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 February 27, 2012 
  
By U.S. Mail & Fax 
 
Mary Perry, Director 
Arnold Alaniz, Assistant Director 
Texas Education Agency 
Division of Charter School Administration 
1701 N. Congress Avenue 
Austin, TX 78701 
Fax: (512) 463-9732 
 
 Re:  Promotion of religion by public charter school 
 
Dear Ms. Perry & Mr. Alaniz:  
 

We have received a complaint about the promotion of religion by Truth Campus, 
Shekinah Radiance Academy, a charter school in Royse City, Texas. We understand that 
Truth Campus (1) promotes weekly school-sponsored chapel services, (2) offers weekly 
Bible-study classes, and (3) uses a religious name and what appears to be a religious 
logo.   

 
Truth Campus is a “public school” that is “100% funded by the state of Texas.” 

Frequently Asked Questions, Truth Campus, http://truthcampus.org/faq/ (last visited 
Feb. 24, 2012). As a public charter school, Truth Campus must comply with the 
Establishment Clause of the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. See, e.g., 
Daugherty v. Vanguard Charter Sch. Acad., 116 F. Supp. 2d 897 (W.D. Mich. 2000); 
Porta v. Klagholz, 19 F. Supp. 2d 290, 303 (D.N.J. 1998). Texas law, moreover, provides 
that charter schools are “subject to federal and state laws and rules governing public 
schools.” Tex. Educ. Code § 12.103. Truth Campus’s chapel services, Bible classes, and 
religious name and logo violate the cardinal rule of the Establishment Clause: 
Government entities may not take action that “has the purpose or effect of ‘endorsing’ 
religion.” Cnty. of Allegheny v. ACLU, 492 U.S. 573, 592 (1989). Accordingly, we urge 
the Division of Charter School Administration to, as a condition of continued funding, 
require Truth Campus to suspend the practices detailed below. 
 

A. Chapel services 

We understand that Truth Campus “offers a weekly optional Chapel service for 
the students.” Rockwall Public, Truth Campus, http://truthcampus.org (click tab 
entitled “Rockwall Public”) (last visited Feb. 24, 2012). Moreover, a promotional video 
on Truth Campus’s website includes parents describing how these chapel services teach 
students “about all the wonderful things that God is doing for them in their lives.” 
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Testimonials, Truth Campus, http://truthcampus.org/testimonials/ (last visited Feb. 
24, 2012).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In promoting religious chapel services, Truth Campus is violating the U.S. 
Supreme Court’s rulings that the Establishment Clause prohibits public schools from 
sponsoring religious activities, including prayer services, whether they are led by school 
personnel or by third parties. See, e.g., Santa Fe Indep. Sch. Dist. v. Doe, 530 U.S. 290, 
302–03 (2000) (student-led prayers at high-school football games); Lee v. Weisman, 
505 U.S. 577, 587–90 (1992) (invitation of rabbi to lead prayer at graduation); Engel v. 
Vitale, 370 U.S. 421, 430–33 (1962) (school officials leading students in prayer at 
beginning of school day); McCollum v. Bd. of Educ., 333 U.S. 203, 209–12 (1948) 
(religious classes taught in public school by private-school teachers). This type of 
violation cannot be cured by making attendance at these services voluntary; whether or 
not students are forced to attend the services, a public entity’s sponsorship of chapel 
services “sends a message to nonadherents that they are outsiders, not full members of 
the political community.” Santa Fe, 530 U.S. at 309–10. 

Truth Campus’s promotion of religious services is unconstitutional even if the 
services themselves take place during “release time.” Courts, including the U.S. Supreme 
Court, have reiterated that “release time” does not cure otherwise impermissible public-
school endorsement of religious services. See, e.g., McCollum v. Bd. of Educ., 333 U.S. 
203, 209, 227 (1948) (enjoining release-time program involving “the use of tax-
supported property for religious instruction” and “close cooperation between the school 
authorities and the religious council in promoting religious education”); Lanner v. 
Wimmer, 662 F.2d 1349, 1358–59, 1361 (10th Cir. 1981) (same where public-school 
officials were entangled in release-time program); H.S. v. Huntington Cnty. Cmty. Sch. 
Corp., 616 F. Supp. 2d 863, 876–77, 880 (N.D. Ind. 2009) (preliminary injunction 
barring release-time program held in trailer on school property); Doe v. Shenandoah 
Cnty. Sch. Bd., 737 F. Supp. 913, 918 (W.D. Va. 1990) (release-time program that 
operated in private buses in front of the school violated Establishment Clause because of 
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“the appearance of official involvement”). Public schools may release students to receive 
religious instruction during the school day only when the program is conducted off 
campus, participants are solicited and transported by the religious provider (not the 
school), and school officials do not encourage students to participate. See Zorach v. 
Clauson, 343 U.S. 306, 308–12 (1952) (no school involvement in promoting or 
administering program); Pierce ex rel. Pierce v. Sullivan W. Cent. Sch. Dist., 379 F.3d 
56, 59–61 (2d Cir. 2004) (release-time program prohibited use of public funds and 
prohibited school from coercing participation); Moss v. Spartanburg Cnty. Sch. Dist. 
No. 7, 775 F. Supp. 2d 858, 865, 873–75 (D.S.C. 2011) (release-time program prohibited 
school officials from promoting participation). Truth Campus’s endorsement of chapel 
services—which appear to be a major part of the school’s promotional efforts—cannot be 
undone through release time. 

