
EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS Administrative Procedures 609A

Public Education and Organized Religion

It shall be the responsibility of the Superintendent and the Director of Curriculum and Instruction to
ensure that the study of religious materials, customs, beliefs, and holidays in the School District is in
keeping with the following guidelines:

1. The proposed activity must have a secular purpose.

2. The primary objective of the activity must be one that neither advances nor inhibits religion.

3. The activity must not foster excessive governmental relationships with religion.

The Superintendent is granted authority to develop and present for School Board review and approval
directives and guidelines for the purpose of providing further guidance relative to the teaching of
materials related to religion.  Approved directives and guidelines shall be attached as an addendum to
this policy.

Release Time

District 742 will honor requests for students to attend religious release-time activities.

Legal References: U.S. Constitution, First Amendment
Minn. Stat. §120A.22, Subd. 12(3) (Compulsory Instruction)
Minn. Stat. §120A.35 (Absence from School for Religious Observance)
Lemon v. Kurtzman, 403 U.S. 602, 91 S. Ct. 2105, 29 L.Ed. 2d 745 (1971)
Florey v. Sioux Falls Sch. Dist. 49-5, 619 F.2d 1311 (8th Cir.) cert. denied, 
449 U.S. 987, 101 S. Ct. 409, 66 L.Ed.2d 251 (1980)
Stark v. Independent Sch. Dist. No. 640, 123F.3d 1068 (8th Cir.) cert.

denied, 118 S. Ct. 1560, 140 L.Ed. 2d 792 (1997)
Minn. Op. Atty. Gen. 169-J (Feb. 14, 1968)
Minn. Op. Atty. Gen. 169-K (Oct. 21, 1949)
Minn. Op. Atty. Gen. No. 63 (1940)
Minn. Op. Atty. Gen. No. 120 (1924)
Minn. Op. Atty. Gen. No. 121 (1924)

Cross References: Board Policy 801 (Equal Access to Facilities of Secondary Schools)
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Instructional and Administrative Guidelines Regarding 
the Role of Religion in Public Education

Introduction

Public K-12 education will reflect the diverse secular, religious, cultural and ethnic traditions of the
peoples of the world.  District 742 staff must exercise care to do nothing that would inhibit or belittle the
religious or nonreligious beliefs of the families or children in their care.  The overall intent of these
guidelines is not to suppress individual student expression but to assist in deciding the appropriateness
of curriculum and instruction.  

Academic Study of Religions

Religion is an integral part of human culture.  Academic study of its role will be expected within the
following guidelines:

Ë  The school may sponsor study about religions, but not the practice of religion.

Ë  The school may expose students to all religious views, but may not impose
or give preference to any particular view.

Ë  The school's approach to religions is one of instruction, not indoctrination.

Ë  The function of the school is to educate about all religions, not to convert to any
religion.

Ë  The school's approach to religions is academic, not devotional. 

Ë  Students should study what people believe, but the school should not teach them what
they should believe.

Ë  The school should strive for student awareness and understanding of all religions, but
should not encourage student acceptance of any one religion.

Ë  The school should seek to inform students about various beliefs, but should not seek to
have them conform to any one belief. 

Academic study of the role of religion should:  

1. Meet academic objectives;

2. Diminish intolerance; and 



3. Reflect more than one perspective.  

The curriculum must not give preferential or derogatory treatment to religions in general or to any single
religion or religious/non-religious viewpoint(s).  

Teachers must be sensitive to the feelings and reactions of individual students who may have
conscientious objections to the material discussed.  An academic approach to the study about religions
is demonstrated by:

1. A pluralistic approach.

2. Openness to and empathy for alternative religious and nonreligious viewpoints among
students and a willingness to listen to them and accept their feelings and underlying
beliefs; and

3. Dedication to building a sense of human community through increased understanding of
and respect for all people and the appreciation of our common humanity in the midst of
our diversity.

