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ABSTRACT 

This intention of this paper is to examine the impact of national perceptions of morality 

on the curriculum and function of the United States public school system. It begins by 

studying the original purpose of the public school, which was to maintain a functional 

republic by educating citizens in a basic form of moral and academic knowledge. This 

attempt needed to be balanced with the republican ideal of free speech, which prevented 

the state from adopting the moral views of a particular religion. The melding of free 

speech and universal education resulted in a general civil religion which encapsulated 

what the state believed to be the necessary moral ideals required for a functioning 

republic. The paper goes on to examine how changing cultural perceptions have resulted 

in a shift in the civil religion towards a more general form of morality. This shift, coupled 

with increased diversity of moral opinion within the United States, has resulted in public 

education becoming a less universal mode of distributing republican ideals than its 

founders had originally intended.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The education of youth is, in all governments, an object of first consequence, the 

impressions received early in life usually form the characters of individuals, a union of 

which forms the general character of a nation”1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 Noah Webster, "On the Education of Youth in America," in Essays on Education in the 
Early Republic , ed. Fredrick Rudolf (Cambridge : The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1965), 43. 
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Molding the Moral Man: 

The United States Civil Religion’s Form and Use in Public Education  
 

 The way children are educated is indicative of the core values in a society. What 

parents choose to teach their children reflects what ideas and behaviors they want the 

next generation to emulate after they are gone. Education, whether formal or informal, is 

absolutely vital for the continuation of a family, a government, and a culture. In the 

United States, the preservation of the government depends on making sure that children 

are properly educated. A republic relies on its citizens to make good decisions, and it 

cannot survive if its people are not actively and intelligently involved in its functioning. 

A proper republican education would guarantee that citizens grow up to be not only 

intelligent, but also capable of making well-informed moral judgments. This goal could 

be best achieved through a universal moral and academic education. The Republic was 

also, however, founded on freedom. The freedom of religion guaranteed that the state 

would never impose any particular religion on its people. Moral education, then, could 

only be achieved through the establishment of a general system of principles that 

encompassed the beliefs of all religions while imposing on the beliefs of none. Jean 

Jacque Rousseau labeled these principles the “civil religion.”2  

 Public education was founded with the intention of providing a universal system 

of academics and morality that would serve to educate an entire nation in the essentials of 

being a good citizen. The general curriculum of public education would encompass all 

that was necessary to preserve the Republic, while including nothing that would infringe 

upon the private beliefs of individuals. During the foundational years of the public 

                                                
2 Jean Jacques Rousseau, Rousseau's Social Contract, ed. Ernest Rhys, trans. G.D.H Cole 
(n.p.: Everyman's Library, 1920), 21. 
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education system, the social and political makeup of United States citizens was such that 

the beliefs of nearly every citizen could be fit into a generalized Judeo-Christian view of 

morality. Even with this advantage, however, a universal system of public education that 

would appeal to the beliefs of all people was a lofty goal. By the late 19th century, a 

combination of territorial expansion, immigration, and a broader interpretation of 

citizenship began to change the social makeup of the United States, bringing into public 

education belief systems that did not fall under the basic worldview of Judeo-Christian 

ethics. As new cultures became more accepted in American society, new legal and social 

assumptions increased the pressure on the public schools. In order to encompass the 

belief systems of its diverse student body, morality in the public schools became more 

generalized, focusing on political motivations rather than religious convictions. The 

incredible diversity present in modern day public schools, however, has made a 

generalized civil religion impossible to maintain, forcing the official policy towards 

public education to change drastically from the original vision of its founders.  

  A vision for public education began to take root in the minds of early thinkers 

almost as soon as the Republic came into existence. In the century following the 

American Revolution, the United States government went about the daunting task of 

creating a public system of education. The formative years of United States public 

education were rife with political disputes, most of which were centered around the 

instruction of morality. The leaders of the early public school system in the United States 

were convinced that instruction in a common system of morality was absolutely essential 

for the continuation and maintenance of the Republic, but they also held firm in the belief 

that freedom of religion needed to be maintained. They could not abandon a system of 
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common morality in the public school, but they also could not force the entire population 

of the United States to conform to one particular religious tradition. They did neither, 

instead creating an entirely new system of morality that they claimed focused only on the 

common and agreed upon moral virtues of every religion.  

 There were two things that made the title of “common morality” inappropriate.  

