
December ,2,1999 

TO: BRUCE REED 
ANN LEWIS 

FR: KEVIN SULLIVAN 
DA VID FRANK· 

RE: RELEASE OF RELIGIOUS GUIDEL1NES 

To follow-up our conversation with Ann earlier this week here is the information about this 
coming. release. Secretary Riley will be releasing a comprehensive packet of guidelines on 
religion in public schools in the near future. This is scheduled for Monday, December 13th at 
11:30 am with religious and educational leaders. The packet will include a cover letter from 
the Secretary and the following pieces. 

1. Religion in Public Schools: A Statement ofPrinciples. (reprint of our 1995 document) 
2. A Parents Guide to Religion in Public Schools (reprint) 
3. A Teachers Guide to Religion in Public Schools (new) 
4. Public Schools &Religious Communities: A First Amendment 


Guide. ( Freedom Forum document released last July) 

5. Guidelines for volunteers participating in Partnerships with Public Schools 

(2 page list ofdo's and don'ts) (new) 
6. 	How Faith Communities Support Children's Learning in Public Schools. 

(an extract from a longer Department report released in Sept) (new) 

Unlike previous mailing that only went to school superintendents this packet will be sent to all 
public schools in addition to a separate mailing to religious leaders. We are printing a 150,000 
copies of everythi.ng. This is a joint effort of the Department and the Freedom Forum First 
Amendment Center. Our goal is to get good information down to the school level where the 
problems start to help school leaders avoid the divisive law suits that so often tear a 
community apart. 

Given the President's strong record on religious issues you many want to consider the 
possibility of a White House release. Ann Lewis already has the majority of the documents in 
her office and a courier will bring a complete sd of documents over to Bruce shortly. 

The three guidelines that will generate the most interest will be a new "Teachers Guide to 
Religion in Public Schools" which has been endorsed by over 21 religious and education groups 
including the NEA, AFT, NSBA, National PTA, American Jewish Committee, American 
Jewish Congress, Anti-Defamation League, National Association of Evangelicals, etc. This 
guide was developed by the Freedom Forum at our request. The two guidelines on developing 
partnerships with public schools and faith based communities will also generate interest. 
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The scope of the mailing, the timing of this release just before the Holidays when ma~y schools 
have to deal with religious issues, and the recent Congressional debate over posting theTen 
Commandments in schools, 'will in our opinion generate strong press interest. None of the 
guidelines deal with the contentious issue of creationism but Secretary Riley is well prepared 
to answer that question. 

This comprehensive mailing is in many ways theculminat~on of a' great deal of work that has 
been done over the past five to six years by many religious leaders and educators to find a new 
common ground when it comes to religion anCl public schools. 

Should you have interest either of can be reached at 401-3026 

c.c. Ann O'Leary 
U.S. Department of Education .Maureen Shea 
Office of the Secretary 

. Kris Bladerston 

KEVIN J. SULLIVAN 
Advisor & SeniorSpeechwriter 

to the Secretary I 
. 400 Maryland Ave, S.W. Telephone: 202-401-0831 
. Room 7C117 FAX: 202-260-7753 
. Washington, D.C. 20202 E-mail: kevin_sullivan@ed.gov 

mailto:kevin_sullivan@ed.gov


·. Guidelines for Volunteers and Me.ntors participating in 
Partnerships beatv\{een public schools and faith-based communities 

. Faith communities can be of great support to the efforts of local schools 
and families/when it comes to the, education of America's childrefl. This is why 
we encourage faith communities to take a positive role in supporting children's . 
learning in partnership with public schools. Membets of faith communities, for . 
example, can a6t as tutors and mentors to help children learn to read and write 
and they can also work with other members ,of the cor::nmunity to ensure the . 
safety of children in positive after-school activities. ' 

However, it is n6t appropriate for members of faith communities to use . 
their involvement in public s.chools as an occasion t6 endorse 'religious activity or 
doctrine or ,encourage participation in a religious activity~ Adults who choose to 
volunteer in public schools must respect both the rules ~stablished by the school 
and the strong constitutional protections that children have,from becoming a . 
"captive aUdience.". . . . , 

In August of .1995 the U.S.·Secreta,y of Education'Richard Riley released 
guidelines entitled Religious Expression in Public Schools: A Statement of 

, ,Principles. These guidelines were released again in June, 1998, and most 
recently in Dec,ember of 1999. In his original cover letterto t~ese guidelines, 
Secretary Riley emphasized that the guidelines for religious expression in public 
,schools reflect two basic and equally important obligations of the First 
Amendment. ' , ' 

" ' 

"First, schools may not forbid students acting on their own from 
expressing their personal religious views or: beliefs solely because they are of a . 
religious nature. Schools may not discriminate against private religious ' 
expression by students, but must instead give studEmts the same right to engage 
in religious activity and discussio'i1, as they have to engage in o~her comparable 
activity. At the same time"schools mainotendorse reljgious activity or doctrine, 
nor may they coerce participation in religious activity.; ... The right of religious 
expression in school does noOnclude the right to have a 'captive audience' ' 
listen, or to compel other studeQts to participate". 

When members and leadership of faith communities volunteer in .schools 
or volunteer to work with students and their families, they should and must act 
with the same unoerstanding of the First Amendment as sqhool officials. A 
v.olunteer'sfaith may have motivated him or her to partiCipate in the school 

, volunteer program, but the Constitution doesnotallo~the volunteer to,infringe 
, on the reUgious freedom and'beiiefs of the students they are helping. 



.An adult who acts as a "mentor" may not, for example, seek in any way to 
· encourage or discourage the religious faith of the student who theyare mentoring 

. for educational purposes. A religious leader who is asked by school officials to 
participate in "crisis counseling" should respond to the direct concerns of the 

· students at a time of great sensitivity. At the same time, a religious leader can 
not use the occasion to proselytize· on behalf of their own faith or encourage a. 
student to attend next week's service. 

When public schools develop partnerships with religious communities as 
described in Public Schools & Religious Communities: A First Amendment Guide 
they must ensure that partnership activities have a secular purp()se. The . 
following is a helpful "checklist" for school officials and members and leaders of 
faith communities who are developing or participating in edl.!cational 
partnerships. This checklist should be seen and used as a companion piece to 

·Public Schools & Religious Communities: A First Amendment Guide. 

Partnerships Between Public Schools 

And Religious Communities 


Public schools forming p~rtnerships with religious groups to enhance the 
education or safety of children should consider and adhere to the following iIi developing 
and supporting such activities: . . 

Things to Do: 

- - -Make sure the program has a sj3cular purpose . 

. - - -In selecting partners remain neutral between secular and religious 
·groups and among religious groups. 

- - -Select student participants without regard.to the religious affiliation of 
the students. 

- - -Make sure any services provided by the public school or on public 
· school prope~yare purely secular. 

- - -Make sure any space used for ~he program is safe and se~ure for 
children . 

. - - -Make sure any space usedby the public school for instructional 
purposes is free of religious symbols. .. . . 

. . . 


- - -Put the partnership agreement in writing. 


I 
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. Things Not to Do: . 

--- Do not limit participation in the<partnership, or student selection, to., 
religious groups or certain religious'groups.' ' 

. . 

, --- Do not encourage or discourage student participation with particular 
partners based on the religious or secular nature of the organization . 

. , '.- -Do not encourage or discourage students from engaging in religious 
activities at their own initiative. ' 

-- -Do not condition student participation in any partnership activity on 
mernbership inariy religious ,group, or 01) acceptance or rejection of any religious 
belief, or on participation in, or refusal to participate in, any religious activity. 

" . 

, - ~ -Do not reward or punish students (e.g., Jnterrns of grades or 
participation in other. activities) based on their willingness to participate in any 
activity of a. partnership with a religious organizatidn. ' . ,. 

,. . 

- ,. -Do not pay for anyreligiou5 activities with public funds . 

. VOLUNTEERS NEED TO BE REMINDED 

Volunteers always need to be thanked for their willingness to volunteer their time' 
,to help children leam. At the same time, it is very important to remind volunteers 
. from faith communities. that the purpose of 'any partnership is educational and 
secular in n'ature, not religious and that volunteers must respect the very strong 
First Amendment Rights of students.' . 

--­ Do not pray with .the students and families or encour~ge them to pray 
, during your volunteer Session with them. ' 

--- Do not preach about your faith to the children and their families while. 
conducting your educational activity. 

· , --- DO not prohibit or discourage speech or other activity simply because 
. ';of ,its religious content or nature. ' . 

Do not infringe on the' rights of studentsandthei~ family members to 
speak about religion or to .s~y a prayer or to read a Scripture, 
provided it is within the reasonable limits of rules for orderliness, 
talking. and congregating that are set for other speech and activities. 

i 



Public schools, and the programs operated in partnership with them, can neither 
foster religion nor preclude it. Our public schools must treat religion with fairness 
and respect and vigorously protect religious expression as well as the freedom of 
conscience of all students. Volunteer mentors and tutors must uphold these 
Constitutional protections when aSSisting children in the public school setting. In 
doing so, public school programs reaffirm the First Amendment and enrich the 
lives of their students. . 

Resources from the U.S. Department ofEducation (1-877-4ED-PUBS):· 
• 	 Religious Expression in Public Schools: A Statement of Principles . 
• 	 How Faith Communities Support Children'S Learning in Public Schools 
• 	 Faith Communities JOining Local Communities to Support Children's 

Learning: Good Ideas 
• 	 Guidelines for Volunteers and Mentors participating in partnerships with faith-

basedcommunities .. . . 

Resources available from the Freedom Forum First Amendment Center . . . 

(615-321-9588) 


• 	 Public Schools & Religious Communities: A First AmendmentGuide 
•. 	A Teacher's Guide to ReligIon in the Public Schools. 
• 	 A Parent's Guide to Religion in the Public Schools 

For a list of organizations that can answer questions about religious expression 
in public schools, consult Religious Expr.ession in Public Schools: A Statement of 

Principle$, pages 11-12: . 
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how J=o.lch CommunrCles 

SUPPORC Chl(dRen's 

LeaRning In pubLIc Schools 

U.S. Department of Education 

October 1999 




Richard W. Riley 
U.S. Secretary of Education 

Marshall S. Smith 
Acting Deputy Secretary 

-Terry Peterson 
Counselor to the Secretary 

Michelle L. ,Doyle 
Liaison to the Religious Community 

This document is in the public domain. Please feel free to photo­
copy or reprint. The full text of this publication is also available at 
the U.S. Department of Education's Web Site at www.ed,gov, and 
in alternate formats upon request. For more information, please 
contact us at: 

U.S. Department of Education 
Partnership for Family Involvement in Education 
400 Maryland Avenue, SW 
Washington, DC 20202-8 L73. 
http://pfie.ed.gov 
E-mail: Partner@ed.gov 
Telephone: 1-800-USA-LEARN 
FIRS 1-800-877-8339,8 a.m. - 8 p.m., ET, M-F 

This publication includes descriptions of resources relevant to 
the mission of the Partnership for Family Involvement in Educa­
tion and does not constitute an endorsement by the U.S. Depart-· 
ment of Education. 

mailto:Partner@ed.gov
http:http://pfie.ed.gov
www.ed,gov


How Faith Communities Support Children's 
Learning in Public Schools 

There is a new and growing tone of civility. That's good 
for America and good for public education. Our public 
schools should not be the public space for a war on values. 
When you put schools in the middle; eduqtion loses. 
This is why I am encouraged when people of faith reach 
out to each other and act on their faith and help raise our 
children. 

Secretary of Education Richard W. Riley 

Religion and Education Summit, St. Petersburg, Florida 


September 19, 1997 


Faith communities, in reaching out and connecting to families 

and children; often become involved in education in their local 

community. When Secretary of Education Richard Riley issued 

the guide of Religious Expression in Public Schools, he opened 

the door to education partnerships with faith communities as . 

another effective way to support children's learning. 


Across the nation, excellent examples abound of the positive 
impact that faith communities have in encouraging and enabling 
families and communities to be involved in children's learning. 
Many faith communities partner with schools to provide tutoring, 
safe havens, after-school programs, mentoring, and summer 

. activities. Faith communities qften inspire their membership to 
volunteer in behalf of children, youth, and families in the nation's 
schools. In'this way, community groups, businesses, family 
organizations, and local government agencies join the partnership: 
resulting ina broad-based effort to help educate children. 
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Following are examples of faith communities at work in a 
variety of areas that support children's learning. 

After-school Programs 
Faith community leaders can help students stay safe and be 

productive during the after-school time by starting or supporting 
extended learning programs in local schools and communities. 
Such programs provide wholesome activities and help schools and 
childcare facilities open before and after school and in the summer 
as community learning centers. By sponsoring alcohol- and drug­
free activities, and by providing extracurricular learning opportu­
nities, mentors, internships, and community service work, faith 
communities are making a difference for youth in their commu­
nity: 

The following are examples of partnerships involving faith 
communities in activities that support children, youth and families 
during the after-school hours: 

Shiloh Baptist Church established a Family Life Center to 
strengthen and nurture families in the surrounding community, 
bringing them together for educational, cultural, and recreational 
activities. One of their educational programs is the Male Youth 
Enhancement Project, designed to stimulate healthy lifestyles in 
African American males ages 8-15 by providing positive role 
model s, socialization activities, and educational enrichment. 
Shiloh/Seaton Elementary School Partnership creates mutual 
support activities for the children served by the school and the 
church. The partnership has established a reading tutorial program 
for children attending Seaton, staffed by volunteers from Shiloh. 

(Contact: Rev. Justus Reeves, education director, Shiloh Baptist 
Church, 2021232-4200) 
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Several years ago, racial unrest in the Jordon Park area of St. 
Petersburg, Florida brought to the forefront an issue of which 
many in the community were aware: their youth needed support 
and attention, particularly in the after-school hours. Thelnterde­
nominational Ministerial Alliance (IMA), a coalition formed 24 
years earlier, formulated the Urban Fellowship Mentoring, 

Tutoring, and Enrichment Program. Pursuing ways to make the 
after-school hours safe and productive for their young people, the 
Urban Fellowship Program approached the Pinellas County 
Schools with ideas and together they found other partners to make 
their dream a reality. Today, the Urban Fellowship Program, 
Pinellas County Schools, Juvenile Welfare Board, the National 
Conference on Community andJustice, and the University of South 
Florida are partners in a 21 st Century Community Learning Center 
grant, operating the John Hopkins Community Learning Center 
which provides safe and beneficial after-school and summer 
activities to middle school youth in Jordon Park. (Contact: Elder 
Martin Rainey, director, Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance, 
813/866-2589) 

School Safety 
The great majority of America's public schools effectively 

provide for the safety of children and youth on school grounds. 
BUl ·much remains to be done to make all schools equally safe and 
to provide for the safety of children in their homes, their communi­
ties, and in their passage to and from school. In this time of con­
cern-and even some fear-faith·communities can build young 
people's sense ofhope and security by helping parents slow down 
their lives in order to stay close to their children, particularly 
during the difficult teenage years, and by helping youth become a 
part of their communities. 
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The following examples show the promising effects partnerships 
can have.on their communities in the area of school safety: 

This multicultural interfaith group of religious leaders, brought 
together by Superintendent Paul Vallis, forms a network assisting 
local schools in addressing crises in and around the schools, such 
as student discipline problems, truancy and low. attendance rates, 
school safety concems, student and staff attitudes, and self-esteem. 
The partnership provides crisis intervention, workshops for par­

. ents, character education and values curriculum development, 
expansion of local school partnerships, safety escorts, sponsorship 
of radio and TV interviews with public school staff to promote 
Chicago Public School initiatives, and coordination of a crisis 
support fund. (Contact: Rev. Dr. Janette Wilson, director, Chicago 
Interfaith Partnership, 773/533-2140) 

The NCCJ in the Tampa Bay region operates Camp Any town to 
foster understanding and cooperation among students from diverse 
backgrounds. Students exposed to this multicultural experience 
become better prepared to assume leadership roles in U.S. society. 
Sponsored in cooperation with the school systems of the area, 
Camp Any town prepares student participants to organize 
multicultural clubs in their own schools and participate in monthly 
follow-up meetings. (Contact: H. Roy Kaplan, executive director, 
National Conference for Community and Justice Tampa Bay 
Region, 813/636-8851) 
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This partnership, sponsored by the United Methodist Church 
Urban Services, supports neighborhood-based youth initiatives in 
problem solving, public safety, and trust building. The goal is to 
bring the resources of the religious community and its members to 
bear on inner city problems. Through collaborations between 
successful adults. youth, police and other agencies, the partnership 
is achieving its goal. Youth and police work together, using a 
problem-solving methodology, to make their respective neighbor­
hoods safe. clean. attractive. and productive. (Contact: Rev. Wesley 
Williams, United Methodist Urban Services, 6171266-2122) 

