
guidelines to assure a friendly 
classroom atmosphere for all 
traditions and beliefs inter-
ested in studying the Bible.  
Most importantly, the high 
court held that Bible electives 
may be offered as long as the 
class is “presented objectively 
as part of a secular program of 

education.”²  

Associate Justice Tom Clark 
wrote, “ It certainly may be 
said that the Bible is worthy of 
study for its literary and his-
toric qualities.” Other Court 
rulings, notably Epperson v. 
Arkansas in 1968 and Stone v. 
Graham in 1980, underscored 
the constitutionality of teach-
ing about the Bible and relig-

ion. 

¹Religious Liberty, Public Education, and the Future of 
American Democracy: A Statement of Principles. First 

Amendment Center. Publication No. 95-F07. 

²School District of Abington Twp v. Schmpp, 374 U.S. 
203, 225 (1963).  See Stone v. Graham, 449 U.S. 39, 

42 (1980) (per curiam). 

 

 

Each day millions of parents from 
diverse religious backgrounds en-
trust the education of their chil-
dren to the teachers in our na-
tion’s public schools.  For this rea-
son, teachers need to be fully in-

formed about the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

constitutional and educational prin-
ciples for understanding the role of 

religion in public education. 

We need to move beyond the con-
fusion and conflict that has sur-
rounded religion in the public 
schools. For most of our history, 
the debate has been shaped by 

polarity.   

• On one end of the spectrum 
are those who advocate pro-
motion of religion (usually 
their own) in school practices 

and policies.   

• On the other end are those 
who view public schools as 

religion-free zones. 

Neither of these approaches is 
consistent with the guiding princi-

ples of the Religion Clauses of 
the First Amendment.  Schools 
need a solution that does not 

start a fight or trigger a lawsuit.  

This need for middle ground is 
evident in today’s debate over 
the legality and appropriateness 
of teaching elective courses on 

the Bible in our public schools. 

Educating students about the 
Bible is not only legal but en-
couraged.  Objectively learning 
about the Bible through litera-
ture and historical venues gives 
students an insight into modern 
literature, history, law, and con-

temporary society. 

Public schools uphold the First 
Amendment when they protect the 
religious liberty rights of students of 
all faiths or none.  Schools demon-
strate fairness when they ensure 
that the curriculum includes study 
about religion, where appropriate, 
as an important part of a complete 
education….  Public schools may 
not inculcate not inhibit religion.  
They must be places where religion 
and religious conviction are treated 

with fairness and respect. ¹ 

Teaching a sometimes contro-
versial topic in an academic set-
ting poses a challenge to our 
school districts, school boards, 

teachers, and parents.   

In recent years, the U.S. Su-
preme Court has presented 
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In 2004, The Gallup Organization to 
conducted a survey of American 
teenagers’ biblical and religious lit-
erature knowledge.  In June of 2004, 
Gallup interviewed 1,002 students 
between the ages of 13-18 and com-
plied detailed report of their find-

ings.³ 

Awareness of Five Major Re-

ligions of the World 

Q: Can you name any of the five major 

religions of the world?  

♦ 78% named Christianity as one 

of the five major world religions.  

♦ 54% cited Buddhism and 47% 

identified Judaism.  

♦ 54% could name at least three of 

the major religions. 

♦ 10% named all five major relig-

ions.  

♦ 15% were unable to identify any 

of the five major religions. 

General Knowledge of Relig-

ions 

♦ 80% of students interviewed 
knew that Easter commemo-
rates the resurrection of Jesus, 
only 36% knew that Ramadan 
represents the Islamic holy 

month. 

♦ In an open-ended question, 80% 
of those interviewed identified 
the Koran as the sacred book of 
Islam.  Students academically 
near the top of their class were 
more likely to answer the ques-

tion correctly (42%). 

 

Biblical Knowledge 

♦ Approximately 72% identified 
Moses as the man who led the 
Israelites out of Egypt.  90% of 
those students attended private 
school while 70% attended public 

school. 

♦ 90% named Adam and Eve as the 
first man and woman according to 

Genesis. 

♦ 34% correctly named Cain as say-
ing, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” 
while 19% thought it was Abel.  
Slightly more than half of those 
interviewed attributed the quote 

to one of the two. 