Because a huge percentage of the United States voting population was Christian, “every 

religion” referred to different denominations within Christianity.3 Because Christianity 

was the only religion with any influence on the culture of the early United States, the 

system of morality that existed during the formative years of the public school system 

was built exclusively upon a Christian worldview. In addition to this, “common morality” 

in the public school system was created with the specific goal of unifying and preserving 

the government through the universal education of its children. The morals taught in the 

schools, therefore, had a specific emphasis on those parts of Christian morality that 

would help the state the most. This created, in essence, a “civil religion” in the United 

States, the tenants of which molded Christian morality into a general system of agreed 

upon maxims that would ensure the preservation of the Republic. The public school 

system was an ideal way to crystallize the ideas of civil religion in the minds of the next 

generation of Americans. Studying the original vision and plan behind moral education in 

the early public school system reveals that, for many thinkers, the main purpose of public 

education was to instill “common morality” in the minds of the nation’s youth. Because 

this “common morality” was, in essence, the Christian precepts that seemed most 

                                                
3 Mark A. Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1992), 115. 
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conducive for the survival of a republic, early American moral education was essentially 

a lesson in the United States’ own unique brand of civil religion.  

 The idea of civil religion was first introduced by Jean Jacques Rousseau in his 

Social Contract and served to be one of the foundations of American religious thought 

during the founding of the Republic. In the Social Contract, Rousseau intended to portray 

the fundamentals of an ideal society in the face of the political and social problems he 

saw during his time period.4 One of the many issues Rousseau deals with in this essay is 

the problem of interfaith warfare rampant in Western Society, especially within 

Christianity.5 Although most of the West was under the firm umbrella of Christianity, this 

was a broad term that encompassed a great number of denominations, many of which 

were actively hostile towards other Christian sects. It was, therefore, impossible to ally 

the state with any particular and specific religious creed without infringing on the rights 

of the people, something Rousseau, if he wanted to remain within the bounds of his own 

ideal society, could not condone.6 Despite this, Rousseau firmly believed that “As soon as 

men live in society, they require a religion to maintain them there. Never have a people 

continued nor will they ever continue without religion.”7 Under his own philosophy, 

Rousseau could neither establish a state religion, nor eliminate religion entirely while still 

maintaining a functional government. In order to remedy this, Rousseau compromised by 

creating an entirely new concept: civil religion.  

                                                
4 Maurice Cranston, Introduction to The Social Contract (London: Penguin Books, 1968), 
25. 
5 John B. Noone Jr, Rousseau's Social Contract (Athens: The University of Georgia 
Press, 1980), 137. 
6 Noone 5.  
7 Noone 135. 
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 Rousseau’s civil religion is simple on the surface, but there has been much debate 

on its meaning and ultimate function in society. Rousseau explains civil religion as 

professing five main principles: “...the existence of a mighty, intelligent and beneficent 

Divinity, possessed of foresight and providence, the life to come, the happiness of the 

just, the punishment of the wicked, the sanctity of the social contract and the laws”8 

These principles, Rousseau believed, were the foundations of morality without which no 

social system could function effectively.9 In essence, Rousseau was creating his own 

religion, one that was based on the ideals of Christianity, but not in itself Christian. In 

this description of religion, Rousseau fails to mention the word “God,” in an obvious 

attempt to create religious neutrality, but he makes strong allusions to the Judeo-Christian 

worldview by describing this deity as being “intelligent and beneficent,” “possessed of 

foresight and providence,” which are all descriptors of God that can be found in the 

Bible.10 There is also only one deity, which again limits the application of this civil 

religion to a specifically Judeo-Christian worldview. Rousseau also mentions “the life to 

come,” which further narrows his civil religion to one that is specifically Christian, as not 

all Jews at the time believed in an afterlife.11 Despite these specifications, the civil 

religion of Rousseau’s Social Contract is divergent from Christianity in its emphasis on 

“the sanctity of the social contract and its laws.” In other words, rather than basing its 

creed in the Bible, Rousseau’s religion based itself on the laws of the land. In essence, 

Rousseau shifted the primary focus of religion away from disputed Biblical doctrines and 

                                                
8 Rousseau 21.  
9 Rousseau 23.  
10 Pr 3:19-20; Ps 31:19; Isa 44:7; Isa 48:14-15. 
11 Charles Freeman, The Closing of the Western Mind (n.p.: Vintage Books, 2002), 94 
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turned it towards the common purpose of following the law and therefore unifying the 

state.  