College Planning 
For years. the college-going rate of lower-income students has 

lagged far behind the rates for students from higher-income fami­
lies. Much of the problem stems from the fact that many lower- . 
income families do not know how to plan for a college education. 
often because they simply never have done it before. Faith com­
munities can play an important role in this process. Through 
leadership and youth activity programs, faith communities can 
echo the high standards that schools and families set for students, 
encourage students to work hard and earn the best grades they can, 
connect them with mentors who will help them in their studies, and 
make sure that students and their families know about financial aid 
opportunities .. 
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The example below illustrates how faith communities can be a 
key player in ensuring that every child has the opportunity to 
pursue his or her dreams: 

A Religion and Education Summit. held at Spalding University 
in Louisville. Kentucky drew participants from across the state and 
from neighboring school districts in Ohio and Tennessee. This 
summit had as its goal bringing together faith commuriities, educa­
tors, and institutions of higher education to positively impact 
middle and high school students to work toward'high standards 
and make realistic plans for postsecondary education. 
Kentuckiana Metroversity, a coalition of colleges, universities. and 
seminaries in the greater Louisville area, is coordinating follow-up 
activities to keep alive the excitement generated at the summit. 
(Contact: Sister Mary Angela Shaughnessey, Spalding University. 
800/896-8941) , 

Reading 
The America Reads Challenge. 'an initiative of the U.S. Depart­

ment of Education, isa call to all adults-parents. educators, 
libraries. religious institutions. universities. college students. the 
media, community and national groups, cultural organizations, 
business leaders, and senior citizens-to help ensure that every 

, child can read well and independently by the end of the third 
grade. Faith communities can play an important role in the 
America Reads Challenge by working with students who need 
extra help in learning to read. Members of faith communities can 
provide resources and encouragement to parents in their commu­
nity, collect children's books to distribute to local families, be 
volunteers, in an ongoing reading effort in the local community, 
connect to a public library's summer reading program. or begin a 
weekly family reading program held at the faith community's 
facility. 
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The reading programs outlined below give an idea of the high 
level of involvement by faith ,communities and their members in 
ensuring that every child receives the gift of reading: 

This partnership between the Alexandria Faith Community and 
the Alexandria Public Elementary Schools sets as its goal to tutor 
young children in reading through one-on-one discussion. A 
congregation-based coordinator recruits tutors and assists with 
scheduling; a school-based coordinator acts as the building point­
of-contact. Working with the school's volunteer coordinator, the 
classroom teacher identifies children in need of tutoring and 
assists with scheduling the sessions. Tutoring materials are 
selected by the public schools, which also provide training for the 
volunteer tutors. The tutor and student meet three times per week 
for 30 minutes each time. The qualifications for tutors are a love 
of reading and a love of children. (Contact: The Alexandria 
Tutoring Consortium, 703/549-6670) 

The National Jewish Coalition for Literacy has pledged to 
recruit lOO,OOO volunteers over five years in response to the 
America Reads Challenge. In most instances, the coalition works 
with existing literacy programs to support ongoing efforts. In a 
few communities, it has started new partnerships. The coalition 
has 27 affiliates in cities as diverse as Boston (MA), Hartford 
(CT), Louisville (KY), Atlanta (GA), and Seattle.(WA). (Contact: 
Craig Sumberg, Executi ve Director, 212/545-9215) 
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The Baltimore-Washington Conference of the United Methodist 
Church (UMC) began a summer reading program through 
Foundry United Methodist Church in Washington, DC, using the 
READ*WRITE*NOW! Program. Volunteers work with children 
from neighboring public schools during the summer months to 
provide a fun and enriching reading experiences. Both volunteers 
and children agreed that the program was a great success! Addi­
tionally, the Baltimore area UMC churches joined an existing 
literacy program to extend the services offered. (Contact: Marcus 
Matthews, Council Director, 800/492-2525, ext. 435) 

Faith communities' involvement in these and other partnership 

activities can make a real difference to children, youth, and fami­

lies. Religious Expression in Public Schools: A Statement of 


. Principles, and the community, parent, and teacher guidelines built 
from it, outline the appropriate role that faith communities can 
play in strengthening education, in supporting local schools, in 
ensuring that all children-especially those most at risk-receive 
the tools they need to succeed, and in making the school and the 
community a safe place to live, work, and learn .. 

Please share your program with us so that we might share it with 
others. To tell us about your success or to learn more about part­
nerships in the community, call1-800-USA-LEARN or visit the 
U.S. Department of Education's Partnership for Family Involve­

ment in Education Web site at http://pfie.ed.gov. 


http:http://pfie.ed.gov
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In today's weekly radio address, the President will announce a comprehensive set of religious 
guidelines to be sent to every public school in America. The guidelines contain information for 
parents, teachers, and faith communities on religious expression and on partnerships between 
schools and faith-based organizations. They are the culmination of the Administration's four­
year effort to forge consensus on the role of religion in the schools. Decrying the polarizing 
rhetoric that has long defined this issue, the President will note that public schools and faith 
communities share many values and goals. He will.urge them both to use the new guidelines to 
forge partnerships that pass constitutional muster and that can benefit all oilr children. 

NEW GUIDANCE FOR TEACHERS, PARENTS, VOLUNTEERS AND FAITH 
COMMUNITIES. In 1995, at President Clinton's direction, the Department ofEducation sent 
every district in the country Religion in the Public Schools: A Statement ofPrinciples. The 
guidelines the President is announcing today build upon those prinCiples and encourage greater 
cooperation, within constitutional limits, between public schools and faith-based organizations. 
The guidelines will be mailed to every public school in the nation, and to leading religious 
organizations as well. The mailing is a joint effort of the Department ofEducation and the 
Freedom Forum's First Amendment Center, and the six publications in the packet are: 

• Religion in the Public Schools: A Statement ofPrinciples 
• A Parents Guide to Religion in the Public Schools 
• A Teacher Guide to Religion in the Public Schools 
• Public Schools and Religious Communities: A First Amendment Guide 
• Guidelinesfor Volunteers Participating in Partnerships with Public Schools 
• How Faith Communities Support Children's Learning in Public Schools 

PACKET HIGHLIGHTS HOW FAITH-BASED ORGANIZATIONS CAN SUPPORT 
LEARNING IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS. Faith-based organizations can and are p'laying an 
effective role in helping boost student learning and school success. The President today will 
argue that schools and faith communities should be reaching out to each other, in constitutional 
ways, to support their common goals for children and families. He will emphasize that schools 
should not be religion-free zones. The guidelines he is announcing highlight 'successful 
partnerships across the nation in after-school programs, school safety, discipline and student 
literacy, These range from mentoring programs jointly run by schools and interfaith groups to .' 
statewide summits on the role of faith-based groups in college preparation. Throughout, the 
guidelines emphasize both the protection of private religious expression in schools and the 
prohibitions against coerced stu,dent participation in religious expression. 

ENDORSEMENTS BY EDUCATION, RELIGIOUS, AND CIVIL RIGHTS 
ORGANIZATIONS DEMONSTRATE EMERGING CONSENSUS. The guidance released 
today has been endorsed by a broad spectrum of organizations, including the National 
Association ofEvangelicals, the National PT A, the American Jewish Congress, the Anti­
Defamation League, The American Association of School Administrators and other faith-based 
and educational associations. The President today will characterize these endorsements as a sign 
of an emerging consensus on the role of religion in schools. He will also call on political leaders 
to resist the polarizing language of debates past and instead to help find common ground for 
appropriate collaborations between schools and faith communities. 
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.. tHE SECRETARY OF EDUCATION. 
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20202 

"Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment 
ofreligion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging thefreedom ofspeech, or ofthe press;' or the 

. right ofthe people peaceably to' assemble, and to petition 
the Government for a redress ofgrievances. " 

First Amendment to the 
. Us. Constitution 

'December 17,1999' 

· Dear Principal: 
, , , 

For manyyears.one .of the most sensitive and c.ontr.oversial matters that'has 
divided Americans when it comes t.o public educati.on has been the issue .of . 
religi.on in public sch.o.ols. . .. . . ' 

Many Americans, unf.ortunately, came t.o believe that the 1962 Supreme 
Court decisi.on disallowing state-sP.ons.ored sch.ool prayer meant n.o'religious 
expression at all was permitted. They were mistaken, but little was done t.o 
fully inf.ormc.oncemed parents that the 1962 SupremeC.ourt ruling did n.ot 

· preclude individual students, in their pers.onal capacity, fr.om expressing 
their religi.ous faith. As q. result, a great misunderstanding grew up .over time 
and the issue .of prayer arid religious expressi.on in public sch.o.ols became 

.. . . . I 

increasingly divisive and P.olarizing.'·· ' 

In the last few years, new and pr.omising eff.orts have been made t.o end this 
·divisi.on about the proper place of religion in .our nation's public scho.ols. ' 
Educators, religi.ous leaders of many faiths, and civil libertarians have 
w.orked together t.o review Supreme Court and .other C.ourt decisi.ons~ In the 
pr.ocess, these dedicated Americans have CDrne to a new and deeper 
understanding .of the proper place .of religi.on in America's system .of public 
educati.on. 

: Our mission is' to ensure equal ~cess to education and. to promote educatio~l excellerice throughout the Nation, 
~ , . . . . 

http:educati.on
http:religi.on
http:divisi.on
http:expressi.on
http:decisi.on
http:religi.on
http:educati.on
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Leaders.on both sides of this debate have lowered their voices,. retreated 
from the polarizing language of the last three decades, and worked diligently 
together to find a new common ground. This effort is in the best tradition of' 
our riation's Founding Fathers and reflects a wonderful respect for the basic 
idea that is America that we are free people who protect our freedoms by 
respecti~g the freedoms of others who differ from us. . 

These educators, religious leaders, and civil libertarians see our nation's Bill 
of Rights as something more than a piece of dry, old parchment on display 
in our National Archives. They recognize that each generation must do its 
part to explain fully how the First Amendment protects the rights of students 
to express their religious faith and/.or their freedom ofconscience. 

Ii is inthat spirit that I am sending you a set of guidelines that you can use to 
inform students, parents, teachers, 'and other members '.ofthe c~mmunity 
about the proper way to treat religion and religious topics in our nation's' 
public schools.' The guidelines cover a broad range of topics from how to 
teach about religion to how to properly develop partnerships with' 
community-based groups, including faith-based organizations, as part ofa 
broad eff.ort to impr.ove education in our public schools. ' 

The guidelines clearly indicate that the religious rights of students and their 
right to freedom of c.onsciencedo not stop at the schoolhouse door. 
President Clinton may have said it best: ' 

'''"''' For more than 200 years, the First Amendment has pr.otected our 

it religious freedoms and allowed many faiths to flourish in our homes, , 
, in our work place and in our schools. Clearly understood and sensibly 

applied, it work~." 

The essence of all of these guidelines is the balanced nature of the First 
Amendment regarding religious expression thatis rooted in two basi~ and 
equally important principles. ' First, schools must protect the right of ' 
individual students, in their personal capacity, to express their religious faith, 
or to speak about religious matters, to the same extent they are permitted to 
engage in nonreligious expression, or to speak about nonreligious topics; 

http:Leaders.on


Page 3 

. .,' ". . . 

Second, schools must refrain from government-sponsored religious 

activities, and from adopting orexpressing any preference for or against 

religious expression by students speaKing in ,their personal capacity. 


Teachers, principals, and others.in authority in a school must give students 
the same right in their personal capacity to engage in religious activity and 
discussion, as they have to' engage in any other comparable activity. For 

. example,students may read their Bible or other scriptures, say grace before 

meals, or pray before tests to the same extent they may engage in 

comparable, nondisruptiveacti vities, 


. ' . . . 
. . . 

. . . . .' . 

, At the same time, school officials may not endorse or favor religious activity 
or doctrine, coerce participation in religious activity, or seek to impose their. 
religious beliefs on impressionable children. Public schools may teach about 
religion' for example, in classes on history, music, the arts, or comparative 
religi~n, the Bible (or other scripture )-as-literature, the role of religion in . 
history - but public schools. may not provide religious instruction. 

. . . 
In protecting students from government-sponsored prayer, the First 
Amendment also shields students of all faiths from any effort by a majority' 
faith to define how religion should be expressed in a public school. The 
right to engage in personal voluntary prayer or religious discussion free from 
discrimination does not include the right to have a captive audience listen, or 
to compel other students to participate. We are a nation of many religious' 

. faiths and we must be vigilant in protecting the right of all students to 
expresstheir religious faith in their own way, in addition to expressing their 
free,domof conscience not to participate in religious activities. 

. . . 

. Some have suggested' that the federal government has been an enemy of 
. religion. I believe otherwise. I know that President Clinton and Vice 
President Gore have gone out of their way to encourage the growing effort 
to find a new common ground regarding religious expression in our nation's 
public schools. I am pleased to be part of,thiS effort as well. 

. ". 

After more than.30 years of division on this most sensitive of subjects, I . -. . 

believe we are finding a positive way to bring people together and that's 
'. good for·education. I hope public officials, at all levels of government, will 

'support this growing effort to find common ground and retreat from the 

http:others.in
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polarizing language of the past. Our public schools should not be the public 
space for'a war on values but the public space where we educate our 
children, help them to build good character; and teach them about the many 
freedoms, including the freedom of religion, that are embodied in our 
nation's Constitution. 

All of the documents in this packet are freely available from either the U.S. 
Department ofEducation or the Freedom Forum First AmendmenLCenter. 
The full text ofall of these publications is available through the U.S. 
Department of Education's Web site (www.ed.gov). I encourage you to read 
these documents carefully and make them available, to teachers~ other staff, 

" parents and students. Thank you for your cooperation. 

Yours sincerely, '. 
Richard W.' Riley 

http:www.ed.gov


Education Q & A 

. Religious Guidelines Radio Address 


December 18,1999, 


Q: What is the President announcing in the weekly radio address? 

A: 	 The President is announcing the release of a comprehensive packet ofguidelines 
on the role of religion in the public schools that will be mailed to every public 
school in America, as well as to prominent national religious organizations: This 
information is the culmination of four years ofwork on this issue, begun in 1995 
when the President directed Secretary ofEducation Riley to provide every school 
district in America with a statement of principles on religious expression. The 
packet contains information for teachers, parents, administrators and faith 
communities on issues of religious expression, teaching about religion, and 
partnerships between public schools and faith-based organizations. 

Q: 	 Who developed the packet and what is in it? 

A: 	 The mailing is a joint effort of the Department ofEducation and the Freedom 
Forum's First Amendment Center. The six publications in the packet are: 

• . Religion in the Public Schools~' A Statement ofPrinciples 
• A Parent's Guide to Religion in the Public Schools 
• A Teacher's Guide to Religion in the Public Schools 
• Public Schools and Religious Communities: A First Amendment Guide 
• . Guidelines for Volunteers Participating in Partnerships with Public Schools 
• How Faith Communities Support Children's Learning in Public Schools 

Q: 	 A number of Republicans have called for the posting ofthe Ten 
Commandments as an ,antidote to youth violence. Is this the 
Administration's response? 

A: 	 No. The packet is a proactive attempt to put'out practical information and 
guidance on the role of religion in schools. President Clinton and Secretary Riley 
have a long history of working with religious orga~izations. The guidelines 
reflect the President's belief that public schools and faith organizations, while 
different, share many of the same goals for our children and families. The 
guidelines show the possibilities ofbringing together schools and faith 
communities to build find common ground and build partnerships that pass 
Constitutional muster. 

As for the Ten Commandments, ifindivi'dual students want to bring the Ten' 
Commandments with them to school every day and read them, they can. What' a 
public school cannot do is put the Ten Commandments up on a wall or bulletin 

. board or tell students they have to read them every day. 



, 

Q: Do the guidelines provide information on creationism and evolution? 

A: No. The guides focus more broadly on what is allowed and what is prohibited 
based on the law. The teacher's guide on religion, for instance, describes how a 
broad treatment of religion can be taught in the classroom and discusses the 
appropriate role for religious expression in schools, but does not address specific' 
curricular questions. 

Q: The Supreme Court has a case pending on prayer before high school football 
games. Do the guides address this issue? What is the Administration's 
position? 

A: The guide doesn't address this issue. In general, the guidance focuses on areas of 
consensus, not where there is conflicting court precedent .or a case pending. On 
this particular case, it is my understanding that the Solicitor General is 
considering at the pr,esent whether to file an amicus brief in. that case.' 



UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

. PUBLIC AFFAIRS' 

OFFICE OFTIiE DlR.'i:CTOR 

September 8, 1999 

Memorandum to: Secretary Richard Riley 
Ann Lewis 

v:E(ruce Reed 

From: David Frank 1\.F. 
Kevin Sullivan 

Subject: Religion in Public Schools 

In the last six weeks we have been developing and updating at the request ofAnn Lewis a 
series of guides and documents that can help educators and teachers address the subject of 

. religion in public schools. Our purpose in developing these documents in conjunction with the 
.Freedom Forum is to make sure that every school in.the country is aware that a "comprehensive" 
"'package of documents is available'to them . 

