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Civil Conversation and Religion in Schools

Damon Huss

Director, California Three Rs Project

A few years ago, I con-
ducted a deliberation on
the subject of compulso-
ry voting with a large
group of students from
various Southern Cali-
fornia high schools as
part of the Deliberation
in a Democracy pro-
gram. I did not expect
religion to be an issue,
but it became one none-
theless.

During the debriefing,
one student raised her
hand to speak. She told
us that compulsory vot-
ing is not just a question
of political rights. With
her voice beginning to
break, she told us, “It is
against my family’s reli-
gious beliefs to vote.” |
admired her willingness
to share personal infor-
mation that might per-
plex many or even make
others uncomfortable,
but that also brought up

an important issue about
religious freedom that
actually cut to the core
of the day’s discussion:
What can the state com-
pel?

The deliberation model
we used that day in-
volved structured aca-
demic controversy, a
highly methodical way
of getting students to
discuss a controversial
issue without resorting
to emotion-based debate
(at least, not right
away). Students are as-
signed positions in an-
swering a binary, yes-or-
no question.

Another model, devel-
oped by Constitutional
Rights Foundation and
also by its partner or-
ganization in Chicago, is
the civil conversation,
based on similar princi-
ples of the structured

academic controversy.
In both models of dis-
cussion, students use
the same text to prepare
discussion of a contro-
versial subject. In civil
conversation, students
generally use a short
article of several para-
graphs. They read for
content, re-read for
deeper understanding,
discuss areas of agree-
ment and disagreement
based on the textual evi-
dence, and form ques-
tions. The model aligns

(See “Civil Conversation,” Page 4)
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Judaism is
the second
largest
religious
group in
15 U.S.
states.
Islam is
the second
largest
religious
group in
20 U.S.
states.
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America's Second Largest Religions
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Director, California Three Rs Project
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Second Largest Religious Tradition in Each State, 2010
(Christianity remains the largest religious tradition in every state)

Religious Tradition

[ ] Baha'i (1 state)
’ [ Buddhist (13)
B Hindu (2)
B 'siam (20)
[ Judaism (15)

©Association of Statisticians of American Religious Bodies, 2012
2010 U.S. Religion Census: Religious Congregations & Membership Study
Created by Research Services using ESRI ArcMap 10.0

Given that Christianity is
the largest religion in
every state of the United
States, we might be giv-
en to wonder what the
second largest religions
are. The Association of
Statisticians of American
Religious Bodies
(ASARB) has provided
this information, based
on data from the group’s
2010 U.S. Religious Cen-
sus. The results, and the
above map, were com-
pleted in 2012 and high-
lighted earlier this year
in The Washington Post.

ASARB has sponsored

this survey since 1990.
Two-hundred and thirty-
six religious groups par-
ticipated in the 2010
census, which includes
first-ever counts of Hin-
du and Buddhist congre-
gations by tradition, as
well as expanded cover-
age of Orthodox Chris-
tian Churches.

The results on the map
above are fascinating.
Consider that even
though only 1.7 percent
of Americans adhere to
Judaism (according to
Pew Research Center’s
Religion & Public Life

CA3Rs on the Web: ca3rsproject.org

Project), Judaism is the
second largest religious
group in 15 U.S. states.
Only 0.6 percent of
Americans adhere to Is-
lam, yet Islam is the sec-
ond largest religious
group in 20 U.S. states.

ASARB’s website
(rcms2010.0rg) also in-
cludes county-by-county
demographic maps for
all 50 states. All maps
are free for download
and sharing, with appro-
priate attribution.
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Questions to Ask When Planning Holiday Activities in Schools

Dr. Margaret Hill

Co-Director, California Three Rs Project

With the fall and win-
ter holiday season un-
derway, it is worth-
while to think about
how the treatment of
holidays in schools
can maximize inclusiv-
ity, content
knowledge, and mutu-
al respect of all reli-
gious views.

Teachers and adminis-
trators should ask
themselves the follow-
ing questions as they
plan holiday lessons
and activities. The an-
swers provided are in-
tended as guidance,
but not legal advice,
within accepted pa-
rameters of the estab-
lishment clause of the
First Amendment:

1. Do I have a dis-
tinctly secular educa-
tional purpose in
mind? If so, what is
it? Is it part of my cur-
riculum?

It should not be the
purpose of public
schools to celebrate or
observe religious holi-
days, but rather to

help students learn
about them.

2. If I use holidays as
an opportunity to
teach about religion,
am I balanced and fair
in my approach?

For example, if you
teach about Day of the
Dead, consider also
teaching about Rama-
dan, Diwali, or other
holidays that usually
occur roughly around
the same time or sea-
son of the year.

3. Does the planned
activity have the pri-
mary effect of advanc-
ing or inhibiting reli-
gion? Does it ask stu-
dents to perform or
simulate religious rites
or create sacred sym-
bols?

Remember that the
school’s approach
should be academic,
not devotional. It is
never appropriate for
public schools to prac-
tice or appear to prac-
tice religion.

4. Is the instruction
accomplished in such

a manner that infor-
mation about the re-
ligious meaning of
the holiday is aligned
to California Content
Standards and en-
riches student under-
standing of history
and culture?

The History-Social
Science Framework,
approved by the Cali-
fornia State Depart-
ment of Education,
already affords much
discussion of religion
in the context of the
goal of cultural un-
derstanding (e.g.,
cultural literacy, geo-
graphic literacy, and
historical literacy).

The above questions
and answers are
adapted from: Hill,
Margaret. Holidays in
the Public Schools: Day
of the Dead. Los Ange-
les: California Three Rs
Project, 2014.
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Civil Conversation (cont'd)

itself nicely to close reading
and use of informational
text in the age of Common
Core State Standards.

The goal is for students to
gain understanding of con-
troversial issues, argu-
ments, and available evi-
dence before finalizing a
personal opinion. As one
student recently surmised,
reflecting on her participa-
tion in a project CRF devel-
oped based on the civil-
conversation model, “I
think it’s important to be
informed about what the

topic is.... We should all
always be informed of
both sides.... Consider
both sides, and then form
your opinion.”

The model could be used
in discussion of political or
historical issues that may
even imply questions of
religious freedom and mat-
ters of conscience. Deliber-
ating religious beliefs di-
rectly is not a good idea
(e.g., Is [any religious doc-
trine] justified?). As I
learned a few years ago,
however, one cannot pre-

dict when religion will
enter a seemingly non-
religious conversation.
In fact, it may even
make the conversation
richer. Of course, as long
as students are not using
a school as a vehicle for
proselytism of any kind,
their considerations of
issues from their own
religious or non-religious
perspectives are appro-
priate to class discus-
sion.

The lesson plan for civil
conversation can be

CA3Rs on the Web: ca3rsproject.org

found at the Educating
About Immigration
website at crfimmigra-
tioned.org. The delib-
eration on compulsory
voting can be found at
the Deliberating in a
Democracy in the
Americas website at
dda.deliberating.org.
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