 One thing that comes into dispute when discussing the idea of civil religion is the 

question of whether Rousseau’s dogma can even be considered a religion at all. The 

concept of religion is vague and there is no firm and agreed upon definition. Merriam 

Webster defines religion as “a cause, principle, or system of beliefs held to with ardor 

and faith.”12 Sidney Mead is a little more abstract, commenting that “man...is an animal 

that can cherish aspiration – which is to be religious, to be committed to an ideal world 

beyond the present world and to the incarnating of that ideal world in actuality”13 

Depending on its application, the civil religion of Rousseau could fall under the heading 

of both these definitions. The cause of social order and the freedom of mankind is a 

principle that Rousseau and many others of the time held with great ardor. Rousseau 

obviously believed that, under the idealized notions of a republic, freedom and change 

could be brought to mankind. Civil religion was a key element in what was to become a 

society of freethinking men. Rousseau was committed to this ideal and so were others. 

Among these were the men who ultimately became responsible for the building and 

maintaining of the United States, a country that embodied many of the ideals that 

Rousseau described.  

 Rousseau wrote his Social Contract in 1762, only about 15 years before the onset 

of the American Revolution and the formation of the United States. Many of the primary 

thinkers of the Revolution were influenced by Rousseau’s work. Benjamin Rush, for 

                                                
12 Merriam-Webster Online, http://m-w.com/dictionary/religion. (accessed December 14, 
2009). 
13 Sidney E. Mead, "The 'Nation with the Soul of a Church,'" in American Civil Religion 
(New York: Harper and Rowe, Publishers, 1974), 60. 
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example, a famous doctor and educator,14 was influenced by Rousseau’s idea of moral 

instinct in his discussion of “moral faculty,” which he described as being “the idea of a 

capacity in the mind of choosing good and evil.”15 In addition to this, Noah Webster, 

another famous educator of the revolutionary period, also admitted that he had “imbibed 

many visionary ideas” from Rousseau particularly the concepts of universal white male 

suffrage, complete religious toleration, the general will, and the millenialist spirit.16 In his 

autobiography, Benjamin Franklin expresses a general summary of religion that is almost 

identical to Rousseau’s definition of civil religion:  

 “the existence of the Deity; that he made the world, and govern’d 
 it by his Providence; that the most acceptable service of God was  
 the doing of good to men; that our souls are immortal; and that all  
 crime will be punished, and virtue reward, either here or hereafter”17 

It is obvious that Rousseau was basic reading for many, if not all, of the thinkers during 

and after the American Revolution. His ideas about civil religion, along with many 

others, crept into American thought and assumption and helped to shape the basic values 

of the United States.  

 In their attempt to establish a functioning republic, the thinkers of the Revolution 

came up with a civil religion of their own that they believed would preserve a functioning 

government without infringing upon the rights of the people. The concept of religion 

needed to be a foundational principle in the Republic because “without this, there can be 

                                                
14 Frederick Rudolph, ed., Essays on Education in the Early Republic (Cambridge: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1965), 1. 
15 David Freeman Hawke, Benjamin Rush: Revolutionary Gadfly (Indianapolis: The 
Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1971), 327.  
16 Richard M. Rollins, The Long Journey of Noah Webster (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1980), 21, 28.  
17  Ben Franklin, The Autobiography of Ben Franklin, ed. Frank Woodworth  
Pine (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1916), 142. 
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no virtue, and without virtue, there can be no liberty, and liberty is the object and life of 

all republican governments.”18 Though the Bill of Rights prevented the state from 

imposing a religion, the government used Rousseau’s compromise and created its own 

civil religion. When talking about the freedom of all people to practice their own religion, 

however, the writers of the Constitution were more accurately referring to freedom of all 

people to practice within their own particular religious denomination. In 1776, 98 percent 

of the total population of the United States was protestant and 1.8 percent was Catholic. 

This meant that 99.8 percent of the population professed themselves to believe in a 

Biblical worldview.19 Although there were still rivalries between various Protestant and 

Catholic groups, Christianity itself was virtually the only religion in existence in the 

United States at the time. As such, it was an assumption that the civil religion of the 

United States would be connected with Christian morality.  