. W ~ are planning an initial printing of 150,000 and we propose sending a packet to every 
school in the country (100,000) that includes all the documents with a cover letter from Secretary 
Riley. Two of the documents are from the Department. Three. documents were written by 
Charles Haynes, the Senior Scholar at the First Amendment,Center of the Freedom Forum, and 
of these two were written at our request. The Freedom Forum very generously is spending 
$90,000 to cover the cost ofprinting 3 of the documents. The package includes the following: 

(1) A Teacher's Guide to Religion in public Schools 

This document hasbeen drafted at our request by Charles Haynes of the Freedom Forum and has 
been vetted by both the Department of Justice Office of Legal Counsel as well as our Office of 
the General Counsel. ,This document has received the endorsement of 16 major educational and 
religious groups including the NEA,AFT, NSBA, the American Jewish Congress, The Christian 
Legal Society and the National Association ofEvangelicals. This document would be the·"new" 
deliverable. It does not speak to the issue ofcreationism. 

(2) A Parents Guide to Religion in Public Schools 

This .document was written at our request in 1995 and published jointly by the Freedom Forum 
and the National PTA. It has just been updated to refleCt the Supreme Court's decision in Boerne' 
v. Flores which declared the Religious Freedom Restoration Act unconstitutional. 

600 INDEPENDENCE AVE .. S.W. WASHINGTON. D.C. 20202-0130 
[2021 401-3026 

Our mission is to ensure equal access to educatton and to promote educational excellence throughout the Nation. 
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(3) Public Schools & Religious Communities: A First Amendment Guide 

This is a Freedom Forum document that was.released earlier this summer that was jointly 
published in conjunction with American Jewish Congres~ and the 'christian Legal Society. The 
document is a guide for how religious communities can work with public schools without over ­
stepping constitutional boUndaries. Secretary Riley released a statement in support of this guide. 

(4) Religious ExpressioiJ in Public Schools: A Statement ofPrinciples 

This is the official Department of Education guide that was released in 1995 at the request of the 
President and revised in 1998 to reflect the Supreme Court's decision in Boerne v.Flores. 

. (5) Partnerships: Faith Communities Supporting Public Education 

This is a Department document that provides specific examples of howfaith communities are 
currently working to support public education. 

In addition we have a small pamphlet entitled American Legacy: The United States 
CUllslilutiOIl & other Essential Documents of American Democracy that we could add to the 
mix to make the direct .and symbolic connection that the various religious guides in the mailing 
are linked to and reflect the U.S. Constitution. 

. This proposed mailing would be different than past efforts to address religion in public 
schools in several ways. First, it would be more comprehensive and give all parts of education 
community -- parents, educators, faith-based communities. -- specific guidelines tailored to their 
needs. Second, in an effort to reach a broader audience of teachers and principals we propose 
sending the entire package to ~very schoolin the country. In the past,we have only mailed our 
"Religious Expression in PublicSchools" guide to school district superintendents in 1995 and· 
1998. 
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A Teacher', Guide to Re1igionin the Public Schools 
is published by:. . 

The First Amendment Center 


The guide has been endorsed by the following organizations: 

AmerieanFederadon of Teachers . 
American Jewish Congre,ss 
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 

. Baptist Joint Committee on Public Mairs 
·Christian Educators Association Internadonal 

Christian Legal Society 

Council on Islamic Education 

National Association ofEvangelicals 


· National Association of Secondary School Principals' 
National Council for the Social Studies 

· National Council of Churches of Christ In the U.S.A. 
. National EducatioD Association . . . 

National PTA 

National School Boards Association 

Union of American Hebrew Congregations . . 

Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America 


2. 
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.Bach day millions ofparents from diverse reliaiou. backgrounds entrust the 

education of their children to the teaChers in our nation"s public schools. Por this reason, 

teachers need to be fUlly informed about the constitutional and eduQational principles for 

understanding the role ofreligion in public education. 

This teaCher' 5 guide is intended to move beyond the confusion and conflict that 

ha88UlTounded religion in . public schools since 
.' 

the early days ofthe common school 

movement. For much ofour history, extmneahave shaped much ofthe debate. On one 

end of the spectrum are those who advocate promotion ofreligion (usually ~eir own) in 

Bchool practices and policies. On the other end are those who view public schools as 

religion-free zones. Neither ofthe.se approaches is consistent.with the guiding principles 

ofthellcligionClauses ofthe Pirst Amendment.. 

Fortunately, however, there is another alternative that is c:onsistent with the First. 

. Amendment and broadly supported by many educational and religious groups. The core 

ofthis alternative has been belt articulated in Religious Liberty; Public Education) and 

the FutrlTe 0/American Democracy, astatement ofprinciples issued by 24 national 

organizations. Principle IV statea: 

Public schools rmynotinc:ulouenot'hhDt~ 'Iheymustbe plaaswhereteligipnsndreigious 

amidiQu an:1l'ea1Mwi1h &imessand respect Pubi:schools upholdme FirstArnendmen.twhtn ~ 

protcct1here1igious JibertyzWus ofSIllden1l ofall &iths ornone. Schools dernonstra &ilnes9vmm 
.1hey ensure that the auricuJum indJdes SIlldrdo6rEigjon,~appr.qxiaIe. as an impoRmpartofa 

~Jete educatbn.i 

The questions and answers that follow build on this shared vision ofreligious 

liberty in pubHceduoationto provide teacher. with a basic understanding of the issues 

concerning religion in their cwsroqma. The advice offered is based on First Amendment 

principles as ciuTently interpreted by the courtl and agreed to by a :wide I'8llp ofreligious 

and educationalorpnizations. For a more in-depth examination ofthe issues, teachers 

should consult Findin8 Common Ground: A First .Amendment Guide to Religion and 

3 
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Public .EducatiOR.UThiS guide is not intended to render legal advice on specific legal 

questions; it is designed to pmvidegeneral information on the JUbject ofreHgion and 

,public schools. 

Keep in'mind, however, that the law alone cannot answer every question. . 

Teachers and administrators, workina with parents and others in tho community, must 

work to apply the First Amendment tiirly and justly for all students in our public schools. 

Teacbing about Religion in Public Schools 

1. lilt C:ODstitutioDal toteac:b about religion? ' 

Yes; In the 19601 school prayer cases (that prompted rulings against stat.. 

sponsored school prayer and Biblereading)J the U.S. Supreme Court indicated that public 

~hool education may include teaching about religion. In Abington v. SchemmpJ 

Associate .fustice Tom Clark wrote for the Court: 

l)tmWttwe1lbesaidthatone'Beducationisnotc:oinplete'Withoutam.dyofCOlTpwtive~onor1be 

histmyofreligion and its teIationship 10 the advanamentofc:idza1ion. ItczrtinJ.y may be said1hatthc 

'Bible it~ofstudyf«im litecrqandhisto1ic q.r.tlitb.·Nothingwe have said heft indicat!S thatsuch 

S1Ildy of1heBIbIc CI' ofrelfPn,what pn:sentedobje:tivdyas partofa seo.Varpr:c>&m1i1 ofecix:ation, 

~;norbe dfected consistcntly wilhlhe FntArncridrnent. 

2. Why should study about reUlion be Included 1a the c:urric:wum? 

Growing numbers ofeducators throughout the United States recognize that study 

about religion in social studies,'literature, art. and music ia an important part of a well­

rounded education. «Religion in the Public School Curriculum: Questions and Answers," 
issued by a coalition of 17 major religious and educational organimtionHncludini the 

Christian Legal Society,the American Jewish Coqre&l" the NationalEducation 

Association. the Amcriw Pederation ofTeachers, the American Asiociation ofSchool 
, . 

Administrators, the Islamic Society ofNortb America, the National Council tor the Social 


Studies, the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Dcvelopment,th" Baptist Joint 
. .. . 

4" 



.SENT BY:Xerox Te I ecopier 7021 '9- 6-99 i 1 0 :46AM j 7032642679" 202 260 7753i# 6 

Committee on Public Aifairs, the National AuooiationofBVlDgelica1s, and the National 

School Boards Association-describes the importance ofreligion in the.curriculum thus: 

Becausereligion pb:ys asignmcannole inhista:y:and society, studyaboutftiePn is essential to 

undemtmdingboth1henalionand thewaid. Omission.offBcts aboutreJplCD'lFe students 1he &he 

impression thatthe reJigb.s life.ofhumankind is insigni6cantaru:Usl1p01tant ~ to understand 

mn the basic~pmcti:.es,and~ of1hevarious.reigions maka mxh oftistmy,~ 

'. art, andOOlltm!pOBYlife ~ 

S1udy about.nis also·importaltifstudenu 2I:e to value ~ libet1f.1he ibth:dom 

guaranteedin1heBill ofR@us. MoreoveI; knowledge ofthe roles ofreIigbn inthe pastand present 

promotes ~ \Ildetstandingessentia1 to dtmocr.acyandwoddpeace.. . 	 . 

A number ofleading educational groups have issued their own statements 

.decrying the lack ofdiscussion about religion in the curriculum and callinS for incl~ion 

ofsuch information in cWrlcular materials and in teacher education. 

Three major principles form the foundation ofthis consensus on teaching about 

relilion in public schools: 

1. 	 As the SupmneCourthas made clear, study about religion in public schools is 


constitUtional. 


2. 	 Inclusion ofstudy about religion is important in order for students to be propa.ly 


educated about history and cult\u'es.. 


3. 	 Religion must be tanghtobjectively .and neutrally. The purpose ofpub~ic' schools is to 

educate students ab~ a variety ofre1iSioustraditiona, not to indoctrinate them into 

any tradition. 

3. Is stDdy aboutreligioD btduded iDtextbooks aDd standards? 

fKnow~·abtAItrepirnotong ~((}II edIIazildj>efJrJ1I, lJIII is (I/JT) ah~ 

~.for~and.&u7gina twrIdtfditmifj. IJ . 


Natiooa1 Counal·icxtbe Soda! Studies 

Aareement on the importance ofteaching about religion has besunto influence 


the treatment ofreligion intexi:books widely used in public schools,u well as ltate
.' ,' 

http:propa.ly
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frameworks and standards for the social studies. The current generation ofhistory 

textbooks mention religion more often than their predecessoR, and, in world history, 

.. sometimes offer substantive.discussiona ofreliSious ideuandevents. 

state ftame-works and standards are alsobeginninS to take religion more 

.seriously. Most state standards in the social studies require or recommend teaChing about 

·religion throup specific content references and general mandates, and many also include 

such references in fine arts and literature standards. In'California, for example, the . 

History-Social Science Framework and the new History-Social Science Content 

Standards reqUire considerable.study ofreligion. Students ItUdying U.S. History in 

California are expected ~ learn about the role ofreligion in the American story, from the 

influence ofreligious groups on social reform movements to the religious revivals, from ... 

the rise of Chri.tian 'fundamentalism to the expanding religious pluralism of~e 20th . 

. century. 

Teaching about religion iI also encouraged in the Natt01llJl Standardslor History, . 

published by the National Center for History in the Schools. The elaborated standards in 

. world history are particular1y rich in religious references, examining .the basic beliefs and 

. practices ofthe major religions as we)) as how these faiths influenced the development of 

, civilization in successive historical periods. While the U.S. history standards include 

religion lessfrequent'y, many historical developments and contributions that were 


influenced by religion are nevertbeless represented. 


Geographylor Life: The Natitmal(kography Standartb published by the 

Geography Standards Project, ·arui the Nattanal Standardslor CIvics and Government 

published by.the Center for Civio Education, inolude many·refereru:esto teaching about 
, 	 . .' . . . 

religious beliefartd practi~e as historical and Contemporary phenomena. Study ofreligion 

in~e social studies would be expanded considerably if curriculum developers and 

textbooks Writers were guided by these standards. 

4. How should I teach aboutreUgion? 

. Encouragedbytbe new conseDsus, pubUc schools are now beginning to include 

.' 	 more teacbingabout religion in the ~rrlcubim.'Inthe sodalstudies.especialJy. the 

question is no longer "Should I tcacb about religion?," but rather "How should I do itr , 

6 
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The answer to the "how" question begins with a clear understanding ofthe crucial 

difference between 1M teachingo/religion (reJigious education or indoctrination) and ' 

teaching aboutreligion. "Religion in the Public Seboo1 Currlculum," the guidelines 

issUed by 17 religious and educational organizations, summarizes the distinction this 

way: 

e'Theschoof. appmch 10 a:Ji8on. ~not d!uJIIrJnti. 

-'The,chool81l.'.ives rorstUdent~ofreJipJons.but 00es hotpza uS1Uc:ltnt~ofany 

tefgion. 

e The sc:hool sponson lIwb:aboutrelifjon, notW!jm:IIItofte1itjon. 

Theschoolmay ~~ to admaityo(~ views. butmaymtimporeanyparticulan1cw. 

-Thesdlooiddfaboutsll teJipjons; it does notjlrMJllcrdmf!tt*ntigion. 

• The school ~S1!Jdmtsabootvarous beliefs; it c::b:s not seek to trII{rm students10 ttrjpartia,Uar 

beIiefiI • 
'CJusroom discussions eonCenUna religion must be conducted in an environment 

that is free ofadvocacy on the part ofthe teacher. Students may, 'Of course, express their 

own reliliouJ views, as long as they are germane to the discussion. But public-school 

,teaebers are required by the First Amendment to teach about religion fairly and 

objectively, 'neither promoting nor denigrating reliion ing.neral or 8peo~c religious 

groups in particular. When discussing ieligion, many teachers guard against injecting 

personal relisious beliefs by teaching through attribution (e.g., by using such phrases u 

"most :Buddhists believe... '" or "accordins to the Hebrew scriptures... j. 

5. Which reHgioDs should be taught and how mucb should-be'said' 

Decisionsahout which religions to include and how much to discuss about 

religion aredetemiined bytbe grade level ofthe studems and the academic requirements 

afth. course being taUght~ 

, In the elemet1WY pes, the study offamily, commWtity, various cWtures, the 

nation:. and 
-

other themes and topics may 
-

involve 10m. discussion of felipon. Elementary 

7 
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students are introduced to .the basic ideo and practices ofthe world's·major~ligions by 

focusing on the generally agreed-upon meanings ofreligious faiths:" the core beliefs and 

symbols as well as important figures and events. Stories drawn &om various faiths may 

be included among the wide variety ofstories read by students, but the material selected 

must always be preaented in the context ofleamina about religion. 

On the secondary level, the social studies, literature, and the arts offer 


opportunities for the inclusion ofstudy about religions - their ideas and practices. The 


academic needs ofthe course determine which religions ire studied. In a U.S. history 

. . " 

curriculum, for exampJe, .orne faith communities may be given more time than others but 

only because oftheir pr040rninant influence on the development ofthe American nation. 

. In world history, a variety offaiths are studied in each region bfibe world in order to 

understand the various civjlizations and cultures that have shaped history and society. 

The overall cwrlcutum should include all oftile major voicea,and some ofthe minor 

ones, inan.effort to provide the best possible education. 

Fair and balanced study about religion on the secondary level includes critical 

thinking about historlcalevents involving religious traditions. Religious beliefsbave been 

. 	at the heart ofsome ofthe bost and 80me ofthc worst developments in human history. 

The fbll historical record (and various interpretations ofit) should be available for 

analysis and discussion. Uaias pnmary sources v.~henever possible allOws students to 

work directly with the historical record. 

Ofcourse,fairneas and balance in U.S. or World history and literatUre is difficult 

to ac:rueve given the brieftreatment ofreligious ideas and events in most textbooks and 

the limited time available in the course syllabus. Teachers will need ICholarly 

supplemental resoUrces that enable them to cover the required material within the allotted 
. . 	 . 

time, while simultaneously enriching the culWUssion with study ofreligion. Some Schools. 
. 	 . 

now offer.electives in religious studies in order to provide additionalopportunitics for 


students to study about the major faith communities in greater depth. 


6. May I invite guest speakers to help with study about reHgioD' 

When teaching about reliaions in history, some teachers miy find it helpful to 


invite a Illelt speaker for a more comprehensive presentation ofthe. reUsioultradition 
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under study. Teachers should consult their school districtpoliey concerninglUest 

speakers in'the classroom. 

Ifa guest speaker is invited, care should be taken to find someone with the 

academic background necessary for an objective and scholarly disCUlSion ofthe historical 

pedod and the religion being considered. Faculty from local colleges and univccsities 
. ' . 

often make excellent guest speakers, or can make recommendations ofothen who might 

be appropriate for working with students in a public-sQhool settins. Religious leaders in 

the community may also be a resource.llemember, however, that they have 

commitments to their own faith. Be certain that any guest speaker understands the First 

Amendment guidelines (or teachina abovtre1igion in public edu~tion, and is clear about 

the academic nature ofthe assignment.' 