B. Bible-study class 

Like its promotion of chapel services, Truth Campus’s sponsorship of Bible-study 
classes constitutes unlawful government endorsement of religion. For instance, the 
school’s website currently advertises “a study through James”—“every Monday from 

3:15pm–4:00pm”—and asks 
students to “bring a Bible 
and a notepad starting 
February 6th.” Truth 
Campus—Shekinah 
Radiance Academy, 
http://truthcampus.org (last 
visited Feb. 24, 2012). In 
offering “a study through 
James” and asking students 
to bring only “a Bible and a 
notebook,” the school 
appears to be teaching from 
a perspective that is 
religious, not academic.  

In teaching the Bible from a religious point of view, Truth Campus unlawfully 
“communicates a message of government endorsement of religion.” Doe v. Porter, 370 
F.3d 558, 563 (6th Cir. 2004). Courts have enjoined public schools from offering Bible 
instruction to convey a religious message, rather than an academic lesson. See, e.g., id. 
at 562–63 (enjoining public school from teaching Bible “as religious truth” from a 
Christian perspective); Hall v. Bd. of Sch. Comm’rs, 656 F.2d 999, 1002–03 (5th Cir. 
Unit B 1981) (Establishment Clause prohibited Bible course that “consisted entirely of a 
Christian religious perspective”); Herdahl v. Pontotoc Cnty. Sch. Dist., 933 F. Supp. 
582, 593–98 (N.D. Miss. 1996) (same where public-school Bible class used “a children’s 
version of a Bible that Christians would use”); Doe v. Human, 725 F. Supp. 1503, 1508 
(W.D. Ark. 1989) (enjoining on-campus, Bible-study class that taught religious 
doctrine), aff’d mem., 923 F.2d 857 (8th Cir. 1990). A public school can teach the Bible 
only “for its literary and historic qualities. . . . when presented objectively as a part of a 

http://truthcampus.org (last visited Feb. 24, 2012) 
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secular program of education.” Sch. Dist. of Abington Twp. v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203, 
225 (1963). 

C. Religious name and logo 

Finally, Truth Campus’s name is religious in nature and its logo appears to be as 
well. The school’s full name—Truth Campus, Shekinah Radiance Academy—contains the 
term “Shekinah,” which means “God’s Presence.” The Shekinah Glory, Bible History, 
http://www.bible-history.com/tabernacle/TAB4The_Shekinah_Glory.htm (last visited 
Feb 24, 2012); see also Shekinah, Jewish Encyclopedia, http://www.jewishencyclopedia 
.com/articles/13537-shekinah (last visited Feb. 24, 2012) (“The majestic presence or 
manifestation of God which has descended to ‘dwell’ among men. . . . [T]he term was 
used by the Rabbis in place of ‘God’ where the anthropomorphic expressions of the Bible 
were no longer regarded as proper.”). “Shekinah” is also a name used by Christian 
churches. See, e.g., Shekinah Church, http://www.shekinah.net (last visited Feb. 22, 
2012). The religious message conveyed by the name is reinforced by the school’s logo, 
which appears to consist of a cross placed on a shield. See Truth Campus—Shekinah 
Radiance Academy, http://truthcampus.org (last visited Feb. 24, 2012). 

A public entity such as Truth Campus endorses religion when it adopts a religious 
name or logo. See, e.g., Robinson v. City of Edmond, 68 F.3d 1226, 1233 (10th Cir. 1995) 
(unconstitutional to include a Latin cross in city seal); Ellis v. City of La Mesa, 990 F.2d 
1518, 1528 (9th Cir. 1993) (inclusion of a Christian symbol in a city seal displayed a 
“preference” for Christianity); Harris v. City of Zion, 927 F.2d 1401, 1414 (7th Cir. 1991) 
(city seal that contained a Latin cross was unconstitutional because, “[d]epicting . . . 
patently religious symbols on a corporate seal that is wholly owned and controlled by 
the City connotes the City’s approval for the message conveyed”); Friedman v. Cnty. of 
Bernalillo, 781 F.2d 777, 781 (10th Cir. 1985) (en banc) (presence of a Roman Catholic 
symbol on a city seal “leads the average observer to the conclusion that the county 
government was ‘advertising’ the Catholic faith”); ACLU of Minn. v. Tarek ibn Ziyad 
Acad., 788 F. Supp. 2d 950, 963–65 (D. Minn. 2011) (allowing Plaintiff’s claim that a 
public charter school “establish[ed] a pervasively sectarian atmosphere for the purpose 
of promoting Islam,” which included a claim that the “school name” contributed to this 
environment). Especially when viewed alongside the school’s Chapel services and Bible 
study, the combination of religious name and logo promotes amplifies the improper 
promotion of religion. 

* * * 
 

  We ask that the Texas Education Agency exercise its authority to require that 
Truth Campus comply with federal law as a condition of retaining its state funding. The 
Commissioner has the power to “modify, place on probation, revoke, or deny renewal of 
the charter of an open-enrollment charter school if the commissioner determines that 
the charter holder . . . failed to comply with [Chapter 12(D) of the Texas Education 
Code] or another applicable law or rule.” Tex. Educ. Code § 12.115(a). To comply with 
the Establishment Clause, Truth Campus must promptly take the following steps: (1) 
cease offering school-sponsored chapel services, (2) cease offering Bible study classes, 
and (3) adopt a non-religious name and logo. 



We would appreciate a response to this letter within thirty days. We have also 
enclosed public-records requests for the Agency. If you have any questions or would like 
to discuss this issue further, please contact Benjamin Hazelwood at (202) 466-3234 or 
hazelwood@au.org. 

Enclosure (public-records request) 

Sincerely, 

Gregory M. Lipper, Senior Litigation Counsel 
Benjamin N. Hazelwood, Madison Fellow* 

*Admitted in New York only. Directly supervised by 
Gregory M. Lipper, a member of the D.C. Bar. 
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