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The Issue at Hand:
Religious Challenges

to Public Schools

very aspect of public school
practice-from textbooks to use
of buildings to codes of student

conduct--is under challenge on reli-
gious grounds The essays in this Con-
temporary Issues feature, "Religion in
the Public Schools." offer educators
the opportunity to reappraise the
questions being raised about the rela-
tionship between secular authority
and religious belief

Five years ago, when I was sifting
through responses to the "Social Is-
sues and School Curriculum" survey
published in the October 1982 issue of
Educational Leadersip, I was sur-
prised to find that one respondent had
identified religion as an issue of con-
cern to educators. I had naively as-
sumed that the broad national consen-
sus about the relationship between
public schools and religious practice
was secure Recent events certainly
prove me wrong.

In the face of the current controver-
sies, it's wise to remember there are
two issues at stake. The hrst is substan-
tive and calls for professional ludg-
ment: Is the approach being advocated
educationally sound? The second is
constitutional and requires profes-
sional affirmation: Within the constitu-
tional framework of our democracy.
public schools belong to the people.
As educators, we must be careful not

to attack the right of the public to
control its schools even when, or per-

haps especially when, we disagree
with the substance of a proposal made
by a segment of that public.

Just as religious doctrine was used
by inquisitors of the middle ages as a
vehicle of imposing the church's au-
thority on an increasingly secular Eu-

rope, extremist groups today seek to
impose their views on society in gen-
eral by keeping "score cards' on the
moral and social agenda of politicians
Nowhere are the scores kept more
actively than in education.

The opposing viewpoints of R. Free
man Butts and Robert Cord on Su
preme Court interpretations of the
clauses on religious freedom in the
Bill of Rights offer educators the op-
portuniry to reflect on what each of us
regards as the proper relationship be-
tween religious concerns and secular
authority in our schools.

Charles Parks documents how reli-
gious belief can be used as a sword by
religious groups that would have their
will be done in the nation's schools
Donna Hulsizer notes many of the
problems teachers would face as a
result of the most recent court deci-
sions, while Charles Haynes reports
on the lack of discussion about reli-
gion in history textbooks.

This collection of essays provides
thoughtful analyses to help inform our
obligation to understand and respond
to the concerns of parents and
citizens.-I

Alex Molnar is Professor of Education,
The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee,
P.O. Box 413, Milwaukee. WI 53201 He is
consultant to Educational L. eaderop for
Contemporary Issues

4 EDUCATIONAL LEADEksIP

-- Ml -1 DI~B~ -1 / qgla



 
 
 
Copyright © 1987 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