7. Bow should I treat reHglous holidays in the classroom? 

Teachers must be alert to the distinction between teaching i.bout religious 

hol!days~ which iii penniasible, and celebratini religious holidays, which is not. 

Rccoanition ofand information about'holidays may focus on how and when they are 

. celebrated, their oriains. histories and generally agreed-upon meanings. Ifthe approach is 

objective and sensitive" neither promoting nor inhibiting religion, thia study can foster 

.understanding and mutual respect for differences in beUef. Tc~h8rs may not use the 

study,ofretigious holidays as an opportunity to proselytize or otherwise inject personal 

relisious beliefs into the discu~sion. 

The use ofreligious symbols, provided they are used onlyu examples ofcultural 

or religious heritag~ is pl'J'l"OUssible as a teaching aid or resource. Religious symbols may 

·be displayed only on a temporary basis as part ofthe &aldemiclesson being studied. 

Students may ohoose to create artwork withreligiou8 .ymbols, but teachers should not 
. ' . 

assign or suggest such creation•. 

The use ofart, drama, mUJicor literature with religious themes is permissible ifit 

serves a sound educational aoalin the curriculum. Sum themes should be included on the 


basis oftheii- academic or aesthetic valu~ not as a vehicle for promoting religious belief. 


For example, sacred music may beSUilg·or played apart ofthe academic study ofmusic. 


. .' School concerts thI.t present a variety. ofselccti()ns may include religious music. Concerts 


,9 
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should avoid programa dominated by religious music, especially when these coincide 


With a particular religiouiholiday. ' 


, 'Ibis advice 'about religious, holidays in public schools ·is based on ~nsensus 

~ddeliries adopted by 18 educationa1~d teUgiousorgarrlzations.1v 

' 


, .' 	 . . 

8. Are'there opportullities for teacher edueation in ltudy about reUglon? ' 

, Teacher preparation and good academic resources are needed in order for study 
, ' 

about religion in public schools to be constitutionally permissible and educationally 


,sound. 


The First ,Amendment Center IUpports initiatives in several·regions ofthe country 

designed to,prepare public>school teachers to teach about religion. The most extensive of 

these programs is the California 3Rs'ProjeCt (Rights.'Responsibilities, 'ar)d Respect). Co­

sponsored by the California County Superintende.nts Educational Services AisociatioD, 

the project hu created a network ofrelOurce leaders and scholars throughout the stat. 
pl'ovidms support for olassroom teachers. Teachers trained by the project give workshops 

for their colleaaues on the constitutional and educational guidellnes for teaching about 

,,' religion. Religious studies scholars from local colleges and universities are linked with 

school dis~cts to provide ongoing expertise and periodic seminars on the religious 

traditions ~tteachers are discussing in the Curriculum. 

. The Utah State Office ofBduution co-sponsora aUtah 3Rs 'project that is ' 

. currently building a network ofresource leaders iIi all ofthe state's school districts. Other 
. 	 ,., 

, Itates and district~ have similar programs in various stages ofdevelopmenC 


Harvard University and·theUniversityofPennaylvaniaoffer master's level 


'" 	 J)rosrams that are eXcellent opportunities rorboth current and prospective public- and 

private-sehool teachtn intCreatcd in leamin. mot:e about ,the Study ofreligion and 

.religious-UbertY issueain American public Ufe.vi 

Other collelesand univeisitiesotfer assistance to teachers, iacludinsin-service 
. 	 " . ' " . 

programs fowaed on teaching about religion. A notable example is the Religion and ' 

Public Education Resource Center at California StateUnivenity - ChicO. This center ' 

, ,provides resoUrces. includili,i cuniculum SUides and sample lessons in leveral subject 
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areas.vIi Other organizations, such as the Coun~U on Islamic Education, offer academic 


resources and workshops on teachina about specific religious traditions.viii 


9. What are good classroom resources for teaching about reUgion? 
Teaching about religion in the pubJic school. requiresthat8OUJ1d academic 

resources be made readily available toclusroom teachers. Fortunately, aood classroom 

resources, especially in the social studies, are now·available forhelping teachers integrate 

appropriate study about religion. 
. . . . 

Ftnding Common Ground: A. First Amendment Guide to Religion andPubltc 

Education, published by the Firit Amendment Center, provides an extensive list of 

organizations and publishers that provide clauroom resources for teaching about religion 

in public schools. 

Two recent publications are examples ofwhat is now available for study about 

· religion in .. seCondary school classroom: 

Ilelision in American Life is a 17-volume iJeriea written by loading scholars for 

young readers. Publiihed by Oxford University Press, the aeries includes three 

· chi-onological volumes on the religious history oftho U.S., nine volumes covering 

· significant reUsiou. groups (protestant., Catholics, Jews, Orthodox Christians, Mormons, 

Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Native Americans and others), and four volumes addressing 

specific topics ofspecial importance for understanding the role ofreligion in American 

life (women and relision, church-state issues. African American religion, Ind 

immigration).ix 

.Columbia University Press has published a CD-ROM entitled On Common 
. . 


Ground: WorldRe/tgt01lS in A.merica, This multimedia resource uses text.. primary 


.sources, photographs, music, fitm,and the spoken wordt9 bring alive the tmraor~ary 
. .' . '. 

religious diversity in the United States~ Fifteen differentreligioDs in variouaregions of 


.America are represented, iiom the ]ong-.establisbedChristian.1ewish, and Native 


American traditions to the more recent amvals such as Hinduism .and Buddhism.1I 
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10. WIult is the relationship between reUlioD aDd character education? 

As discussed above, the First Amendment prohibits public-school teachers from 

either inculcating or inhibiting relision. Teachers must remain neutral concerning 

religion, neutral among reliaions and neutral between religion and non-religion: But this 

does not mean that teachm shoUld be neutral concernina eMC virtue or moral character. 

Teachers mould teach the penonaJ and civic virtues wid.ely held in our IOclety 

such u honesty, carill8,f'airness, and integrity. TheY must do 80 without either invoking 

religiou. authority ()r denigrating the religious or"philosophical cOmmitments ofstudents 

and parents. 

When school districts develop a plan for comprehensive character education, they 

should keep hi mind that the moratUf'e of'a.great many Americans is shaped by deep 

religious conviction. Both the approach to character education and the classroom 

materials used should be selected in close consultation with parents ~d other community 

members representin,g a broad range ofperspectivel. When care is taken to find 

consensus,· communities are able to agree on the core character traits they wish taught in 

the flchools and how they wish character education to he done. 

Por auicfance on how to develop and implement a quality character education 

. program, contact the Character Education Partnership in Washington. D.C.1Ii 

The PersoDa) Beliefs ofTeachers 

11. May I pray or otherwise practice my fait~ whOe at school? 

.As employees oltho government, publiC-school teachers ~lUbject to the 

Establishment Clause ofthe First Amendment and thus required to be neutral concerning 

religion while carrying out their duties as teacher. That means, for example, that teachers 

do not have the right to pray with or in the 9te&ence ofsmdenu durlns the IIChool day. 

Outside oftheir school responsibilities public-school teachers are ftee like other 

citb:ens to teach or otherwise participate in their local religiou. community. But teachers 

must refrain froni using their. position in the public school to"promote their outside 

reUgious actiVitios. 
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Teachers, ofcourse, bring their faith with them through the ,schoolhouse door 

each mornina. BecaUse ofthe Firat Amendment, however, teachers who wish to pray or 

engage in other religious activities - unless they are silent - should do so outside the 

.presence ofstudents. Ifa group ofteachers wishes to meet for prayer or scriptural study 

.in the facUlty lounse during their tree time in the school day, we see no constitutional 

. reason why they may not be permitted to do so as long as the activity is outside the 

presence ofstudenti and does not interfere with their duties or the liahts ofother. 

teachers. 

Teachers are permitted to wear non.obtrusive jewelry, such as a cross or Star of 

David. But teachers aholl1d not weir clothing with aproselytizing message (e.g., a "Jesus 

Saves" T-shirt). 

11. How do I respond ifstudellts ask about my religious heBef,? 

Some teachers prefer not to answer the question, statinSthat it is inappropriate for 

! teacher to inject personal be1ie~ into the discussion, Other teachers may choose to' 

answer the question straightforwardly and succinctly in the interest ofan open and honest 

, classrOom environment. 

lJefore answering the question, however, teachers should consider the age oftho 

,students. Middle and high school students maybe able to distinguish between a personal 

view and the official position oltho school; very young children may not. In any ease~ the 

teacher may answer at most with a brief statement ofpersonal belief- but may not turn 

the question into an opportunity to proselyti~ for or against religion. Teachers may 

neither reward nor punish students because they asree or disagree with, the religious 


'views ofthe teacher. 
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.Religious Expression of Students 

13. May students upressreligious views in public schools' 
JnReigimin the Public ScIt:ds:A~!1IrJtemtnc(OmmlLmv,1birty-fiVe retigiws 

and civil1ibertics aganimtiona gtw the1bllowiDgaunmat}' of1he ri,gbts ofaJdcri810 e::qns their ' 

tlith in apublic sdJoo1: 

StudenU have theqjttto pt.ayindivitbJlyOI.'ingmups 01.'10 discuss tbeir~ views with U1eir 

peer! so hogas thetanot ~BeciI.R1he&tabJishi"entQruscdoes notapply to purely 

, 	private speedl.students enjOy-the dghtto l'C3d theirBIbles or01her~saygpce bei>remea1s, 

paybefore tt.sts, and &cuss tSgionwith OIherwi1ling'student listr.nen.,In1he dassr:oom stutknmhave' 

the.t10 1'12)' q.ric.tlyexceptwhen nq.ri=i1l:I be ar1iveIy engaged in school actMties (e.&,students 

maynot decide to prayjultas a teach.er aDs on 1hem~ In iilfoDnal ~ su.tb as the caCetedaOl.'in the 

halls, students maypray~audibly 01.' silently. subjectto the IIiiII'ne tUb orOl'lhr as applyto other 

speedl in these Jocaaions. Howevtr, 1hedghttD engage in vohmtaly~doesnotinducle, foe 

eII'ahl>lc:, thedtJltto have acaptive audience listen crto a:xnpe1 other8Uldents to participate.1ii 

14. May students express re6gious view. In their Isslpments? 

Reltgtous Expression in PublIc Schools, guidelines published by the U.S. 

Department ofEducation, often the foUowingguidance about religious expression in 

student assignments: 

, , 

andora13ssignmenm beofcfisaiminarion bascdt¥t thcteligiounmtlntoftheir~.&Jch 

horne:and c1a.uroomwodtshould be ~by ordinaty aadernic 8t3rlCbrxk ofmmceandtdevancr, 

and against O1herJegitia_~ conams'identi6a:i by1he schooL iii! 
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I!. How should public schools respoDd to excusal requests from 

parents? 

In .4 Parent '$ GuIds to Religion in the Public Schools, the National PTA and the 

Firat Amendment Center give the following advice concemingexcuaal requests: 

Whenever possible, school officials should try to, accommodate the requests of 

parcntsand students for excusal from classroom disc:ussions or'~cttriti.e8 for religious ' 

, reasons. Ii focused on a specific discussion, a.$signment, or activity, such requests should be 

routinely granted in order to strike a balance between the student's religious freedom and the 

,school's interest in providing a well·rounded education. 

Ii it is proved that particulv lesson. substantially burden a students free exe;c1se of 

religion and if the .schoolcarinot prove a compelling interest in ,requiring attendance, some ' 

, courts may require the school to excuse the students.­

16. MaypubJic schools accommodate studeats with spedal reHgious 

needs? 
. .. . ' . . 

Public schools are sometimes asked to accommodate students with special 

re,ligious needs or practices. Sensitive and thoughtful school ofticialsmay easily grant 

" many oftheae requests without raising constitutional questions. Muslim stUdents, for 

example, may need a quiet place 'at lunch or during breaks to fWfill their prayer 

obligation durina the school day.1ehovah's Witnesses ask fortheit thil~ to be 

excused &om birtbdaycclcbratioM. As long as honoring these requests is feasible, school 

officials should do 80 in the spirit of the First Amendment. 

Administrators and teachers should not. hoWever, be placed in the position of 

monitoring a childts compliance with a particular religious requirement. Enforcing 

. religious obligations such as prayer, dietary restrictions, or wearing a head covering are 

the responsibility ofparents, not teachers. 

17. May students fona otracurricular religious dabs? 
The Equal Access Act .passed by Congress in 1984 ensures that students in 

aecondiuy.. public school. mayfolm r.1iaiou. clubs, including Bible Ctubl, Ifthe sohool 
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8110ws other "noneuniculum-relatcd groups.~' The Act is intended to protect student­

initiated and student-led meetings in secondary schools. According to the Act, outaiders 

may not "direCt, conduct, control, or regularly attend" student r~ligious clubs and 

teacher,actins as monitors may be pres~nt at religious meetings ina nonpartieipatory 

capacity only,XV 

The U.S. Department ofEducation in RllIglousErpresslon in Public Schools 

gives the following guidance for interpreting the Equal A.eeess~: 

'The EqJal.Aca:ss.Actis designed to ensute 1bat, ~_1he F'at.Atnendment:. student 

reI;gious ar:::tiviOc:i 3ft: ~1he same aa::rss to pubiC sdxx>1 fdities as am student seaJlar activities. 

Basedon decisions ofthe Fed:rdl ~as well. ilBjnb::a:p:e~oftbe Aa, me Depadmmtof 

'JustiCe has advi;ed thatdlc hishould be i11e1pre=i as ptm'iding. amoogother~ that . 

StudmtreJigjous groupe as:pubJic sea:mdaty schools have the same tightOf'ar;D:9!I to school &dIities 

as is enjoyedby other mt~le student:JlI!OUPS. Under the P.qJal Ar:ass.Ad:. aschool reaiving 

.Fedemlbmds1hatallows one Otm.xestudent~ciJbs to meeton its premises 

<bing~ time rmynotrefiseacass to 5tudentreJisi0u9'gmups. , 

Amo:tin& as de6n.ed,and ~by1heEq.ral.Ao:%ss .Actomay1\dudeaprayer ~Bmle 

.reading ex o1be:~ ecercise. 

AsdioolreccivingFedcra16mckll"AlStaJlowstudentp!plmeeringunder1behitome1beSchool 

media-includingthe public addt1SS system.1he scboo1 ~and the.-hoof b.iletinboard-1O 
.. 

!WlOUfice1heirmeeting9ondlesanietamsasothcr~studtnt.~areallowtd 

to USe the schoo) mcdia.'Anypolicy coriamingtheuse ofsdlootmedia mJStbe applied to aU. 

~studentgt'Oups nanoodisa:irnm1ayrrumcr. Sc:hooIs,~mayinimn 

SIJ.1den1s \bata!d2in groups an: notschool sponsot'I!d. 

A school ~a'limitai open fotum underdlcEcpa1 AI:t:ss At;t,1I:iggt::Dngcq..ralaa:m tiFts fix' 

ft'.1igious fIOUPS, 'When itallows students to meetcbitJg1heirh.:nchperiods orothernon1nsttuc:tion 

1ime dudngthe school day. as 'well as when itallows smdmts to meetbefOte aliimthesdlool day, 
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18. May students distribute religious Uterature in school? 

An increasing number ofstudents are requesting permission to·distribute religious 

literature on public-schoolcampusel. According to the guidelines issued. by the U.S. 

Department ofEducation: 

S1uden1s have a right to dismbutereigQsa limtute-to 1htjrsc:hcolmms on the same tmns 25mey 
ateps:miued to ~other~tbatis~ to school cuair:ui:m O1'actmUes. SchooJs may 

. ~1hesame~]e1ine,·pJace.andmannecoroihercoostitubonalICltI 'c;tions on distdJut;on. 
. 	 . 

of~~ as tbeycb on nonschoolliterab.ftgener:a1ly, buttbeymaynotsinpJe wt~ 

IitemtJJre fcrspecial ~ 

I This abared vision t4 religious b"bcrty in public cdw::ation is n:amukable both fot who .says it and for what 
it saya.'Ibc National Bducation A$&ociatioD. the American Pedeation OfTtacben. the NatlODal School 
Boards Asaoc1ation. the Association for SupenisiOD and Currieu1um DeYclopDlCllt, the NatiODal PI'AaDd 
the American Auociation ofSchool A.dniiniJtrato1'l joins with the Christian Legal Society, the American 
Center for Law aDd Justi!.'X:. and Citizens far &c:cJl.:nce inEducation in as&eItin& theso principles. People 
:for the American Way, the ADti·Defamation I...eaguO aDd the Union at American Hebrew Congreptions are 

_	on the lilt, as are the CouncU em Is1aiDlc Education and the Cluistian Bducators A.uociaUOD lntemaIional, 
~dWi Christian CoaUtion. -Flee eopielllUe awilable through the First Amendment Center. 
.FindIng Common Ground is ilvaihible at t:OSt &om the Pint AmeDd.meDt Cemer. Call (615) 321·9588. 