 Although Christian morality was the foundation of civil religion, the content and 

presentation of these values created a new religion that, though it had its origin in Biblical 

thinking, evolved into something distinctly separate from the religion of the churches. In 

the United States, republican beliefs in popular sovereignty and representative 

government, along with the deist beliefs in the existence of God, creation, laws of nature, 

providence, immortality, and judgment were the fundamentals of religion.20 Like in 

Rousseau, we can see here the allusions to a Christian deity, but with a heavy emphasis 

on the sovereignty of a particular governmental system: namely, the Republic. The deity 

                                                
18 Benjamin Rush, "Thoughts upon the Mode of Education Proper in a Republic," in 
Essays on Education in the Early Republic (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1965), 10.  
19 Noll 115. 
20  Russel E. Richey and Donald G. Jones, eds., at (New York: Harper and Rowe, 1974), 
7.  
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was present to give a justification for moral values and moral values were present in large 

part, if not exclusively, because they helped to preserve the Republic. This way of 

thinking not only helped to unify the nation under a specific belief system, but it also 

gave the Republic as a whole a kind of divine authority. According to the theory of civil 

religion, the moral law, created and justified by God, also, by default, supported a 

republic, which was, at least according to the propaganda, the truest form of government 

that could be found on earth.  

 Civil religion in the United States was used to gain the Republic the privilege of 

divine favor while also preserving unity among multiple Christian groups. The concept of 

civil religion in the United States can best be described as “transcendent universal 

religion.”21 In simpler terms, this means a religion that takes the common concepts of 

several belief-systems and unifies them into a single whole. Though much of the United 

States’ civil religion is selectively derived from Christianity, it is not in itself Christianity. 

In writings about the Republic, God is mentioned, but not Christ. The God “of civil 

religion is not only rather ‘unitarian;’ he is also on the austere side, much more related to 

order, law, and right than to salvation and love.”22 Civil religion promoted ideas that 

everyone living in the Republic could agree upon and downplayed ideas that were 

controversial and debatable. The reason for this was two fold: first, it helped to prevent 

infighting among different religious groups over political issues, and second, it made the 

Republic a focal point for religious-like devotion.   

                                                
21 Richey 16. 
22 Robert N. Bellah, "Civil Religion in America," in American Civil Religion, ed. Russell 
E. Richey and Donald G. Jones (New York: Harper and Rowe, 1974), 28.  
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 This concept is demonstrated through the passion by which some of the early 

authors wrote about the Republic, which took on almost a religious zeal. Some of the 

writers of the time used religious language and symbolism in their discussion of the 

Republic which furthered the notion that the populace was somehow united under the 

universal religious conception of the state. In a discussion on the values of education, 

Robert Coram writes, “remember, my friends, there is but one way to effect this 

important purpose – which – by incorporating education with government – This is the 

rock on which you must build your political salvation.”23 This is an allusion to the 

Biblical verse when Jesus tells Peter that, “...upon this rock I will build My church...”24 

By this, Coram is essentially comparing the Republic to the church. This is a rather bold 

statement. It shows that Coram, at least, accepted the idea of civil religion and believed it 

to be an effective analogy for the United States government. Coram was not the only one; 

Simeon Doggett also believed that “the infinite importance of education, in a national 

view, appears in still brighter colors from this eternal truth, that the mode of government 

in any nation will always be molded by the state of education.”25 Like Coram, Doggett 

uses Biblical language, in this case “eternal truth,” in relation to the ideas of the Republic. 

Again, the concept of the church and religion are almost interchangeable with politics, 

which was the essence of civil religion. The idea was not to replace religion, but rather 

                                                
23 Robert Coram, "Political Inquiries: To Which is Added, A Plan for the General 
Establishment of Schools throughout the United States," in Essays on Education in the 
Early Republic, ed. Frederick Rudolf (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1965), 127.  
24 Mt 16:18.  
25 Simeon Doggett, "A Discourse on Education, Delivered at the Dedication and Opening 
of Bristol Academy, the 18th Day of July A.D. 1796," in Essays on Education in the 
Early Republic , ed. Frederick Rudolf (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1965),156. 
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give the impression that the Republic was a fundamental part of all religions and needed 

to be preserved.  

 Despite the slightly overdone imagery of some writers, the concept of education 

being fundamental for the preservation of the Republic was a topic that was written about 

over and over again in the early years of the United States. From the beginning, the 

founders of the Republic showed a firm and unwavering conviction that education was 

the only way to ensure that the government was maintained. The reasons for this were 

simple: in the first place, a republic was run and maintained by the people. If the people 

were not educated, then the very foundation of the government would crumble. The 

constitution is a system of checks and balances. Ultimately, the government is checked 

by a populace who knows their rights and when they can exercise them against corrupt 

governments. Without education, a republic cannot function. In a letter, Thomas 

Jefferson implores his friend to “cherish...the spirit of your people, and keep alive their 

attention...if once they become inattentive to the public affairs, you and I, and Congress, 

and Assemblies, Judges and Governors, shall all become wolves.”26 Doggett puts it more 

simply by stating, “the throne of tyranny is founded on ignorance.”27 In essence, the basic 

ideals of the Republic were to be preserved by the universal education of the public. 

