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Religious Freedom:
Teach It or Lose It

Support for separation of church and state is
eroding because our heritage of religious freedom

is not being taught in the nation's schools.

teaching "creation science," state-
sponsored religious exercises, and
other controversial practices show that
many Americans are either ignorant of
or confused about the meaning and
significance of "no establishment" andT he opening clauses of the First "'free exercise." These battles also

Amendment may be the most show that we face a rising tide of
widely accepted but least under religious intolerance and a serious

stood words in the Bill of Rights. Dur- erosion of support for the separation
ing the next five years, as we celebrate of religion and government
200 vears of constitutional govern
ment, educators have a unique oppor-
runitry, as well as a responsibility, to Causes of Ignorance and
focus attention on America's ongoing Confusion About
struggle to preserve religious free- Constitutional Guarantee
dom. Current battles in the public Why are so many people confused
schools over textbook censorship, about the meaning of our first free-

dom? Many educators blame the ambi
guities of recent Supreme Court rul-
ings, the cries by the religious right for
adherence to their version of Chris-
tianity, and the media treatment of
religious issues. The root of our prob-
lem, however, may be closer to
home-in the classroom.

Four recent textbook studies, in-
cluding one of my own, conclude that
widely used social studies texts largely
ignore the role of religions and, con-
sequently, the story of religious free-
dom, in American history and society.
From this, we can also conclude that
our heritage of religious freedom is
not being adequately taught in the
nation's schools. This lack of educa-
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Congress shall make no law re-
specting an establishment of religion
or prohibiting the free exercise there-
of



Religic in the Public Schools

tion about a vital dimension of our
heritage must surely be a major con-
tributor to the sad fact that many
Americans neither fully understand
nor accept the principles of religious
liberty embodied in the First
Amendment.

These four studies provide irrefut-
able evidence that religion is badly
neglected and poorly treated in social
studies texts This conclusion is a com-
mon ground shared by people on
different sides of the debate about the
role of religion in the schools. For
example, the best known of the stud-
ies, a National Institute of Education
report by Paul Vitz, represents the
conservative Christian perspective that
decries neglect of "traditional values,"
including religion, in the curriculum.
vitz views the poor representation of
religion in textbooks as pan of a delib-
erate secularization of the schools by,
among others, textbook writers with a
"liberal bent" Vitz's ideology, howev-
er, does not invalidate his basic find-
ing about the absence of religion in
the texts The study, sponsored by a
liberal advocacy group, People for the
American Way, while denying a secu-
lar conspiracy, arrives at the same
conclusion 2

Because religion is not discussed in
the schools, students learn little about
the history of religious freedom My
own textbook study, reinforced by
meetings with teachers and students in
schools throughout the nation, shows
a shocking absence of religious free-
dom education in social studies curric-
ulums. Beginning with U.S. history
texts, I found, in agreement with Rob-
en Bryan's study for LEARN, Inc., that
consideration of religion and religious
freedom is usually confined to the
colonial period. Moreover, even that
discussion is frequently superficial
and misleading.
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In most U.S. history texts, religion
virtually disappears after the Revolu-
tion, and the story of religious free-
dom ends with the passage of the First
Amendment in 1789. Readers of these
books learn practically nothing about
the several great religious "awaken-
ings" that influenced the direction of
our history. The proliferation of reli-
gious movements, the struggles of
their members for liberty, and the de

facto Protestant establishment during
much of our history are a few of the
more obvious areas of neglect The
story of religious liberty., perhaps the
greatest American contribution to
world civilization, is not told in U.S.
histonr textbooks.

Most government and civics text-
books are equally deficient The prin-
ciple of church-state separation, one of
the most remarkable achievements in
histor,. is almost completely ignored
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"My ... textbook
study, reinforced by
meetings with
teachers and
students in schools
throughout the
nation, shows a
shocking absence of
religious freedom
education in
social studies
curriculums."

in the texts I examined. "Good citizen-
ship" is presented with little or no
reference to the religious pluralism of
our society or to the meaning of reli-
gious liberty and toleration. The evo-
lution and workings of our govern-
ment are explained without reference
to the implications of the religion
clauses for our constitutional system.
These findings show why many Ameri-
cans are bewildered by current
church-state battles and fall prey to the
many distorted interpretations of the
First Amendment popular in the Unit-
ed States today

Educators and Publishers
Fear Controversy
In recent years, the fear of controversy
appears to have played a major role in
the decision by textbook publishers to
neglect religion. In this respect, pub-
lishers mirror the reluctance of many
teachers and administrators to risk
community conflict by mentioning re-
ligion in the classroom. Moreover.
many educators hold the mistaken no-
tion that teaching about religion is
unconstitutional, despite the fact that,
in school prayer and Bible reading
decisions, the Supreme Court strongly
encouraged objective study of reli-
gions in the public schools.3

Ironically, the avoidance of reli
gious questions has itself created con-
troversy! The neglect of religion in
textbooks and in social studies
courses, whether inadvertent or delib-
erate, has invited charges of "censor-
ship by omission" and "a secular hu-
manist conspiracy."4

The best answer to such charges is
to offer textbooks that objectively and
accurately portray the religious di-
mensions of American life and history.
Such texts will help students t- under-
stand the significance and meaning of
our long struggle to maintain religious
freedom. And this understanding will,
in turn, promote religious toleration
and a full appreciation of America's
religious diversity. This may not be
what school critics, especially those on
the religious right, have in mind, but it
is the only constitutionally acceptable
and educationally sound way to teach
students about religion and religious
freedom

A balanced presentation of religions
in history and government texts will

not be easy, given our religious diver-
sity and the complexity of the issues
involved. Nevertheless, the difficulty of
the task must not deter us from doing
what must be done to give students a
full and accurate education.

For nearly two centuries, the reli-
gion clauses of the First Amendment
charted a course in freedom unparal-
leled in human history. The United
States remains a nation where govern-
ment and religion are separate and
hundreds of religious groups flourish.
We must ensure that the present gen-
eration of Americans receives the tools
necessary to preserve and protect this
freedom for the next 200 years and
beyond.
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