_ WBased on guidelines originally pub~by the Public Eduoation Religion Studies CeDter at Wright State 
. Umvnty. 	 . . . . 
. " Fne copies of "R.oligious Holidays BDd Public Sdlools: QuestionS 8D:cl Al:J.l.w«sIl ate availiable ftom the 

. First Ainendment Center. ­
v For details about the ''R.igbtJ.lt.tspoDlibilititi aad Reaped' ptOtp'II!QJ, QOQtau;t MarQa Bcauchalnp.
RcJ.isiOus Freedom Propma CoordinatmIF'itlt. AmcDdment Center, Freedom Forum Pacific Coat Center, 
One Market St, SteuartlOWOl', 21ltF'loor, San Francisco, CA 94105, (415) 28100900..: 
,oj Fot more information about the Progmm In ReHgion and Secondary Educatlon at Harvanl Untvenl.ty. 
contact Tbe Divinity School, 4$ hell Ave.,Cambridge, MA_ 02138. AUlntion: N~ IUdlardson, 
DirectOr. Inquiries about the R.dJgl0i! ill PubHc Life Cerdftcate Prognm at the UDiventty ofPeDnl)'lVlllla 

. should be addrelscd to Janet Theopbano, Ataociate DUectot,Maatet. ofLlberal Ans Program, College of 
Genem1 Studies. UniversityofPeDDSylvanla. 3440 Market St.. Suite 100, Philadelphia. PA 19104-3335. 
III Comact the R.eligion and PubUe Education RaourtC Center by writing to Dr. Bruce Grelle, Dept. at 
-~~giOUl Studies, Califomia State UDivcnity - Chico, Otico, CA 95929. 
TIII.T.be COuncil.em IslamIc Edlation may be reached by c:aJ.liD3 (714) 839-2929. 
lie Por moreiDtormation aboiu Ibe Oxford UDivei'slty Pnssseries. Religion in American Life. QlU. (100)
4$1-7556. -. . 
I Por more iDfol'll1lticlll about the CD-ROM 0" Common Ground: Wo,ldReligiolUlnA".,iCfl,1:8ll (800) 
944-8648. 
Id The Cbaracgr E4u~onParmmhip is located at 918 1601 St, NW~ S.., SOl, W,sMnatoo. DC %QOO6.
QUI (800) 988.s081.Web lib:: myw,cbagctq,pra . . . . ­
.... &llgIo" til til. hbltc Schoolll: A Joint Slr.Jtenllnt o!CvmntLaw may be obtained by wd1IDg: ~gton 
ii1 tbi: Public Schools," 15 BaIIU* St., Suite 501, New Ymk, NY 10018, 

i!III Copies of the U.S. DcpartmCDl ofBducafion guidelines may be obtained by caIlin& 1-8QO-USA-LBARN. 

IdY Copies DfA Parent', Gut. to ReltgIon rmd rIIs Public SChoO/I, published by the National Pl'A aud die 

PirIlt Amendment Ceote:r, ate avail8b1t ~ from the Center. 
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. . . . .' ." ' 

II'fTberequirements artbe Equat AeeessAct are described. iiulotail in Equa!Aricus andth,·Public:: 
. Schools: Qulstlon.r andAlVWtrS, a pamphlet ipODSOred. by twea.ty"OQO religious and ec;lucaticmal groups.
The tbll text i5 available _ from the Pint A:mcndment Ceater. 

18 




Guidelines for School Officials, Volunteers and Mentors 
Participating in Public School Community Partnerships 

Children !3nd schools gain a great deal when every part of a community 
comes together to support education. This is why we encourage the growing 
partnership efforts between our nation's public schools and families, community 
groups, faith-based communities and emploYE3'rs. In 1994, U.S. Secretary of 
Education Richard Riley began the Partnership for F"amily Involvement in 
Education (PFIE) with 40 organizations. Today, close to 6,000 groups and 
organizations are part of this dynamic and growing effort. 

Every part of the community can ,do its part to encourage adults to take 
time out of their busy schedules to support the work of our nation's schools. 
Faith communities can be important participants in these partnerships: For 

,example, members of faith communities can act as tutors and mentors to help 
children learn to read and write. They can also work with other members of the 
community to ensure the safety of children'in positive after-school activities. 

However, it is not appropriate for members of faith communitie's to use 
their involvement in public schools as an occasion to endorse religious activity or 
doctrine or to entourage partiCipation in a religious activity. Adults who choose 
to volunteer in public schools must respect both the rules established by the 
school and the strong cQnstitutional protections that children have from becoming 
a captive audience. . 

In August 1995,U.S. Secretary of Education Richard Riley, in consultation 
with Attorney General Janet Reno and at the direction of President Clinton, 
released guidelines entitled Religious Expression in Public Schools: A Statement 
of Principles. These guidelines were release9again in June 1998, and most 
recently in December 1999. In his original cover letter to these guidelines, 
Secretary Riley pointed out that the guidelines for religious expression in public 
schools reflect two basic and equally important obligations of the First 
Amendment. . 

i'First, schools may not forbid students acting on their own from 
expressing their personal religious views or beliefs solely. be'cause they are of a 
religious nature. Schools may not discriminate against private religious 
expression by students, but must instead give students the same right to engage 
in religious activity and discussion as they have to, engage in other comparable 
activity ... At the same time, schools may not endorse religious activity or 
doctrine, nor may they coerce participation in religious activity .... [t]he right of 
religious expression in school does not include the right to have a 'captive 
audience' listen, or to compel other students to participate." 



When members and leaders' of faith communities volunteer in schools or. 
volunteer to work with students. and their families, they should and must act with, 
the same understanding of the First Amendment as school officials have. A 
volunteer's faith may have motivated him or her to partiCipate in the school' 
volunteer program, but the Constitution does not allow the volunteer to infringe 
on ,the religious freedom and beliefs of the students being helped. 

An adult who acts as a mentor may not, for example, seek in any way to ' 
encourage or discourage the religious faith of the student whom they are 
mentoring for educational' purposes. Suggestions on the best ways to recruit, 
screen and support mentors can be found in Yes You Can: Establishing 
Mentoring Programs to Prepare Youth for College, a.. 1998 publication produced 
by the Department. .' ' 

A religious leader who is asked by school officials to participate in crisis 
counseling should respond to the direct concerns. of the students at a time of 
great sensitivity. At the same time, a religious leader cannot use the occasion to 
proselytize on behalf of his or her own faith or encourage a student to attend the 
following week's service. 

When public schools develop partnerships involving religious communities 
they must do so with particular care. The following is a helpful checklist for school 
officials and members and leaders of faith communities who are developing or 
participating in educational partnerships. This checklist should be seen and used 
as a companion piece to Public Schools & Religious Communities: A First 
Amendment Guide'(see Resources below). These guidelines only address 
partnership programs that are jointly sponsored by faith-based community groups 

, and public schools. They do not apply to programs run solely by faith-based 
communities. 

Partnerships Involving Public Schools 

Arid Faith-based Communities 


Public schools.forming partnerships including faith-based communities should 
consider and adhere to the following in developing and supporting such activities: 

Things to Do: 


Make sure the program has a secular purpose. 


In selecting partners remain neutral between secular and religious groups 

and among religious groups. 


Select student participants without regard to the religious affiliation of the 

students. . . 


Make sure any jOintly sponsored activities provided within the partnership 

program, wherever located, are purely secular.' 

i 



Make sure any space used for the program is safe and secure for the 

children. 


Make sure any space used by the public school for instructional purposes 

is free of religious symbols. 


Put the partnership agreement in writing.. 


Things Not to Do: 


Do not limit participation in the partnership, or student selection, to 

religious groups or certain religious groups. . 


Do not encourage or discourage student participation with particular 

partners based on the religious or secular nat~re of the organization . 
.. 
Do not encourage or discourage students from engaging in religious 
activities. 

Do not condition student participation in any partnership activity on 
membership in any religious group, or on aGceptance or rejection of any 
religious belief, or on participation in, or refusal to participate in, any 

, ( . 

religious activity. 

Do not reward or punish students (for example, in terms. of grades or 
participation in other activities) based on their willingness to participate in 
any activity of a partnership with a religious organization. 

VOLUNTEERS NEED TO BE REMINDED 

Volunteers always need to be thanked for their willingness to volunteer their time 
to help children learn. At the same time, it is very important to remind volunteers 
from faith communities that the purpose of any partnership is educational and 
secular in nature, not religious, and that volunteers must respect the very strong 
First Amendment rights of students. Remind volunteers: ' 

Do not pray with the students and families or encourage them to pray 
during your volunteer session with them. 

Do not preach about your faith to the children and their families while 
conducting your educational activity. . . 

Do not prohibit or discourage speech or other activity simply because of 
its religious content or nature. ' 

Do not infringe on the rights of students and their family members to speak 
about religion or to say a prayer or to read a Scripture, provided it is within 
the reasonable limits of rules for orderline~s, talking, and congregating 
that are set for other speech and activities. . 



Public schools,and the programs operated in partnership with them, can 
neither foster religion nor preclude it. Our public schools must treat religion with 
fairness and respect and vigorously protect religious expression as well as the 

. freedom of conscience of all students. Volunteer mentors and tutors must uphold 
these constitutional protections when assisting children in the public school 
setting. In doing so, public school programs reaffirm the First Amendment and 
enrich the lives of their students. 

Resources from the U.S. Department of Education (1-877-4ED-PUBS) 
• 	 Religious Expression in Public Schools: A Statement of Principles 
• 	 How Faith Communities Support Children's Learning in Public Schools 
• 	 Faith Communities Joining Local Communities to Support Children's 


Learning: Good Ideas 

• 	 Guidelines for Volunteers and Mentors Participating in Partnerships with 


Faith-based C;ommunities , 

• 	 Yes, You Can: Establishing Mentoring Programs to Prepare Youth for College , 

Information about the Partnership for Family Involvement in Education can be 
found at http://pfie.ed.gov or via e-mail at partner@ed.gov/. 

Resources from the Freedom Forum First Amendment Center 

(615-321-9588 ) 


• Public Schools & Religious Communities: A First Amendment Guide 

.A Teacher's Guide to Religion in the Public Schools 

• 	 A Parent's Guide to Religion in the Public Schools 

For a list of organizations that can answer questions about religious expression 
in public schools, consult Religious Expression in Public Schools: A Statement of 
Principles, pages 11-12. 

mailto:partner@ed.gov
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Public schools and religious 
institutions have different 

missions, but they share many 
of the same civic and moral 
values. Both are located in 
most neighborhoods, and 

each is committed within its 
own role to the well-being 

of children. By working 
together in ways that are 

permissible under the First Amendment, as 

interpreted by the u.s. Supreme Court, schools 

and religious communities can do much to 

enhance the mission of public education. 


Before any school district enters into a 

cooperative arrangement with any community 

organization, inciudingreligious groups, school 

officials must be confident that the group 


. provides a safe and secure place for children. In 
addition, special constitutional considerations 
apply to cooperative arrangements with religious 
institutions. Under the First Amendment, public 
schools must remain neutral among religions and 
between religion and non-religion. By contrast, 
religious institutions exist to propagate religious 
faith and encourage religious practices. 

Clearly, then, public schools must be careful when 
they work with religious institutions, because in 
important ways these institutions have differing 
commitments. Although some of the issues 
discussed here have not been authoritatively 
decided by the courts, we believe that the consti­
tutional prinCiples and guidelines outlined in this 
document will enable schools and religious 
groups to work together for the common good. 



These guidelines focus on arrangements 
between public schools and religious institutions 
because of the special constitutional 
implications of those relationships. This focus is 
not meant to suggest that schools should only 
seekout religious institutions or that such 
institutions are preferred providers of assistance 
to public-school children. We urge schools to 
seek out a Wide range of community organ­
izations, religious and non-religious, without. 
regard to their views on religious issues. 

I. General Principles for 
Cooperative Arrangements 
In these guidelines, a "cooperative 
arrangement" is defined as a shared 
participation in specific programs and 
activities in accordance with a written 
agreement. Before entering into a" 
cooperative arrangement, public schools 
and religious communities should 
understand and accept the following 
principles: 

1. Under the First Amendment, public 
schools must be neutral concerning 
religion in all of their activities. School 
officials must take the necessary steps to 
ensure that any cooperative activities 
that take place are wholly secular. 
Persons invited to address students 
during the school day shall be advised of ­
this requirement and must agree to 
abide by it before being allowed access 
to students. 

2. Students have the right to engage in, or 
decline to engage in, religious activities 
at their own initiative, so long as they do 
not interfere with the rights of others. 
School districts are. urged to adopt 
policies"that reflect recent consensus 

statements on current law concerning 
religion in public schools. "Religion in 
the Public Schools: A Joint Statement of 
Current Law," the U.S. Department of· 
Education's guidelines on "ReligiOUS 
Expression in Public Schools;' and other 
consensus guidelines may be obtained 
by writing to the publishers of 
this brochure. , 

3. Cooperative programs between religious 
institutions and the public schools are 
permiSSible only if: 

• Participation in programs is not limited 
to religious groups. That is, schools 
must be open to participation by all 
responsible community groups. 
Qualifications should not be established 
which have the practical effect of 
including only religiOUS groups. 
Eligibilityshall be stated in writing. 

• A student's grades, class ranking or 
participation in any school program 
will not be affected by his or her 
willingness to participate or not 
participate in a cooperative program 
with a religious institution. 

• Student participation in any. 
cooperative program may not be 
conditioned on membership in any 
religiOUS group, acceptance or 
rejection of any religious belief, or 
participation (or refusal to participate) 
in any religious activity. 



II. 	 Crisis Counseling 
In times of sudden crisis (e.g .• violent or 

accidental death of students or teachers), 

schools may call on a wide range of 

qualified counselors. including religious 

leaders, to assist school-employed 

counselors in helping children cope with 

ther crisis at hand. Of course, religious 
 1leaders may not be the only grief 

counselors invited on campus during a 

crisis. Religious leaders may not otherwise 

be given routine access to students during 

the school day. Even when counseling to 

deal with a sudden crisis, religious leaders 

should remember that a public school is 

not a place for proselytizing or other overt 


. religious activity. 

To the extent that schools cooperate with 
. adults who are important in a student's life 

(parents or other relatives, guardians, 

foster parents, social workers or 

neighbors) to help the child deal with 

school work, behavioral problems. or other 

issues, schools may also cooperate with an 

adult acknowledged by a student as his or 

her religious leader. However, a school 

may not in any way compel or coerce a 

student to speak to representatives of 

religiOUS institutions. 


ill. Mentoring Programs 
Public schools may cooperate with 

mentoring projects run by religious 

institutions provided that: 


• Other community organizations are 

given an equal opportunity ,and are . 
 I 
subject to the same secular selection 
criteria to operate such programs in 
partnership with the schools. 

• Referrals are made without regard to a 
student's religious beliefs or lack of them. 

• Participation in the program is not 
conditioned on mandatory participation, 
or refusal to participate, in religiOUS 
programs operated by a religious 
institution. 

• At no time do school officials encourage 
or discourage student participation in the 
religious programs of religiOUS 
institutions. 

Iv. Shelters 
In order to provide for the safety of students 
travelling to and from schools, the school 
district may ask local institutions (e.g., 
businesses, firehouses, religious institutions) 
to serve as temporary shelters for students 
who seek to avoid danger or threatening 
situations. The school shall provide signs 
indicating that the place is a shelter 
available for students. 

V. 	 School Use of Facilities 

Owned by Religious 

Institutions 

Public schools may arrange to use the 
facilities of private landholders, includin~ 
churches, temples, mosques, or other 
religious institutions. or course, all such 
facilities must meet applicable health and 
safety codes. But if the arrangement 
involves the use of sanctuaries, playgrounds, 
libraries or other facilities owned by religious 
groups, then the following Fiist Amendment 
guidelines must be followed: 

1. The schools must have a secular educational 
purpose for seeking to use the facilities, such 
as after-school recreation, extended daycare, 
homework study hall. etc. 
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2. Where schools lease space from religious 
institutions for use as regular public­
school classrooms, the leased space is in 
effect a public-school facility. Religious. 
symbols or messages may not be 
displayed in the leased areas. 

3. Cooperative programs using the facilities 
of religious institutions must not afford 
an actual opportunity for proselytizing 
by clergy, school employees, or adult 
volunteers of any school children during 
the school-affiliated program. 
(Of course, the law is not violated if a 
cooperative program's use of a religious 
facility coincidentally results in a student 
gaining an interest in attending worship 
services there. But the law prohibits 
clergy from leading devotions as part of 
the school program.) 

