Educational Leaders: Testified against SB 2136 and provided Attachment #5. 
 
(33:49) Senator Davison: It was the intent of Senator Larsen to have it be an elective. I’m 
not sure he has it placed in here right. With respect, if schools wanted to teach a class on 
the history of the Bible, wouldn’t they be able to do the same thing in an elective course just 
like any other elective that has to go through the MISO process. You ask which book you 
would use; you’d set up standards just like for another class. Educators would determine, 
just as in Math or English, about what book they would use to teach to those standards. 
Outside of the criticism that he has it in a place where it is required, is there any reason why 
a school couldn’t offer an elective class on a history of religion class right now? 
 
Dr. Copas: You’re absolutely right, they certainly may and they do. There are a number of 
high schools that offer an ancient religions course as an elective. A school board may choose 
any type of course that they wish to offer as an elective. They would absolutely have the 
opportunity to do that. Understanding that they must teach it in an academic nature, not in a 
devotional nature, a historical based course based on standards. In fact, I believe right across 
the river, one of the electives that occurs every 2nd or 3rd semester is a world religions course.  
 
(35:57) Amy De Kok, in-house Legal Counsel for the North Dakota School Boards 
Association (NDSBA): Testified against SB 2136 and provided Attachment #6. 
Wanted to respond to some previous questions on elective versus mandated issue. In order 
to be approved as a public high school, you would have to offer the Old Testament, New 
Testament, or a combination of the two. It is a mandate under the current bill. You would 
have to also allow it to be replaced in the high school graduation requirements. As drafted it 
would be unconstitutional.  
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(40:43) Senator Davison: If our center of distance education had a class that met the 
requirement that they are bringing forth, and schools included in their program of studies, so 
that would meet that requirement of “shall”? 
 
Amy De Kok: I believe so. 
 
Senator Davison: You wouldn’t need to hire any teacher, there are other ways to deliver 
classes then having a teacher in every school. This is about access for those that want to 
take it. 
 
Amy De Kok: Yes, that would be correct. 
 
(42:12) John Ward, Attorney & ACLU Lobbyist, Bismarck, ND: Testified in opposition to 
SB 2136 and provided Attachment #7.  
 
Senator Davison: Has the ACLU had a chance to review HB 128 of the Kentucky Legislature 
brought forward by Senator Oley Larsen, and if so do you have some thoughts on it? 
 
John Ward: I’m not sure if Senator Larsen is talking about a new bill currently being offered 
in the Kentucky legislature. I know that in 2016, the ACLU of Kentucky opposed a similar bill 
that had eventually passed.  
 
Senator Davison: Well it appears this bill has passed, and it appears at the bottom of the 
first page that they had to replace descriptions of the courses similar to what you just said. I 
was just curious about what their purpose was and where they went with it. 
 
John Ward: I do not, but I have resources I would be happy to email those to you.  
 
(47:08) Carel Two-Eagle: Testified in opposition to SB 2136 and provided Attachment #8. 
 
(50:39) Elizabeth Loos, North Dakota Human Rights Coalition: Testified against SB 2136 
and provided Attachment #9. 
 
Karen Dunlap, Bismarck, ND: Testified against SB 2136. Never had a religious class 
growing up in Missouri, doesn’t think ND should require one either. Public schools are 
chronically defunded. Despite the fact the sponsor said it wouldn’t be required, the way it is 
written it is a requirement and would create a burden for all school districts of ND. President 
of the Horizon Middle School Parent Advisory Committee, not here on their behalf, but 
involved in school district activities. I would rather put a requirement on every school district 
of the state to have a welding program, then to put a requirement on them to develop a Bible 
study course. My daughter is 13 years old, she desires to be a welding as a career. I would 
be devastated if the school she goes to wasn’t able to offer that to her. Fortunately, we do 
have that opportunity. Also wanted to reference the person who spoke about God being in 
the Pledge of Allegiance; I hope everybody in this room knows those words were not in the 
pledge when it was originally written, they were added in 1954 during the red scar. I don’t 
think we need to rest our choices on Bible studies in 2019 on the words “under God” being 
added in 1954. I urge a “Do Not Pass”. It is the wrong choice for our public schools.  
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(55:22) John Lee, retired Pastor of Lutheran Brethren Church & substitute teacher with   
BPS: Testified in favor of SB 2136 and provided Attachment #10.  
 
Chairman Schaible: Called for other testimony. Seeing none, closed the hearing on SB 
2136. 
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Explanation or reason for introduction of bill/resolution: 

 
A bill relating to public and nonpublic high schools offering elective instruction on the Bible. 
 

Minutes:                                                   

 
Chairman Schaible: Committee come to order. We are going to look at SB 2136.  
 
Senator Davison: Motion to Do Not Pass on SB 2136. 
 
Senator Oban: Second 
 
Chairman Schaible: Motion and a second. Discussion. 
 
Discussion of the bill. 
 
Chairman Schaible: We have a motion and second. 
 
Yeas: 7; Nays: 0  
 
Senator Davison will carry. 
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