“Every government degenerates when trusted to the rulers of the people alone. The 

people themselves therefore are its only safe depositories. And to render even them sage, 

                                                
26 Thomas Jefferson to Edward Carrington, in Thomas Jefferson and Education in a 
Republic, ed. Charles Flinn Arrowood (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 
1930), 59. 
27 Doggett 156. 
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their minds must be improved to a certain degree...,”28 Without an educated populace that 

knew the law and how to use it, the Republic would fail.  

 The debate about establishing a public school system in the United States was a 

fight that the thinkers in the early Republic were determined to win. They believed that 

“the first impressions upon the mind are the most durable. They survive the wreck of the 

memory and exist in old age after the ideas acquired in middle life have been 

obliterated.”29 In other words, the person who had control over the mind of the young had 

control over the shape of the next generation. It was essential for the preservation of the 

Republic that children not only be trained in correct morals, but that they all be trained in 

the same way. Since the people of the United States came from many socio-economic 

backgrounds, the only way to ensure this was to create a standardized system of 

education. There could be no unity if everyone was being taught at home with no 

regulations. If the concepts embedded in the civil religion were to be spread, then they 

needed to be applied early and often during education. The only way to ensure that this 

would be possible was through the establishment of the public school.  

 The decision between public and private schooling, at least for those who were 

invested in the ideas of Rousseau, was obvious. Educating children separately in their 

homes was not something that would promote political and social unity. Parents were 

quickly deemed unfit to be in charge of the education of their children. According to the 

philosophy of the new Republic, “...liberty can never be safe but in the hands of the 

                                                
28 Thomas Jefferson, "Education Bill of 1779," in Thomas Jefferson and Education in a 
Republic (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company Inc., 1930), 87.  
29 Rush, “Thoughts Upon the Mode of Education,” 13.  
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people themselves, and that, too, of the people with a certain degree of instruction.”30 Too 

much depended on the proper education of America’s citizens to be left in the hands of 

parents, many of whom did not understand the political and moral philosophy of the 

government. The Republic depended on citizens who knew their rights and how to use 

them. One writer even went so far as to declare that, “...it is the duty of a nation to 

superintend and even coerce the education of children...”31 The in-home education of 

children was not an appropriate means of republican education.   

 The proponents of public education gave several reasons why they did not believe 

parents to be the appropriate educators of their children. For one, they thought parents 

were too emotionally tied to their children to be objective: “This, then, appears to be the 

era, if ever, of public education. The indulgence of parental tenderness should now be 

exchanged for the patient and unobstructed exercise of the mental powers.”32 Parents 

were believed to be a distraction to the objective education of children because the 

relationship between a child and his parent was one of tenderness, respect, and almost 

reverence. Many children grow up believing that everything their parent says is correct 

and “hence prejudices are as hereditary as titles, and you may almost universally know 

the sentiments of the son by those of the father.”33 A certain separation from the parent is 

                                                
30  Thomas Jefferson to George Washington, January 4, 1787, in Thomas Jefferson and 
Education in a Republic, ed. Charles Flinn Arrowood (New York: McGraw Hill Book 
Company, Inc., 1930), 60.  
31 Samuel Harrison Smith, "Remarks on Education: Illustrating the Close Connection 
Between Virtue and Wisdom. To Which is Annexed a System of Liberal Education. 
Which, Having Received the Premium Awarded by the American Philosophical Society, 
December 15th, 1997, is now Published by their Order," in Essays on Education in the 
Early Republic , ed. Frederick Rudolf (Cambridge : The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1965), 210. 
32 Smith 207 
33 Smith 208. 
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required because, “as education professes to improve the state and character of men and 

not barely oppose their declension, it must follow that domestic education is improper, as 

it does no more, even if successful, than secure the last at the expense of the first.”34 The 

whole point of education, in the opinion of the republican thinkers, was to change the 

mind of the American citizen into one that conformed to the ideals of the Republic. 

Though there would still be differences in private opinion, the general political stance of 

the people would be unified by a common political and moral code. This could not 

happen if a child’s education rested solely in the private sphere: there would be no basis 

for unity. 