. 4. As stated above, religiOUS symbols and 
messages may not be displayed in space 
leased from religiOUS institutions for use 
as public-school classrooms. The rules are 
somewhat different for cooperative 

. programs. A room bedecked with 
scriptural injunctions about repentance 
and salvation would not be appropriate 
for cooperative programs; a room with 
religious symbols or icons might well be. 

5. School officials may neither select nor 
reje,ct the use of a private religious facility 
based on the popularity or unpopularity 
of its religious teachings. Religion-neutr.al. 
criteria should be employed, e.g., 
proximity to the schools in question; 
suitability of the facility for the intended 
use; health and safety; comparative 
expenses.(if any); accessibility for parent 
pickup or busing. 

6. The school's arrangement for use of a 
private religious facility should not involve 

or necessitate an ongoing administrative 
entanglement between the school district 
and the religious institution, in which one 
party ends up exerting influence over the 
content, scheduling or staffmg of the 
other's activities. 

VI. Released-Time 
Religious Education 
Public schools may allow students who 
have parental permission to leave campus 
during the school day for religious 
instruction. (Such released-time programs 
were ruled constitutional by the U.S. 
Supreme Court almost 50 years ago.) In 
released-time religious education, parents 
must give permission in advance for their 
child to be transported off campus during 
the school day to a place designated by 
participating religious institutions. The 
I?arent chooses which faith l;1is or her child 
is to learn. 

If a public school chooses to allow 
released time, the following guidelines 
must be observed: 

1. The reiigious instruction 

must occur off campus, 

and the program must 

be wholly organized and 

run by the participating 

churches, mosques, 

synagogues, or other 

religious communities 

and not by the 

schools. The 

religiOUS 

communities 

should make all 

arrangements 


. for facilities, 

http:Religion-neutr.al


transportation, instruction, insurance, 
parent information and permission, etc. 
The programs should not involve the 
expenditure of public funds. 

2. In their words and actions. teachers and 
administrators may not encourage or 
discourage the participation of students 
or parents in released-time programs. 
Teachers should arrange their lesson 
plans so that students who participate 
in released-time religiOUS education are 
not left at a disadvantage by missing 
instruction, tests, or class parties during 
that time. Neither should non­
participating students be deprived of 
meaningful classroom activity. Schools 
must create neither incentives nor 
penalties for students to participate or 
not participate in released-time 
programs. 

3. Parental permission must be a 
prerequisite for participation in any 
released-time program of religiOUS 
instruction. To avoid use of government 
funds or personnel'for religious indoc­
trination, only the religious community 
should print and only volunteers should 
distribute any information and parental 
permission forms to students, as well as 
take attendance. 

4. Participating religious organizations 
should inform schools of the weekly 
attendance by each released student. • 

S. Schools may require liability insurance 
and other reasonable regulations 
relating to student health, education 
and safety, provided such regulations 
apply neutrally to all participating 
religious communities. 
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P arents are recognized as having the 
primary responsibility for the upbringing 
of their children, including education. 

For this reason, parents need to be fully informed 
about school policies and practices, including all 
issues concerning religion and religious liberty 
in public edilcation. 

The following questions and answers are 
. intended to help parents understand the reli­

gious liberty rights of students and the appropri­
ate role for religion in the public school curricu­
lum. A number of recent documents represent a 
growing consensus among many religious and 
educational groups about the constitutional and 
educational role of religion in public schools.1 
This pamphlet is designed to build on these 
agreements and to encourage commt,mities to 
find common ground when they are divided. 

The following questions and answers provide 
general information on the subject of religious 
expression and practices in schools. The answers 
are based on First Amendment religious liberty 
principles as currently interpreted by the courts 
and agreed to by a wide range of religious and 
educational organizations. For a more in-depth 
examination of the issues, parents should con­
sult the guide listed at the end of this publica­
tion. If parents have specific legal questions, the 
services of a qualified attorney should be sought. 

Keep in mind, however, that the law alone 
cannot answer every question. Parents in each 
community must work with schoo(officials to 
do not only what is constitutional, bllt also what 
is right for all citizens: The religious liberty prin­
ciples of the First Amendment provide the !=ivic 

. framework within which we are able to debate 
our differences, to understand one another, and 
to forge school policies that serve the common 
good in public education. 
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1 In our community we want to work 
together to address religion in schools 
issues: How do we go about finding 
common ground? 

Parents and school officials in many local 

communities have had success finding common 

ground using the following strategies: 

Include all of the stakeholders. 
Because public schools belong to all citizens, they 

must model the democratic process and 

. constitutional principles in the development of 

policies and curricula. Policy decisions by officials 

or governing bodies should be made only after 

appropriate involvement of those affected by the 

decisions and with due consideration of those 

holding dissenting views. 

Usten to all ,sides. 
If we are to build trust and to truly listen to one. 

another, school officials must acknowledge what is 

valid about criticism of school policies and 

practices, particularly concerning the treatment of 

religion and religious perspectives. At the same 

time, parents with deep religious convictions need 

to acknowledge that the vast majority of public 

school administrators and teachers do not intend 

to be hostile to religion and want to be fair in their 

treatment of parents and students. 

Worlc for comprehensive policies. 
Many school districts contribute to confusion and 

distrust by having no policies concerning many Of 

the issues addressed in this pamphlet. By working 

. with parents to develop comprehensive policies, 

schools.demonstrate the importance of taking 

religious liberty seriously. 

Be pro-active. 
School districts unprepared for controversy fare 

poorly when a conflict arises. Where there are no 

policies (or policies are not known or supported by 

parents), there is a much greater likelihood of 

lawsuits, shouting matches at school board 

meetings, and polarization in the community. A 

pro-active approach takes seriously the importance 

of articulating the proper role for religion and 

religious perspectives in the public schools. The 

resulting policies and practices create a climate of 

trust in the community and demonstrate the 

public schools' active commitment to the guiding 

principles of our democracy. 

Commit to civil debate. 
Conflict and 'debate are vital in a democracy. 

Yet, if we are going to live with our deepest 

differences, then how we debate, and not only 

what we debate, is critical. Personal attacks, 

name-calling, ridicule, and similar tactics destroy 

the fabric of our society and undermine the 

educational mission of our schools. All parties 

should treat one another with civility and respect 

and should strive to be accurate and fair. Through 

constructive dialogue, we have much to learn from 

one another. 
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2 Is there general agreement on how 

religious faith should be treated In 

public schools under the First Amendment? 


Yes. In a recent statement of principles, a broad 
range of religious and educational groups agreed 
to the following description of religious liberty and 
public schools within the First Amendment 
framework: . 

Public schools may not inculcate nor inhibit 
religion. They must be places where religion 
and religious conviction are treated with . 
fairness and respect. 

Public schools uphold the First 
Amendment when they protect the religious 
liberty rights of students of all faiths or none. 
Schools demonstrate fairness when they 
ensure that the curriculum includes study 
about religion, where appropriate, as an 
important part of a complete education.2 

... t \ P. ~ '1>' "','" "" _ ',~, ). i" ,~, _, 
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Does this mean that students may 
.express th~lr faith while in schooi? 

Yes. Schools should respect the right of students to 
engage in religious activity and discussion. 

Generally, individual students are free to pray, 
read their scriptures, discuss their faith, and invite 
others to join their particular religious group. Only 
if a student's behavior is disruptive or coercive 
should it be prohibited. No student should be 
allowed to harass or pressure others in a public 
school setting. 

If doing so is relevant to the subject under 
consideration and meets the requirements of the 
assignment, students also have the right to express 
their religious views during a class discussion or as 
part of a written assignment or art activity. 

. .....•............• ..........•..•.••................. .... 
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. May students pray together 

in public schools? 


Yes. Students are free to pray alone or in groups, as 
long as the activity is not disruptive and does not 

. infringe upon the rights of others. These activities 
must be truly voluntary and student-initiated. For 
example, students are permitted to gather around 
the flagpole for prayer before school begins, as . 
long as the event is not sponsored by the school 
and other students are not pressured to attend .. 
Students do not have a right to force a captive 
audience to participate in religious' exercises. 

5 Didn't the Supreme Court rule against 
student prayer in public schools? 

No. The Supreme Court has struck down state, 
sponsored or state~org(mized prayer in public 
schools. The Court has interpreted the First 
Amendment to mean that government must be 
neutral among religions and between religion and 
nonreligion. This means that school officials may 
not organize, mandate, or participate in student 
religious activities, including prayer. A moment of 
silence, however, may be led by school officials, as 
long as it does not promote prayer over other 
types of quiet contemplation. 

6 Does this mean that students 
may offer prayers at graduation 
ceremonies? 

Not necessarily. Lower courts are divided about 
whether a student may offer prayers at graduation 
exercises. Parents should seek legal advice about 
what rules apply in their state. 

Some schools create a "free speech forum" at . 
school-sponsored events, during which time 
students are free to express themselves religiously 
or otherwise. Such a forum, however, would have 
to be open to all kinds of speech, including speech 
critical of religion or the school. 
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What about baccalaureate services? 

Although a public school may not sponsor religious 
baccalaureate ceremonies, parents, faith groups, 
and other community organizations are free to 
sponsor such services for students who wish to 1 
attend. The school may announce the 
baccalaureate in the same way it announces other 1 
community events. If the school allows community 
groups to rent or otherwise use its facilities after 
hours, then a privately sponsored baccalaureate 
may be held on campus under the same terms 
offered to any private group. 

8 Is It constitutional to teach about 
religion in public schools1 

Yes. The Supreme Court has indicated many times 
that teaching about religion, as distinguished from 

. . religious indoctrination, is an important part of a 
. complete education. The public school's approach 


to religion in the curriculum must be academic, 

not devotional. 


Study about religion belongs in the curriculum 
wherever it naturally arises. On the secondary level, 
the social studies, literature, and the arts offer 

. many opportunities for the inclusion of information 

about religions-their ideas and practices. On the~ 


elerT!entary level, natural opportunities arise in . 

discussions of Hie family and community life and in 

instruction about festivals and different cultures. 


Religion may also be studied in special courses. 

Some secondary schools,' for example, offer .,.. 
electives in "World Religions," "Bible as/in History .' 
or Literature," and "Religion in America." 

...............•......................................•... 


9 How should religious holidays 
be treated in the schools1 

Religious holidays offer opportunities to teach 
about religion in elementary and secondary 
schools. Teaching about religious holidays, which is 
permissible, is different from celebrating religious 
holidays, which is not. Study of holidays serves 
academic goals of educatingstudents about history 
and cultures as well as about the traditions of 
particular religions. 

The use of religious symbols as examples of 
religious or cultural heritage is permissible as a 
teaching aid or resource. Religious symbols should 

. only be displayed on a temporary basis as part of 
the academic program. 

Sacred music may be sung or played as'part of 
a school's academic program. School concerts that 
present a variety of selections may include religious 
music: The use of music, art, drama, or literature 
with religious themes is permissible if it serves a 
sound educational goal in the curriculum, but not 
if used as a vehicle for promoting religious belief . 
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10 May students be excused from 
parts of the curriculum for 
religious reasons? 

Whenever possible, school officials should try to 
accommodate the requests of parents and students 
for excusal from classroom discussions or activities 
for religious reasons. If focused on a specific 
discussion, assignment, or activity, such a request 
should be routinely granted in order to strike a 
balance between the student'sreligious freedom 
and the school's interest in providing a well­
rounded education. 

If it is proved that particular lessons substantially 
burden a student's free exercise of religion and if 
the school cannot prove a compelling interest in 
requiring attendance, some courts may require 
schools to excuse the student. 

11 May students form religious 
dubs In public schools? 

Under the federal Equal Access Act/ secondary 
public schools receiving federal funds must allow 
students to form religious clubs if the school allows 
other noncurriculum-related clubs to meet during 
noninstructional time. "Noncurriculum-related"' 
means any dub not directly related to the courses 
offered by the school. Student religious clubs may ~ 
have access to school facilities and ,media on the 
same basis as other non curriculum-related student 
. clubs. 

The Equal Access Act protects the rights of • 
students to form religious clubs. Outside adults may 
not direct or regularly attend meetings of such 
clubs. Teachers may be present at religious dub 
meetings as monitors, but they may not participate 
in club activities. 

Public schools are free to prohibit any club 
activities that are illegal or that would cause 
substantial disruption of the school.' 

... .....•...•...•....•............•......•........... ~...~ 

12 May students wear religious garb 

and display religious symbols 

in public schools? 


Yes. Students who must wear religious garb such as 
head scarves or yarmulkes should be permitted to 
do so in school. Students may also display religious 
messages on clothing to the same extent that 

, other messages are permitted. 

..........•.....••...............•...••..................• 


13 May students distribute religious 
, literature in the schools? 

Generally, students have a right to distribute 
religious literature on public school campuses 
subject to reasonable time, place, and manner 
restrictions imposed by the school. This means that 
the school may specify at what times the 
distribution may occur (e.g., lunch hour or before 
or after classes begin), where it may occur (e.g., 
outside the school office), and how it may occur 
(e.g., from fixed locations as opposed to roving 
distribution). These restrictions should be 
reasonable and must apply evenly to all non-school 
student literature. 

Public schools may prohibit the distribution of 
some literature altogether. Some examples would 
be materials that are obscene, defamatory, or 
disruptive of the educational environment., 



14 May students be released for 

off-campus religious Instruction 

during the school day? 

Yes; The Supreme Court has long recognized that 
public schoQls may choose to create off-campus, 
released-time programs as a means of 
accommodating the needs of religious students 
and parents. The schools may not encourage or 
discourage participation or penalize students who 
do Qot attend. 

15 What Is the relationship between 

. religion and character education 

in public schools? 

Parents are the first and most important moral 
educators of their children. Thus public schools 
should develop character education programs only 
in close partnership with parents and the 
community. Local communities need to work 
together to identify the core moral and civic virtues 
that they wish to be taught and modeled in all 
aspects of school life.' 

In public schools, where teachers may neither 
promote nor denigrate religion, the core moral and 
civic values agreed to in the community may be , 
taught if done so without religious indoctrination.;' 
At the same time, core values should not be taught 
in such a way as to suggest that religious authority 
is unnecessary or unimportant. Sound character 
education programs affirm the value of religiol,ls 
and philosophical commitments and avoid any 
suggestion that morality is simply a matter of 
individual choice without reference to 
absolute truth. 

·........................................................ . 

Endnotes 

'One of these documents is a directive sent to school 

superintendents from the U.S. Department of Education. 

Copies of the U.S. Department of Education guidelines 

may be obtained by calling 1-800-USA-LEARN. Another 

document, "Religion in the Public Schools: A Joint 

Statement of Current Law," has been endorsed by a broad 

range of religious organizations. It is available by writing: 

"Religion in the Public Schools," 15 East 84th St., Suite 501, 

New York, NY 10028. 

2 For free copies of "Religious Liberty, Public Education, and the 

Future of American Democracy: A Statement of Principles," 

contact the First Amendment Center at Vanderbilt University. 

3 See 20 United States Code Section 4071 to 4074. 

4 For comprehensive guidelines on how t~ interpret the Equal· 

Access Act, consult chapter 11 of Finding Common Ground: 

A First Amendment Guide to Religion and Public Education, 

available from the First Amendment Center. 

'The Character Education Partnership provides complete 

information on how to start a character education program 

and a clearinghouse of character education resources. 

Contact the Character Education Partnership, 918 16th St., 

NW, Suite 501, Washington, D.C. 20006. Telephone: (800) 

988-8081. www.character.org., 

http:www.character.org


I 
The National PTA encourages its nearly 7 million 
memoers to be involved in key child education, 
health, and welfare issues. The organization serves as 
an advocate for children and families in schools, the 
community, and before government agencies. 

The First Amendment Center at Vanderbilt 
University in Nashville, Tenn., is an independent oper­
ating program of The Freedom Forum. The Center was 
established on Dec. 15, 1991, the 200th anniversary 
of the ratification of the Bill of Rights to the U.S. 

. ,Constitution. The Center's mission is to foster public 
understanding of arid appreCiation for First 
Amendment rights and values, which comprise 
freedom of religion, speech and the press, the right 
to petition the government and to assemble peacefully. 
The Center serves as a forum for dialogue and debate 
on free-expression and freedom-of-information issues. 

The Freedom Forum is a nonpartisan, international 
foundation dedicated to free press, free speech and 
free spirit for all people. The foundation pursues its 
priorities through conferences, educational activities, 
publishing, broadcasting, 'online services, fellowships, 
partnerships, training, research and other programs. 

The Freedom Forum funds only its own programs and 
related partnerships, Unsolicited funding requests are 
not accepted. Operating programs are the Newseum at 
The Freedom Forum World Center headquarters in 
Arlington, Va., the First Amendment Center at 
Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tenn., the Media 
Studies Center in New York City and the Padfic Coast 
Center in San Francisco. The Freedom Forum also has . 
operating offices in Cocoa Beach, Fla., Buenos Aires,' 

~ 

. 
Hong Kong, Johannesburg and London. 

