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A Tale of Two Textbooks

A naion® school textbooks speak volumes
aboutits culture. A review by the human rights group
Freedom House found tha textbooksused in Saudi
Arabiaroutindy teach an ideology of hared and vio-
lence againg nonMudims (Washington Pog, 5/21).
Eighth graders learn, for example: G5ome of the peo-
ple of the Sabbah [Jews] were punished by being
turned into apes and swine ONinth graders: Ot is part
of God@ wisdom tha the struggle between the Mus-
lims and the Jews should continue untl the hour [of
judgment].O

Americans recoil at such reports, but one could
ask, wha, if anything, American schools do to edu-
cate students about religions cultures, and conflicts.
Many indegpendent schools work hard at doing this,
undestanding the integrality of religion to everyday
life. Many govenment-suppoted schools, however,
have steered away from dedling with religion dto-
gethe. For the past few decades, conventiond wis-
dom has hdd tha religion is controversial and divi-
sive and does not bdong in public schools dongside
reading, writing and arithmetic, which are presumed
to be safely GhonreligiousO

However, as Clinton administration luminary and
former Secretary of State Maddine Albright nates in
her new book, The Mighty andthe Aimighty: Reflec-
tionson America, God, and World Affairs, it is essen-
tial today to convey accurate knowedge about Ilam
and the importance of religion in the lives of mog
people in the world, in order to prepare students for
responsible citizenship. Othewise American stu-
dents are likely to conform to the stereotype that they
are narowly parochia and ethnoentricN a danger-
oustrait inapog-9/11 world.

Too often govanment-run schools try to fundion
as religionfree zones, indodrinaing students with
the bdief that religion is not relevant to public lifeN
an ideology tha appears to be the opposte of Saudi
dodrine, but which is jug as dognstic. Yet, an un-
usud effort in the Modesto, California public schools
merits acloser look .

Six years ago, Modesto@ schoolsintrodued a
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required course for al ninth-grade students onworld
religions and religious freedom Modesto@ popula-
tion of 190000 is hone to a diverse range of immi-
grants and faith communitiesN Mudims, Jews, Chris-
tians Sikhs Buddhsts, and athests. Two sodal sci-
entists, Patrick Roberts and Emile Lester, interviewed
more than 400 students to assess the impact of the
course. Last week, USA Todayreported theresults.

udents who began the course with a strong
commitment to a particular religious tradition were
also likely to finish the course till bdieving in the
truth of ther own faith compared to others. After the
course, students were more likely to defend therelig-
iousfreedom of people from different religiousback-
groundsand to suppot ther right to practice ther
paticular faiths. They advocated extending important
political and First Amendment freedons to those
with whom they disagree religioudy. Students ap-
peared far more knowedgeable and informed about
the significance of religion in the world today, and
they could apply this knowedgewith thar peers.

The Modesto model breaks new ground and ex-
poss the foolishness of the conventiond wisdom.
Pushing religious identity and bdiefs undeground
actudly creates more problems than it solves. This
new approach shows tha American education does
not have to be oblivious to the obvious, something
tha religioudy distinctive schools already know. Re-
ligion has never disappeared from the world@ stage
or from the public squae clos to home. These re-
searchers have reached condusionsthat should lead
us to question some of the deeply hdd assumptions
tha have guided American public policies for genera-
tions Summarizing thar findings Robets and L ester
write:  QLimiting degply hdd bdiefs to the private
spheae breeds suspicion and tenson. True religious
liberty prevails not only when people are comfortable
expressing ther beliefs, but also when they learn to
discuss religiousdifferences with respect.O

N Stephen Lazarus
Director, The CivitasPrograms
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