 Another objection was the belief that parents, being too busy with the other 

affairs, would neglect the education of their children. Lafitte, a French observer of the 

American school system, asserts that, “with regard to this consideration concerning the 

education of youth, it is essential to observe that whether because parents are occupied 

with their affairs or through apathy or a mistaken tenderness, all youth of both sexes are 

absolutely neglected.”35 This is a rather heavy accusation that indicates how ineffective 

the current method of educating children was believed to be. With the establishment of 

the new Republic, the current methods of education needed to change drastically. This 

theme is stated even more clearly by Coram, who insists that, “education should not be 

left to the caprice or negligence of the parents, to chance, or be confined to the children 

of wealthy citizens...else what is the bond of society but a rope of sand, incapable of 

                                                
34 Smith 208. 
35 Amable-Lois-Rose de Lafitte Du Courteil, "Proposal to Demonstrate the Neccessity of 
a National Institution to the United States of America for the Education of Children of 
Both Sexes. To Which is Joined, a Project of Organization, etc." in Essays on Education 
in the Early Republic, ed. Frederick Rudolph (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1965), 239.  



Gannon 16 

supporting its own weight.”36 Again, we see the concept of society come up in 

discussions of education. A popular Biblical saying states that, “...a cord of three strands 

is not quickly torn apart,”37 and that seemed to be a maxim that the founders of public 

education had in mind. Unity in thought and opinion need to be maintained in order to 

keep the Republic intact and the only way this could be achieved was through the public 

school. 

 It was obvious that the founders of the American education system believed the 

public school to be an invaluable tool in the formation of the Republic. How the students 

within that public school would be taught was another issue entirely and one that was not 

ignored. The plan for the establishment of public schools was not a simple one. It had to 

encompass all of the ideals of the Republic and civil religion, while also ensuring that the 

children got the basic practical knowledge that they needed.  

 “The man who aspires to the honor of forming a system of education  
 adapted to a republic should either possess the capacity of original  
 reflection or that of improving, without adopting the ideas of others.  
 His hatred to vice and aversion to error should be as strong as his  
 attachment to virtue and love of truth.”38 

The idea of a working republic was not entirely new, but it was revolutionary for the 

time. Creating a system of education that would decide what principles were important 

enough for young people to learn was a daunting task that did not prove to be easy. There 

were debates about every facet of the issue. The dispute is understandable. Education is 

the legacy that one generation leaves to another. This is difficult enough within the 

sphere of a family, but the establishment of a universal system of education would decide 

                                                
36 Coram 113. 
37 Ecc 4:12. 
38 Smith 172. 
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the shape of the next generation on the societal level. It is the ideal venue for spreading 

ideas and belief systems; the founders of American education were very careful to ensure 

that their concepts of religion and politics were being spread through the education of 

children in public school. 

 Many philosophers and thinkers in the late 18th century and beyond came up with 

theoretical models for the public school system. Benjamin Rush was one of them. What 

Rush considered to be representative of the republican government in the United States is 

indicative of the public mood and what was considered to be important in the Republic at 

the time. According to Rush, the perfect school system would be:  

 I. “...friendly to religion, inasmuch as it assists in removing  
 prejudice, superstition, and enthusiasm, in promoting just notions  
 of the Deity, and in enlarging our knowledge of his works  
 II. “It is favorable to liberty... 
 III. “It promotes just ideas of laws and government... 
 IV. “It is friendly to manners...”39 

This system is the perfect example of schooling under the civil religion. The school 

system is “friendly to religion.” This friendliness to religion includes not promoting  

“prejudice” or “superstition,” which is most likely referring to the factional disputes 

between various Christian groups at the time. What is does promote is the neutral “Deity” 

and “enlarging our knowledge of his works.” This fits almost perfectly with the 

description of American civil religion mentioned earlier. It does not mention God 

specifically, preferring to stick to the more universal “Deity.” This “Deity,” however, is 

singular and referred to as a creator, both ideas that are obviously Biblical in origin.  The 

                                                
39 Benjamin Rush, "A Plan for the Establishment of Public Schools and the Diffusion of 
Knowledge in Pennsylvania; To Which are Added, Thoughts upon the Mode of 
Education, Proper in a Republic. Addressed to the Legislature and Citizens of the State," 
in Essays on Education in the Early Republic, ed. Frederick Rudolf (Cambridge : The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1965), 3-4. 
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school system would also promote “just ideas of laws and government,” which again 

places the concepts of politics alongside the ideas of religion, giving the impression that 

they are on the same level. It is obvious from Rush’s description of the public school that 

it was meant to be a tool for promoting unity and support for the new Republic through 

the proper instruction of moral principles.   