The Freedom Forum was established in 1991 under 
the direction of Founder Allen H. Neuharth as S1.icces­
sor to the Gannett Foundation, which was created by 
Frank E. Gannett in 1935. The Freedom Forum does 
not solicit or accept financial contributions. Its work 
is supported by income from an endowment now 
worth more than $1 billion in diversified assets. 
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arents are recognized as having the 
primary responsibility for the upbringing 
of their children, including education. 

For this reason,parents need to be fully informed 
about school poliCies and practices, including all 
issiles concerning religion and religious liberty 
in public education. 

The following questions and answers are 
•intended to help parents understand the reli­
':gious liberty rights of students and the appropri­
ate role for religion in the public school.curricu­
lum. A number of re,cent documents represent a 
growing consensus among many religious and 
educational groups about the constitutional and 
educational role of religion in public schools: 1 

This pamphlet is designed to build on these 
agreements and to encourage communities to 
find common ground when they are divided. 

,The following questions and answers provide 
general information on the subject of religious 
expression and practices in schools. The answers 
are based on First Amendment religious liberty 
principles as currently interpreted by the courts 
and agreed to by a wide range of religious and 
educational organizations. For a more in-depth 
examination of the issues, parents should con­
sult the guide listed at the end of this publica­
tion. If parents have specific legal questions, the 
services of a qualified attorney should be sought. 

Keep in mInd, however, that the law alone 
cannot answer every question. Parents in each 
community must work with school officials to 
do not only what is constitutional, but also what 
is right for all citizens. The religious liberty prin­
ciples of the First Amendment provide the civic 
framework within which we are able to debate 
our differences, to understand one another, and 
to forge school policies that serve the common 
good in public education. 
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1 In our community we want to work 
together to address religion in schools 
issues. How do we go about finding 
common ground? 

Parents and school officials in many local 
communities ha~e had success finding 
common ground using the following 
strategies: 

Include all of the stakeholders. 
Because public schools belong to all citizens, they 

must model the democratic process and 

constitutional principles in the development of 

policies and curricula. Policy decisions ~y officials 

or governing bodies should be made only after 

appropriate involvement of those affected by the 

decisions arid with due consideration of those 

holding dissenting views. 

Listen to all sides. 
If we are to build trust and to truly listen to one 

another, school officials must acknowledge what is 

valid about criticism of school policies and 

practices, particularly concerning the treatment of 

religion and religious perspectives. At the same 

. time, parents with deep religious convictions need 

to acknowledge that the vast majority of public 

school administrators and teachers do not intend 

to be hostile to religion and want to be fair in their 

treatment of parents·and students. 

Work for comprehensive policies. 
Many school districts contribute to' confusion and 

distrust by having no policies concerning many of 

the issues addressed in this pamphlet. By working 

with parents to develop comprehensive policies, 

schools demonstrate the !mportance of taking 

religious liberty seriously. 

Be pro-active. 
School districts unprepared for controversy fare 

poorly when a conflict arises. Where there are no 

policies (or policies -are not known or supported by 

parents), there is a much greater likelihood of 

laWSUits, shouting matches at school board 

meetings, and polarization in the community. A 

pro-active approach takes seriously the importance 

of articulating the proper role for religion and 

religious perspectives in the public schools. The 

resulting policies and practices create a climate of 

trust in the community and demonstrate the 

public schools' active commitment to the guiding 

prinCiples of our democracy. 

Commit to civil debate. 
Conflict and debate are vital in a democracy. 

Yet, if we are going to live with our deepest 

differences, then how we debate, and not only 

what we debate, is critical. Personal attacks, 

name-calling, ridicule, and similar tactics destroy 

.the fabric of our SOciety and undermine the 

educational mission of our schools. All parties 

should treat one another with civility and respect 

and should strive to be accurate and fair. Through 

constructive dialogue, we have much to learn from 

one another . 



.......••..••.....................•....................... 
Is there general agreement on how 
religious faith should be treated In 
public schools under the lFirst 'Amendment? 

Yes. In a recent statement of principles, a broad 
range of religious and educational groups agreed 
to the following description of religious liberty and 
public schools within the First Amendment 
framework: 

Public schools may not inculcate nor inhibit 
religion. They must be places where religion 
and religious conviction are treated with 
fairness and respect. . 

Public schools uphold the First 
Amendmentwhen they protect the religious 
liberty rights of students of all faiths or none. 
Schools demonstrate fairness when they 
ensure that the curriculum includes study 
about religion, where appropriate, as an 
important part of a complete education;2 

.......................................................... 
Does this mean that students may 
express their faith while in school? 

Yes. Schools should respect the right of students to 
engage in religious activity and discussion. 

Generally, individual students are free to pray, 
read their scriptures, discuss their faith, and invite 
others to join their particular religious group. Only 
if a stugent's behavior is disruptiveor coercive 
should it be prohibited. No student should be 
allowed to harass or pressure others in a public 

school setting. 
If doing so is relevant to the subject under 

consideration and meets the requirements of the 
assignment, students also have the right to express 
their religious views during a class discussion or qS 
part of a written assignment or art activity. 
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................•..•..•.............••.................... 


May students pray together . 

in public schools? 


Yes. Students are free to pray alone or in groups, as 
long as the activity is not disruptive and does not 
infringe upon the rights of others. These activities 
must be truly voluntary and student-initiated. For 
example, students are permitted to gather around 
the flagpole for prayer before school begins, as 
long as the event is not sponsored by, the scnool 
and other students are not pressured to attend. 
Students do not have a right to force a captive 
audience to participate in religious exercises. ' 

Didn't the Supreme Court rule against5 student prayer in public schools? 

No. The Supreme Court has struck down state­
sponsored or state-organized prayer in public 
schools. The Court has interpreted the First 
Amendment to mean that government must be 
neutral among religions and between religion and 
nonreligion. This means that school officials may 
not organize, mandate, or participate in student 
religious activities, including prayer. A moment of 
silence, however, may be led by school officials, as 
long as it does not promote prayer over other 
types of quiet contemplation. 

..........•...................•...............•........... 
Does this mean that students 
may offer prayers at graduation 
ceremonies? . 

" 

Not necessarily. Lower courts are divided about 
whether a 'student may offer prayers at graduation 
exercises. Parents should seek legal advice about 
what rules apply in their state. 

Some schools create a "free speech forum" at 
school-sponsored events, during which time 
students are free to express themselves religiously 
or otherwise. Such a forum, however, would have 
to be open to all kinds of speech, including speech 
critical of religion or the school. 



7 
.....................................................•.... 


What about baccalaureate services? 

Although a public school may not sponsor religious 
baccalaureate ceremonies, parents, faith groups, 
and other community organizations are free to 
sponsor such services for students who wish to 
attend. The school may announce the 

...........•............. ....•......•................ ....
~ 

9 How should religious holidays 

be treated in the schools? 


I 
Religious holidays offer opportunities to teach 
about religion in elementary and secondary 
schools. Teaching about religious holidays, which is 
permissible, is different from celebrating religious 

baccalaureate in the same way it announces other 
community events. If the school allows community 
groups to rent or otherwise use its facilities after 
hours, .then a privately sponsored baccalaureate 
may be held on campus under the same terms 
offered to any private group. 

8 Is it constitutional to teach about 
religion in public schools? 

Yes. The Supreme Court has indicated many times 
that teaching about religion, as distinguished from 
religious indoctrination, is an important part of a 
complete education. The public school's approach 
to religion in the curriculum must be academic, 
not devotional. 

Study about religion belongs in the curriculum 
wherever it naturally arises. On the secondary level, 
the social studies, literature and the arts offer many 
opportunities for the inclusion of information about 
religions-their ideas and practices. On the 
elementary level, natural opportunities arise in 
discussions of the family and community life and in 
instruction about festivals and different cultures. 

Religion may also be studied in special courses. 
Some secondary schools, for example, offer 
electives in "World Religions," "Bible as/in History 

Jor Literature," and "Religion in America." 

1 

holidays, which is not. Study of holidays serves 
academic goals of educating students c;lbout history 
and cultures as well as about the traditions of 
particular religions. 

The use of religious symbols as examples of 
religious or cultural heritage is permissible as a 
teaching aid or resource. Religious symbols should 
only be displayed on a temporary basis as part of 
the academi~ program. 

Sacred music may be sung' or played as part of 
a school's academic program. School concerts that 
present a variety of selections may include religious 
music. The use of music, art, drama, or literature 
with religious themes is permissible if it serves a 
sound educational goal in the curriculum, but not 
if used as a vehicle for promoting religious belief. 
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10 May students be excused from 
parts of the cUlrricuUum for 
religious reasons? 

Whenever possible, school officials should try to 
accommodate the requests of parents and students 
for excusal from classroom discussions or activities 
for religious reasons. If focused on a specific 
discussion, assignment, or activity, such 
requests should be routinely granted in order to 
strike a balance between the student's religious 
freedom and the school's interest in providing a 
well-~ounded education. 

Under the Religious Freedom Restoration Act,3 if 
it is proved that particular lessons substantially 
burden a student's free exercise of religion and if 
the school cannot prove a compelling interest in 
requiring attendance, the school would be legally 
required to excuse the student. 

......................................••............ ..... 

May students form, reDigious 
dubs in public schools? 11 

~ 

Under the federal Equal Access Act,4 secondary 
public schools receiving federal funds must allow 
students to form religious clubs if the school allows 
other noncurriculum-related clubs to meet during 
non instructional time. "Noncurriculum-related" 
means any club not directly related to the courses 
offered by the schooL Student religious clubs may 
have access to school facilities and media on the 
same basis as other noncurriculum-related student 
clubs. 

The Equal Access Act protects the rights of 
students to form religious clubs. Outside adults may 
not direct or regularly attend meetings of such 
clubs. Teachers may be present at religious club· • 
meetings as monitors, but they may not participate 
in club activities. . 

Public schools are free to prohibit any club 
activities that are illegal or that would cause 
substantial disruption of the schooLs . 

12 
•.•......•...........••••..........•..••••.......•......•• 

May students wear religious galrb 
and display Ireligious symbols 

In public schools? 

Yes. Students who must wear religious garb such as 
head scarves or yarmulkes should be permitted to 
do so in schooL Students may also display religious 
messages on clothing to the same extent that 
other messages are permitted. 

13 
......................•................................... 

May students distribute religious 
literature in the schools? 

Generally, students have a right to distribute 
religious literature on public school campuses 

, subject to reasonable time, place and manner 
restrictions imposed by the school. This means that 
the school may specify at what times the 
distribution may occur (e.g., lunch hour or before 
or after classes begin), where it may occur (e.g., 
outside the school office), and how it may occur 
(e.g., from fixed locations as opposed to roving 
distribution). These restrictions should be 
reasonable and must apply evenly to all non-school 
student literature. 

Public schools may prohibit the distribution of 
some literature altogeth~r. Some examples would 
be materials that are obscene, defamatory, or 
disruptive of the educational environment. 



.......................................................... 

14 May students be released for 

off-campus religious instruction 

during the school day? 

Yes. The Supreme Court has long recognized that 
public schools may choose to create off-campus, 
released-time programs as a means of 
accommodating the needs of religious students 
and parents. The schools may not encourage or 
discourage participation or penalize students who 
do not attend. 

.............................••........ ... .......... ... . ~ ~ 

15 What is the relationship between 

religion and character education 

in public schools? 

Parents are the first and most important moral 
educators of their children. Thus public schools 
should develop character education programs only 
in close partnership with parents and the 
community. Local communities need to work 
together to identify the core moral and civic virtues 
that they wish to be taught and modeled in all 
aspects of school life. 6 

In public schools, where teachers may neither 
promote nor denigrate religion, the core moral and 
civic values agreed to in the community may be 
taught if done so without religious 'indoctrination. 
At the same time, core values should not be taught: 
in such a way as to suggest that religious authority' 
is unnecessary or unimportant. Sound character 
education programs affirm the value of religious 
and philosophical commitments and avoid any 
suggestion that morality is simply a matter of 
individual choice without reference to absolute 
truth. , 

.•..................................•..................... 

Endnotes 

lOne of these documents is a directive sent to school 
superintendents from the U.S. Department of Education. 
Copies of the U.S. Department of Education guidelines 
may be obtained by calling 1-800-USA-LEARN. Another 
document, Religion in the Public Schools: A Joint Statement of 

Current Law, has been endorsed by a broad range of religious 
organizations. It is available by writing: "Religion in the Public 
Schools" 15 East 84th St., Suite 501, New YorK, NY 10028. , 

2 For free copies of Religious Uberty, Public Education, and the 

Future of American Democracy: A Statement of Principles; 

contact The Freedom Forum First Amendment Center at 
Vanderbilt University. 

3 See 42 United States Code Section 2000bb to 2000bb-4. 

4 See 20 United States Code Section 4071 to 4074. 

5 For comprehensive guidelines .on 'how to interpret the Equal 
Access Act~ consult chapter 11 of Finding Common Ground: A 
First Amendment Guide to Religion and Public Education, 

,available from The Freedom Forum First Amendment Center. 

6The <;:haracter Education Partnership provides complete 
information on how to start a character education program 
and a clearinghouse of character ~ducation resources. Contact 
the Character Education Partnership at 809 Franklin St., 
Alexandria, VA 22314, Telephone: (800)988-8081. 



The National PTA encourages its nearly 7 million 
members to be involved in key child education, 
health, and welfare issues. The organization serves as 
an advocate for children and families in schools, the 
community, and before government agencies. 

The Freedom Forum First Amendment Center at 
Vanderbilt University is an independent operating 
program of The Freedom Forum. The Center was 
established by The Freedom Forum, one of the 
nation's largest foundations, on Dec. IS, 1991, the 
200th anniversary of the ratification of the Bill of 
Rights to the U.S. Constitution. 

The First Amendment Center's mission is to foster a 
better public understanding of and appreciation for 
First Amendment rights and values, including free­
dom of religion, free speech and press, and the right 

.to petition government and to assemble peacefully." 

The Freedom Forum is a nonpartisan, international 
foundation dedicated to free press, free speech, and 
free spirit for all people. The foundation pursues its 
priorities through programs including conferences, 
educational activities, publishing, broadcasting, on­
line services, partnerships, training and research. The 
Freedom Forum makes limited grants in connection 
with its programs; unsolicited grant applications are 
not accepted. 

Major operating programs are The Freedom Forum 
Media Studies Center at Columbia University in New 
York City, The Freedom Forum First Amendment 
Center at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tenn., 
and The Newseum at The Freedom Forum Headquar­
ters in Arlington, Va. 

The foundations' work is supported by an endow- ~ 

ment-established by Frank E. Gannett in 1935 with ;. 
$100,000 in Gannett Co. stock-now worth more than 
$700 million in diverSified, managed assets. The foun­
dation does not solicit or accept contributions. 
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" ... Schools do more'than train children sminds. They also 
help to nurture their souls by reinforcing the.values they learn at 
home, and in their communities. I believe that one of the best ways 
we can help out schools to do this is by supporting students' rights 
to voluntarily practice their religious beliefs, including prayer in 
schools .... For more than 200 years, the FirstAmendment has 
protected our teligiousfreedom and allowed many faiths to flour­
ish in our homes, in our work place and in our schools. Clearly 
understood and sensibly applied, it works." 

President Clinton 
May 30,1998 
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A LETTER FROM 

THE U.S. SECRETARY OF EDUCATION 


Dear American Educator, 

Almost three years ago, President Clinton directed me, as U.S. Secretary 
ofEducation, in consultation \¥ith the Attorney General, to provide every public 
school district in America with a statement of principles addressing the extent to 
which religious expression and activity are permitted in our public schools. In 
accordance with the President's directive, I sent every school superintendent in 
the country guidelines on Religious Expression in Public Schools in August of 
1995. 

The purpose of prorilUlgating these piesidentialguidelines was to end 
much of the confusion regarding religious expression in our nation's public 
schools that had developed over more than thirty years since the U.S. Supreme 
Court decision ill 1962 regarding state sponsored school prayer.l believe that 
these guidelines have helped school officials, teachers, students and parents find 
a new common ground on the important issue of religious freedom consistent 
with constitutional requirements. 

In July of 1996. for example, the Saint Louis School Board adopted a 
district wide policy using these guidelines. While the school district had previ­
ously allowed certain religious activities, it had never spelled them out before, 
resulting in a lawsuit over the right of a student to pray before lunch in the 

. cafeteria. The creation of a clearly defined policy using the guidelines allowed 
. the school board and the family of the student to arrive at a mutually satisfactory 
settlement. 

In a case decided last year in a United States District Court in Alabama, 
(Chandler v. James) involving student initiated prayer at school related events, 
the court instructed the DeKalb County School District to maintain for circula­
tion in the library of each school a copy of the presidential guidelines. 