♦ Three in every four (74%) cor-
rectly identified “Do not divorce” 
as not being one of the Ten Com-

mandments. 

♦ 32% of the students interviewed 
knew that, according to the book 
of Samuel, David did not try to kill 

King Saul. 

♦ Roughly seven in ten (69%) knew 
that in the New Testament, the 
Good Samaritan was someone 

who helped others. 

♦ 81% correctly identified the gold 
rule is “to do unto others as you 

would have them do unto you.  

♦ One third (34%) of the interview-
ees correctly identified the road 
to Damascus speaks of Saint Paul 
being blinded by a vision from 
God.  Most gave incorrect re-
sponses (43%) or did not know 

(23%). 

 

 

Sources of Information about 

the Bible 

♦ 72% of the students identified 
their church as their source 

about the Bible.   

♦ 40% named their parents, family 

or home as a source.   

♦ Reading the Bible, religious 
classes in school, and Bible study 
groups were the other sources 
most often named as sources of 

information on the Bible. 

Religious Study in School 

♦ 16% of students interviewed said 
their school required study of 

religion.  

♦ 80% were enrolled in private 
schools verses those attending 
public schools where only seven 
percent said their school re-

quired religion courses.  

♦ 31% of public school students 
study the Bible in an English class 
or social studies classes. 29% of 
public school students study the 

Bible in elective courses.  

♦ 80% of private school students 
are required to take religion 

courses. 

³Bible Literacy Report. Fairfax, VA: Bible Literacy Project, 2005. 
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How to Choose Bible Curriculum for Public Schools YES 

♦ Classes 

• Classes are required to be  academic and objective 

 

√ 

• Classes cannot promote a specific religion or religious perspective √ 

• Classes cannot criticize a specific religion or religious perspective √ 

• Classes must be approved by local school boards and meet TEKS standards √ 

♦ Teachers of Bible Courses in Texas 

• Teachers are held to the same standards as other teachers during the hiring process 

 

√ 

• Teachers should not be ineligible because they have religious training  √ 

• ALL teachers require training on the curriculum. √ 

♦ Teaching Materials 

• Local school boards determine what teaching materials to use 

 

√ 

• The Bible may be a primary source √ 

• Secondary sources are encouraged √ 

• Reviewed and endorsed by a wide range of religious organizations √ 

• Allows parents to teach their views of the bibles religious significance √ 

• Present differences in biblical translations to students √ 

♦ Bible Curriculum  

• Provide materials for both students and teachers 

 

√ 

• Include reputable biblical scholars among its authors and editors √ 

• Present the different versions of the Bible used in various religious traditions √ 

• Acknowledge, but not endorse, beliefs of religious traditions √ 

• Avoid presenting statements of belief as fact (such as describing the Bible as "the word of God ") √ 

• Include perspectives from both biblical and non-biblical sources  √ 

• Be accompanied by rigorous training for teachers to ensure a nonsectarian presentation √ 

Local school boards are empowered with curriculum selection in Texas. If teachers are to understand clearly how to teach 
ABOUT the Bible – and feel safe in doing so –local school boards should adopt policies on the role of study about religion in 
the curriculum. The policy should reflect constitutional principles and be developed with full involvement of parents and 
community members. The Texas Association of School Boards (TASB) www.tasb.org,  has a training video and materials, 

Religion in the Public Schools, that guides School board members and helps to avoid conflict or legal challenges. 

In recent years a consensus has emerged among many religious and educational groups about the appropriate role for relig-
ion in the public school curriculum. Since 1989 a coalition of 17 religious and educational organizations have come together 
to agree about the differences between teaching about religion in public schools and religious indoctrination. ( This consen-
sus statement is available in Finding Common Ground: A First Amendment Guide to Religion and Public Education, available at 

www.amazon.com), even with this guide, however,  a definitive student textbook has been a crying need.  

The Role of The Local School Board 



Choosing a Bible curriculum for public 
schools can sound ominous. Do you 

have to be a Bible scholar yourself?   

The nonprofit Bible Literacy Project of 
Fairfax, Va., has introduced “The Bible 
and Its Influence”.  A textbook, aimed at 
teaching public high school students 
about the Bible while avoiding legal and 

religious disputes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The colorful book ($50 school pricing, 
$67.95 retail) and forthcoming teacher's 
guide, covering both Old and New Tes-
taments, are planned for semester-long 
or full-year courses starting next year. 
The new textbook was field tested in 
two high schools and online teacher 
training is available through Concordia 

University in Portland, Ore. 