 Another model for schooling in the United States was set forth by Horace Mann, a 

popular advocate for the public school system in the mid-1800s. Although he lived and 

worked in a time period some years after the founding of the United States, the 

establishment of the American public school system was still underway. It is obvious 

from his writing that Horace Mann was concerned with many of the same things as 

earlier proponents of the public school system. One of the two main issues that Horace 

Mann believed should be addressed in the content of instruction in public schools were 

morality and the principles of a democratic government:  

 “Never will wisdom preside in the halls of legislation, and its  
 profound utterances be recorded on the pages of the statute book, 
  until Common Schools...shall create a more far seeing intelligence  
 and a purer morality than has ever existed among communities of  
 men”40 

Horace Mann believed, like Thomas Jefferson and many others, that the purpose of 

education was to give American citizens the ability to exercise their rights. This ability 

could only be achieved through an advanced and standardized moral education.  

 “Mann understood well the integral relationship between freedom,  
 popular education, and republican government...A nation cannot  
 long remain ignorant and free. No political structure, however  
 artfully devised, can inherently guarantee the rights and liberties  
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 of citizens, for freedom can be secure only as knowledge is  
 widely distributed among the populous. Hence, universal popular 
 education is the only foundation on which republican government  
 can securely rest.”41 

According to Horace Mann, the preservation of the Republic demanded that everyone be 

educated. He also believed that morality was the ultimate purpose of the public school.42 

Taken together, these two beliefs imply that the preservation of the Republic and the 

preservation of morality went hand in hand in Horace Mann’s vision of the ultimate 

purpose of public education.  

 As we can see in both Benjamin Rush and Horace Mann’s models, the main 

purpose of the public education system seemed to revolve around the preservation of a 

republican government through a proper education in morals. There were several reasons 

for this. First, it was simply a reflection of the culture of the time. In a personal letter, 

Jefferson maintains that “an honest heart [is] the first blessing, a knowing head the 

second.”43 Society of the day was rooted in basic Christian ideals. A certain amount of 

moral education was assumed for the general well being of the pupil. It was believed that 

“the virtues of men are of more consequence to society than their abilities, and for this 

reason the heart should be cultivated with more assiduity than the head.”44 People were 

encouraged to “anticipate the era when the triumph of peace and the prevalence of virtue 

                                                
41 William Hayes, Horace Mann's Vision of the Public Schools (Lanham: Rowman and 
Littlefield Education, 2006), 20. 
42 Lawrence A. Cremin, ed., The Republic and the School: Horace Mann on the 
Education of Free Men (New York: Bureau of Publications , 1957), 13.  
43 Thomas Jefferson, "On the Education of a Young Man Destined for Public Life," in 
Thomas Jefferson and Education in a Republic, ed. Charles Flinn Arrowood (New York: 
McGraw-Hill Book Company Inc., 1930), 160.  
44 Webster, "On the Education of Youth in America" 57. 



Gannon 20 

shall be rendered secure by the diffusion of knowledge”45 The general conception was 

that “no being can be perfectly good without being perfectly wise.”46 Morality and 

education went hand in hand. No good education would be complete without some sort of 

focus on morality and no one could be moral without some sort of education. The idea 

that a student should be schooled in morality was an assumption, the neglect of which 

would have been shocking to the people of the time.  

 There were, however, more calculated reasons to include morality in a plan for 

public education. A person educated in morality was more likely to understand the law 

and thus participate in the political system. It was widely believed that “education, in a 

great measure, forms the moral character of men, and morals are the basis of 

government,”47 and “the education of youth [was] an employment of more consequence 

than making laws and preaching the gospel, because it lay the foundation on which both 

law and gospel rest...”48 Morality was considered to be the foundation of good 

government and education was considered to be the foundation of good morality. Moral 

education, therefore, was the ultimate foundation of effective government. The general 

idea behind this was that, if a person was well educated in morality, then he would know 

common moral precepts and also understand why those precepts exist. If he had a good 

understanding of the reasoning behind morality, he would be more likely to follow the 

moral code. As Smith puts it: “Supposing a general illumination of mind to prevail, the 

means of detecting and the consequences of exposing dishonesty would be so easy and 

serious that every rational being would see his interest inseparably connected with justice 
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and honesty.”49 A person who was highly educated in the basic concepts of morality 

would be an asset to the Republic because they would be able to make moral decisions. 

Having moral education would, theoretically, create an entire nation of people making 

decisions for the good of the state, not out of fear, but out of informed knowledge of how 

and why the laws of morality work.  