The great advantage of the presidential guidelines, however, is that they 
allow school districts to avoid contentious disputes by developing a common 
understanding among students, teachers, parents and the broader community that 
the First Amendment does in fact provide ample room for religious expression 
by students while at the same time maintaining freedom from government 
sponsored religion. 

The development and use of these presidential guidelines were not and are 
not isolated activities. Rather, these guidelines are part of an ongoing and 
growing effort by educators and America's religious community to find a new 
common ground. In April of 1995, for example, thirty-fi ve religious groups 
issued "Religion in the Public Schools: A Joint Statement of Current Law" that 
the Department drew from in developing its own guidelines. Following the 
release of the presidential guidelines, the National PTA and the Freedom Forum 
jointly published in 1996 "A Parent's Guide to Religion in the Public Schools" 
which put the guidelines into an easily understandable question and answer 
format. 
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In the last two years, I have held three religious-education summits to 
inform faith communities and educators about the guidelines and to encourage 
continued dialogue and cooperation within constitutional limits. Many religious 
communities have contacted local schools and school systems to offer their 
assistance because of the clarity provided by the guidelines. The United Method­
ist Church has provided reading tutors to many schools, and Hadassah and the 
Women's League for Conservative Judaism have both been extremely active in 
providing local schools with support for summer reading programs. 

The guidelines we are releasing today are the same as originally issued in 
1995, except that changes have been made in the sections on religious excusals 
and student garb to reflect the Supreme Court decision in Boerne v. Flores 
declaring the Religious Freedom Restoration Act unconstitutional as applied to 
actions of state and local governments. . 

These guidelines continue to reflect two basic and equally important 
obligations imposed on public school officials by the First Amendment. First, 
schools may not forbid students acting on their own from expressing their 
personal religious views or beliefs solely because they are of a religious nature. 
Schools may not discriminate against private religious expression by.students, 
but must instead give students the same right to engage in religious activity and 
discussion as they have to engage in other comparable activity. Generally, this 
means that students may pray in a nondisruptive manner during the school day 
when they are not engaged in school activities and instruction, subject to the 
same rules of order that apply to other student speech. . 

At the same time, schools may not endorse religious activity or doctrine, 
nor may they coerce participation in religious activity. Among other things, of 
course, school administrators and teachers may not organize or encourage prayer 
exercises in the classroom. Teachers, coaches and other school officials who act 
as advisors to stpdent groups must remain mindful that they cannot engage in or 
lead the religious activities of students. 

And the right of religious expression in school does not include the right 
to have a "captive audience" listen, or to compel other students to participate .. 
School officials should not permit student religious speech to tum into religious 
harassment aimed at a student or a small group of students. Students dO'not have 
the right to make repeated invitations to other students to participate in religious 
activity in the face of a request to stop. 

The statement of principles set forth below derives from the First Amend­
ment. Implementation of these principles, of course, will depend on specific 
factual contexts and will require careful consideration in particular cases. 

In issuing these revised guidelines I encourage every school district to 
make sure that principals, teachers, students and parents are familiar with their 
content. To that end I offer three suggestions: . 

First, school.districts should use these guidelines to revise or develop their 
own district wide policy regarding religious expression. In developing such a 
policy, school officials can engage parents, teachers, the various faith communi­
ties and the broader community in a positive dialogue to define a common 
ground that gives all parties the assurance that when questions do arise regarding 
religious expression the community is well prepared to apply these guidelines to 
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specific cases. The Davis County School District in Farmington, Utah,is an 
example of a school district that has taken the affirmative step of developing 
such a policy. . . 

At a time of increasing religious diversity in our country such a proactive 
step can help school districts create a framework of civility that reaffirms and 
strengthens the community consensus regarding religious liberty. School 
districts that do not make the effort to develop their own policy may find 
themselves unprepared for th~ intensity of the debate that can engage a commu­
nity when positions harden around a live controversy involving religious 
expression in public schools. 

Second, I encourage principals and administrators to take the additional 
step of making sure that teachers, so often on the front line of any dispute 
regarding religious expre~sion, are fully informed about the guidelines. The 
Gwinnett County School·system in Georgia, for example, begins every school 
year with workshops for teachers that include the distribution of these presiden­
tial guidelines. Our nation's schools of education can also do their part by 
ensuring that prospective teachers are knowledgeable about religious expression 
in the classroom. 

Third, I encourage schools to actively take steps to inform parents and 
students about religious expression in school using these guidelines. The Carter 
County School District in Elizabethton, Tennessee. included the subject of 
religious expression in a character education program that it developed in the 
fall of 1997. This effort included sending home to every parent a copy of the 
"Parent's Guide to Religion in the Public Schools." 

Help is available for those school districts that seek to develop policies on 
religi9us expression. I have enclosed a list of associations and groups that can 
provide information to school districts and parents who seek to learn more about 
religious expression in our nation's public schools. . 

In addition. citizens can tum to the U.S. Department of Education web site 
(http://www.ed.gov) for information about the guidelines and other activities of 
the Department that support the growing effort of educators and religious 
communities to support the education of our nation's children. 

Finally, I encourage teachers and principals to see the First Amendment as 
something more than a piece of dry, old parchment locked away in the national 
attic gathering dust. It is a vital living principle, a call to action, and a demand 
that each generation reaffirm its connection to the basic idea that is America ­
that we are a free people who protect our freedoms by respecting the freedom of 
others who differ from us. 

Our history as a nation reflects the history of the Puritan, the Quaker. the 
Baptist, .the Catholic, the Jew and many others fleeing persecution to find 
religious freedom in America. The United States remains the most successful 
experiment in religious freedom that the world has ever known because the First 
Amendment uniquely balances freedom of private religious belief and expres­
sion with freedom from state-imposed religious expression. 

Public schools can neither foster religion nor preclude it. Our public 
. schools must treat religion with fairness and respect and vigorously protect 
religious expression as well as the freedom of conscience of all other students. 
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In so doing our public schools reaffirm the First Amendment and enrich the lives 
of their students. 

I encourage you to share this information widely and in the most appropri­
ate manner with your school community. Please accept my sincere thanks for 
your continuing work on behalf of all of America's children. 

Sincerely, 

~~ 
Richard W. Riley 
U.S. Secretary of Education 

RELIGIOUS EXPRESSIO: 
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the First Amendment and enrich the lives 

!rmation widely and in the most appropri­
y. Please accept my sincere thanks for 
If America's children. 

, 
~~ 
hard W. Riley 
:. Secretary of Education 

RELIGIOUS EXPRESSION IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

Student prayer and religious discussion: The Establishment Clause of 
the First Amendment does not prohibit purely private religious speech by 
students. Students therefore have the same right to engage in individual or group 
prayer and religious discussion during the school day as they do to engage in 
other comparable activity. For example, students may read their Bibles or other

1 scriptures, say grace before meals, and pray before tests to the same extent they 
may engage in comparable nondisruptive activities. Local school authorities 
possess substantial discretion to impose rules of order and other pedagogical J 
restrictions on student activities, but they may not structure or administer such 
rules to discriminate agaillst religious activity or speech. 

Generally, students may pray in a nondisruptive manner when not engaged 
in school activities or instruction, and subject to the rules that normally pertain 
in the applicable setting. Specifically, students in informal settings, such as 
cafeterias and hallways, may pray and discuss their religious views with each 
other, subject to the same rules of order as apply to other student activities and 
speech. Students may also speak to,and attempt to persuade, their peers about 
religious topics just as they do with regard to political topics. School officials, 
however, should intercede to stop student speech that constitutes harassment 
aimed at a student or a group of students. 

Students may also participate in before or after school events with religious 
content, s,uch as "see you at the flag pole" gatherings, on the same terms as they 
may participate in other noncurriculum activities on school premises. School 
officials may neither discourage nor encourage participation in such ali event. 

The right to engage in voluntary prayer or religious discussion free from 
discrimination does not include the right to have a captive audience listen, or to 
.compel other students to participate. Teachers and school administrators should 
ensure that no student is in any way coerced to participate in religious activity. 

Graduation prayer and baccalaureates: Under current Supreme Court 
'decisions, school officials may not mandate or organize prayer at graduation, nor 
organize religious baccalaureate ceremonies. If a school generally opens its 
facilities to private groups, it must make its facili~es available on the same terms 
to organizers of privately sponsored religious baccalaureate services. A school 
may not extend preferential treatment to baccalaureate ceremonies and may in 
some instances be obliged to disclaim official endorsement ofsuch ceremonies. 1 

I Official neutrality regarding religious activity: Teachers and school 
administrators, when acting in those capacities, are representatives of the state 
and are prohibited by the establishment clause from soliciting or encouraging 
religious activity, and from participating in such activity with students. Teachers 
and administrators also are prohibited from discouraging activity because of its 
religious content, and from soliciting or encouraging antireligious activity. 

Teaching about religion: Public schools may not provide religious 
instruction, but they may teach about religion, including the Bible or other 
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scripture: the history of religion, compara.ti~e r~ligion, .the Bible (or 0t?er 
scripture)-as-literatu~e, and the role of relIgIOn In the his~ory of ~~ Umt~d .States 
and other countries all are permissible public school subjects. SInularly, It IS 
permissible to consider religious influences on art, m.u~ic, liter~ture, ~nd so~ial 
studies. Although public schools may teach about relIgIOus hohday~, IncludIng 
their religious aspects, and may. celebrate the secular aspects of hohdays, 
schools may not observe holidays as religious events or promote such obser­
vance by students. 

• Student assignments: Students may express their beliefs about religion in 
the form of homework, artwork, and other written and oral assignments free of 
discrimination based on the religious content of their submissions. Such home 
and classroom work should be judged by ordinary academic standards of 
substance and relevance, and against other legitimate pedagogical concerns 
identified by the school. 

Religious literature: Students have a right to dis~ibute rel~gi~us literature 
to their schoolmates on the same terms as they are penrutted to dIstribute other 
literature that is unrelated to school curriculum or activities. Schools may 

. impose the same reasonable time, place, and manner or other constitutional 
restrictions on distribution of religious literature as they do on nonschool .' 
literature generally, but they may not single out religious literature for speCIal 
regulation. 

Religious excusaIs: Subject to applicable State laws, schools enjoy 
substantial discretion to excuse individual students from lessons that are . 
objectionable to the student or the students' parents on religious or other . 
conscientious grounds. However, students generally d~ not h.ave ~ ~ederal ~lght 
to be excused from lessons that may be inconsistent With theIr rehglOus belIefs 
or practices. School officials may neither encourage nor discourage students 
from availing themselves of an excusal option. 

Released time: Subje~t to applicable State laws schools have the discre­1 
tion to dismiss students to off-premises religious instruction, provided that 
schools do not encourage or discourage participation or, penalize those who do 
not attend. Schools may not allow religious instruction by outsiders on school 
premises during the school day. . 

Teaching values: Though schools must be ?eutr?l.with respect to. religion, 
they may play an active role with respect to teachIng CIVIC values and VIrtue, and 
the moral code.that holds us together as a community. The fact that some of 
these values are held also by religions does not make it unlawful to teach them 
in school. 

Student garb: Schools enjoy substantial discretion in adopting policies 
relating to student dress and school uniforms. Students generally have n~ 
Federal right to be exempted from religiously-neutral and gener?lly appltcable 

school dress rules based on their religiom 

. may not single out religious attire in gene 

. prohibition or regulation. Students may d 

clothing to the same extent that they are f 

messages. Religious messages may not bl 

are subject to the same rules as generally 


THE EQUAL A 

The Equal Access Act is designed t 
Amendment, student religious activities ~ 
school facilities as are student secular act 
Federal courts, as well as its interpretatio 
Justice has advised that the Act should be 
things, that: 

General provisions: Student religi 
schools have the same right of access to ! 

comparable student groups. Under the E~ 
Federal funds that allows one or more stu 
meet on its premises during noninstructio 
student religious groups. 

Prayer services and worship exert 
and protected by the Equal Access Act, m 
"reading, or other worship exercise. 

Equal access to means of publicizi 
Federal funds must allow student groups I 
media - including the public address sys 
school bulletin board to announce theit 
noncurriculum-related student groups are 
policy concerning the use of school medi~ 
related student groups in a nondiscriminat 
inform students that certain groups are no 

Lunch-time and recess covered: A 
under the Equal Access Act, triggering eql 
when it allows students to meet during thf 
noninstructional time during the school d~ 
meet before and after the school day. 
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school dress rules based on their religious beliefs or practices; however, schools 
may not single out religious attire in general, or attire of a particular re~igion, for 
prohibition or regulation. Students may display religious messages on Items of 
clothing to the same extent that they are permitted t9 display other comparable 
messages. Religious messages may not be singled out for suppression, but rather 
are subject to the same rules as generally apply to comparable messages .. 

THE EQUAL ACCESS ACT 

The Equal Access Act is designed to ensure th~t, consistent with the First 
Amendment, student reli,gious activities are accorded the same access to public 
school facilities as are stOdent secular activities. Based on decisions of the 
Federal courts, as well as its interpretations of the Act, the Department of 
Justice has advised that the Act should be interpreted as providing, among other 
things, that: 

General provisions: Student religious groups at public secondary 
schools have the same right of access to school facilities as is enjoyed by other 
comparable student groups. Under the Equal Access Act, a school receiving 
Federal funds that allows one or more student noncurriculum-related clubs to 
meet on its premises during noninstructional time may not refuse access to 
student religious groups. 

Prayer services-and worship exercises covered,;. A meeting, as defined 
and protected by the Equal Access Act, may include a prayer service, Bible 
reading, or other worship exercise. 

Equal access to means of publicizing meetings: A school recdving 
Federal funds must allow student groups meeting under the Act to use the school 
media including the public address system, the school newspaper, and the 
school bulletin board - to announce their meetings on the same terms as other 
noncurriculum-related student groups are allowed to use the school media. Any 
policy concerning the use of school media must be applied to all noncurriculum­
related student groups in a nondiscriminatory matter. Schools, however, may 
inform students that certain groups are not school sponsored. 

Lunch-time and recess covered: A school creates a limited open forum 
under the Equal Access Act, triggering equal access rights for religious groups, 
when it allows students to meet during their lunch periods or other . 
noninstructional time during the school day, as well as when it allows students to 
meet before and after the school day. 

RevisedMay 1998 
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LIST OF ORGANIZATIONS THAT CAN ANSWER 

QUESTIONS ON RELIGIOUS EXPRESSION 


IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS 


American Association of School Administrators 
Contact: Kelly Taylor 


1801 N. Moore Street 

Arlington, VA 22209 


Phone: (703) 528-0700 Fax: (703) 528-2146 

E-Mail: ktayior@aasa.org Web site: http://www.aasa.org 


American Jewish Congiess 
Contact: Marc Stern 


'15 East 84th Street 

New York, NY 10028 


Phone: (212) 360-1545 Fax: (212) 861-7056 

E-Mail: stern@ajcongress.org 


Christian Legal Society 
Contact: Center for Law and Religious Freedom 


4208 Evergreen Lane, #222 

Annandale, VA 22003, 


Phone: (703) 642-1070 Fax: (703) 642-1075 

E-Mail: c1rf@clsnet.org Web site: http://www.clsnet.com 


Fr¢edom Forum 
Contact: First Amendment Center 


1101 Wilson Blvd. 

Arlington, VA 22209 


Phone: (703) 528-0800 Fax: (703) 284-2879 
E-Mail: chaynes@freedomforum.org. Web site: http://www.freedomforum.org 

National Association of Evangelicals 
Contact: Forest Montgomery 


1001 Connecticut Avenue, NW, #522 

Washington, DC 20036 ' 


Phone: (202) 789-1011 Fax: (202) 842-0392 

E-Mail: oga@nae.net Web site: http://www.nae.net 


National PTA 
Contact: Maribeth Oakes 


1090 Vermont Ave., NW, Suite 1200 

Washington, DC 20005 


Phone: (202) 289-6790 Fax: (202) 289-6791 . 
. E-Mail: m_oakes@pta.org Web site: http://www.pta.org 

11 

http:http://www.pta.org
mailto:m_oakes@pta.org
http:http://www.nae.net
mailto:oga@nae.net
http:http://www.freedomforum.org
mailto:chaynes@freedomforum.org
http:http://www.clsnet.com
mailto:c1rf@clsnet.org
mailto:stern@ajcongress.org
http:http://www.aasa.org
mailto:ktayior@aasa.org


National School Boards Association 
Contact: Reginald Felton 

680 Duke Street 
Alexandria, VA 22314 

Phone: (703) 838-6782 Fax: (703) 548-5613 
E-Mail: rfelton@nsba.org Web site: http://www.nsba.org 

Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism 
Contact: Rabbi David Saperstein 

2027 Massachusetts Ave., NW 
Washington, DC 20036 

Phone: (202) 387-2800 Fax: (202),667-9070 
E-Mail: rac@uahc.org Web site: hup:llrj.org/RACI 
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