Evangelical literature scholar Leland 
Ryken of Wheaton College, called the 
textbook "a triumph of scholarship and 
a major publishing event." American 
Jewish Congress attorney Marc Stern, 
an adviser on the effort, said despite 
concern over growing tensions among 
U.S. religious groups, "this book is proof 
that the despair is premature, that it is 
possible to acknowledge and respect 
deep religious differences and yet still 

find common ground."    

Religious lobbies and federal courts have 
long struggled over Bible course con-
tent. To avoid problems, Bible Literacy's 
editors accommodated Jewish sensitivi-
ties about the New Testament, attrib-
uted reports about miracles to the bibli-

cal source rather than simply calling them 
historical facts and generally downplayed 
scholarly theories -- about authorship and 
dates, for example -- that offend conserva-
tives. 
 
The editors are Cullen Schippe, a retired 
vice president at textbook publisher Mac-
millan/McGraw-Hill, and Chuck Stetson, a 
venture capitalist who chairs Bible Literacy 
Project. There are over 41 contributors 
include prominent evangelical, mainline 
Protestant, Roman Catholic, Eastern Or-
thodox, Jewish and secular experts.  

 
The textbook follows detailed principles in 
a 1999 accord, "The Bible and Public 
Schools," brokered by Bible Literacy and 
the First Amendment Center, a nonparti-
san program of the Freedom Forum de-
voted to constitutional liberties. That ac-
cord is endorsed by seven major educa-
tional organizations and Christian, Jewish 
and Muslim groups.  

 
Stetson said "the important thing was not 
to compromise on peoples' beliefs. They 
are what they are." To Schippe, the key to 
effective education is respect for the bibli-
cal text, constitutional law, scholarship, 
various faith traditions and divergent inter-

pretations.  

For more on the Bible Literacy Project 

online, go to www.bibleliteracy.org. 

From Associated Press and Knight Ridder Press, 

Sept, 2005. 

 

 

 

 

 

Some excerpts from new public 
school textbook, "The Bible and Its 

Influence": 

On Moses parting the Red Sea:  

"With impassable waters before them and the 
furious Egyptians at their backs, the Israelites 
appeared doomed. But once more, according 

to Exodus, God intervened."  

On the virgin birth of Jesus:  

"The original word in Isaiah translated here as 
virgin can mean young girl or virgin. As it is 
cited in Matthew, however, it forms the basis 
for the Christian belief in the virgin birth. The 
tradition states Mary was a virgin when she 

conceived and bore Jesus."  

On influencing American history:  

"Words from the Bible are inscribed on public 
buildings. Political campaigns are laced with 
references to the Bible. ... Little of America's 
historic public speeches or its great reform 
movements or the pilgrim wanderings that led 
to America's founding is completely intelligible 
without at least a working knowledge of the 

Bible."  

On influencing Ernest Hemingway's 

"The Old Man and the Sea":  

"A number of gospel images can be found. ... 
The image of the fish recalls an ancient Chris-
tian symbol. The Old Man's bleeding hands 
recall the nails in Jesus' hands. The way the Old 
Man holds the line across his back is reminis-
cent of Jesus carrying the cross. ... The Old 
Man lies on his bed with his hat cutting into his 

head ... suggests the crown of thorns."   

On creation:  

"While some Christians read Genesis as a lit-
eral account of how God created the world, 
most Christians and Jews read Genesis for a 
different sort of revelation: for the what and 

why of creation rather than the how."  

On understanding the Rev. Martin 
Luther King Jr.'s speech on the eve of 

his assassination:  

"To grasp the full impact of this historic mo-
ment, one has to know the biblical references. 
One needs to know what the `mountaintop' is 
all about. What does `I may not get there with 
you' mean? What is this reference to the 

`promised land?'"  

The Bible Literacy Project for Public Schools 
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...it is possible to acknowl-

edge and respect deep reli-
gious differences and yet still 

find common ground." 

American Jewish Congress attor-
ney Marc Stern, an adviser on the 

project 