Student Expression

This regulation is not intended to suppress individual student expression.  Students should feel free to
express their particular beliefs through art, music, or in written and/or verbal expression when open
assignments are made.  Student-initiated art, writing, or performance which includes religious themes or
symbols should receive the same consideration as other creative efforts as long as those efforts are in
accord with District 742 philosophy/goals and policies (see Sexual, Racial, and Religious Harassment
Policy, #0002).  However, teachers cannot make assignments that force students to participate in an
activity based on a particular religious belief or practice.  For example, it would not be appropriate for
the teacher to require students to draw or construct a particular religious picture or symbol.  However,
it would be appropriate for the teacher to require students to draw or construct a symbolic expression. 
In response to this assignment, a student could choose to use a religious symbol.

Resources and Teaching Aids

In the interests of good education, those who are knowledgeable about a particular culture or religion
may serve as resource persons in the classroom.  Education, and not 
the promotion of a sectarian philosophy, must remain the paramount aim of such instruction.

Teachers will want to avoid asking students to explain their beliefs and customs.  An offer to do so
should be treated with courtesy and accepted or rejected depending upon the educational relevancy.  

Religious symbols and/or secular symbols that are closely associated with a religion, must be used for
educational and not decorative purposes.  Their meaning must be explained to students as part of the
curriculum. 



The use of religious symbols is permitted as a teaching aid or resource, provided such symbols are
displayed temporarily and as examples of cultural and religious heritage.   

Fine Arts Curriculum

A balanced offering of art, music, literature and drama from various religious, cultural, and ethnic
traditions will be studied and/or performed in a course or at a concert so that the study/performance
will not be construed as a religious service or religious indoctrination.  Performances which include
religious content should be based on the independent educational merits of the material and should seek
to give exposure to many different cultures and religious expressions.  Concerts should avoid programs
dominated by religious music, especially when these coincide with a particular religious holiday. 

Concerts in December may appropriately include music related to Christmas and Chanukah, but
religious music should not dominate.  Nativity pageants or portraying the Chanukah miracle are not
appropriate in the public school setting.  None of the school activities in December should have the
purpose of promoting or inhibiting religion.
  
Holidays

The distinction between recognition and celebration of a holiday is similar to the difference between
teaching about and the practice of religion.  One may recognize a holiday.  This means to understand its
meaning, to define the group that accepts that meaning, and to recognize that there are people who do
not accept it as part of their belief and value system.  Celebration, on the other hand, implies
acceptance by those who participate.  The several holidays throughout the year which have a religious
and secular basis may be recognized in the public schools.

When recognized:

Ë  Holidays and holiday symbols/activities shall be approached from an academic
perspective and not promote religious beliefs or devotions.  

Ë  The historical and contemporary values and the origin of religious holidays  shall be
explained in an unbiased and objective manner without sectarian indoctrination. 

Ë Holiday programs shall serve an educational purpose for all students and should strive
to make no students feel excluded or identified with a religion not their own. 

A pupil's absence from school on a religious holiday shall be recognized as an excused absence,
without penalty on scholastic or attendance records.  The scheduling of examinations, assemblies, field
trips, graduation exercises, and other special events, including school-related programs for parents,
should be avoided on religious holidays.  



Considerations

Educators must take into account the cognitive, emotional, social, psychological and physical maturity
of students.  Special attention should be given to the developmental differences between elementary and
secondary students.  Activities must support the district's goals for students and be compatible with the
philosophy of the particular level of education.  Since the classroom tends to create a "captive
audience," care must be taken to protect the rights of each child. 

Procedurally, each teacher must use good judgment in determining when religious items (symbols,
music, or information) are introduced into the school environment.  Some questions the teachers and
others who are responsible for creating the educational environment must ask themselves in making
judgments are:

1. What is the purpose of the activity?  Is the purpose secular in nature; that is, studying music of a
particular composer's style or historical period?  Does the activity, event, program, etc., relate
to an educational objective which has been built into a specific unit or curriculum?

2. What is the primary effect of the activity?  Is it the celebration of religion?  Does the activity
either enhance or inhibit religion?  Is the activity, event, program, etc., free of indoctrination?

3. Is it necessary for children to absent themselves from class or assembly in order to refrain from
participating in a religious program and thereby absent themselves from the opportunity of
acquiring the educational objective?

4. Could another activity be used that would achieve the objective, but not create negative stress
for any student?

Should a parent/guardian express a concern with the curriculum regarding a religious issue, reference
can be made to the "District 742 Review of Resources Procedures,” Administrative Procedures
606A.
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