 Moral education was considered to be one of the best means for preserving 

political unity. The concept “...which cannot be denied, that every man is bound to do all 

the good he can, then follows clearly the obligation of everyone to enlarge the powers of 

his mind as the only means of extending his usefulness.”50 Moral education made a man 

useful by teaching him how to be good. Benjamin Rush states a similar opinion:  

 “I proceed, in the next place, to inquire what mode of education  
 we shall adopt so as to secure to the state all the advantages that  
 are to be derived from the proper instruction of youth; and here I  
 remark that the only foundation for a useful education in a republic  
 is to be laid in RELIGION.”51 
 
Again, the word useful is used. The civil religion, as stated earlier was utilitarian and 

pragmatic. The value of everything was considered through its usefulness to the 

Republic. In another part of his essay, Rush promotes the Christian ideal of selflessness 

and the principle of the golden rule solely because of their potential use to the state.52 In 

the end, moral education was emphasized in the early Republic to encourage and promote 

the neutral moral principles that were centered, not upon pleasing God directly, but upon 

preserving the Republic, God’s chosen form of government. 
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 The public school system, even from its theoretical conception, was never thought 

of simply as a means to teach children their ABCs and multiplication tables. It was 

designed as a system with an overarching principle of teaching children the specific 

moral and political code of the state: in other words, it was a way to establish the specific 

form of United States civil religion in the minds of its first generation.  By doing this, the 

framers of the public education system hoped to unify the country and emphasize in its 

citizens the concept of morality that they believed would most benefit the state. From the 

public education system, “there result innumerable advantages, specifically that of going 

more directly towards the formation of national character and union...”53 The character of 

the nation, in other words, rested on the establishment and maintenance of the public 

school system. It would put all of the children of the nation in one place, learning the 

same things and, if done correctly, would establish a nation of citizens, though diverse in 

their private beliefs, united in the common dogma of the civil religion. 

 A public institution that would be responsible for both the schooling and moral 

upbringing of children was not universally accepted. The idea of the public school was a 

hot topic in the early United States, mostly because parents were not used to schools as a 

moral institution. Traditionally, the family and the church were the ones primarily 

responsible for the moral education of the youth.  The schools, if they were used at all, 

provided certain, select individuals with skills like literacy and mathematics for the 

express purpose of preparing for college.54 Schools were often viewed as risky places to 

send children. It was a commonly held belief that “Wherever there are numbers of 
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children assembled together, there will be mischief and immortality.”55 This was 

something that many parents of the time period felt not worth the risk. They believed that 

it was their duty to train their children at home. Smith comments, “the great objection 

made to public education is the sacrifice, alleged to be produced, on morality and 

honesty.”56 The emphasis that the new government wanted to put on the public school 

system and the reason for this emphasis, namely, the moral and political education of an 

entire generation, was not a concept that people were accustomed to. Putting the 

government in charge of education was a new idea that needed to be well-defended in 

order to be accepted.  

 In response to this popular reluctance to public moral training and in an attempt to 

achieve the specific political goals of public instruction, the public education system in 

the United States emphasized civil religion which, while still achieving the political 

needs of the Republic, left private religion firmly in the hands of the parents and the 

church. Civil religion, at least in the United States, was never meant to replace the private 

religions of individuals. This is made obvious through a look at the American 

Constitution’s Bill of Rights, which guarantees the free practice of religion.57 In addition 

to this, Thomas Jefferson made his views clear in the “Bill for Establishing Religious 

Freedom” in Virginia:  

 “We, the General Assembly, do enact, That no man shall be compelled 
 to frequent or support any religious worship, place, or ministry  
 whatsoever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, molested, or burdened in  
 his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer on account of his religious  
 opinions or belief; but that all men shall be free to profess, and by  
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 argument to maintain, their opinions in matters of religion, and that the  
 same shall in no way diminish, enlarge, or affect their civil capacities.”58 

Freedom of religion was and still is a fundamental concept in the United States. There 

was no attempt to establish a new state religion. The concept of civil religion was not 

meant to replace Christianity but rather to make the Republic a fundamental part of 

people’s religious assumptions. By subtly inserting itself into what was believed to be the 

basic and common beliefs of all Christian denominations, the Republic became just that. 

To be a good Christian became synonymous with being a good citizen. As long as a 

person included the concepts of civil religion in his or her list of religious duties, any 

other requirements of their faith were considered perfectly acceptable means of private 

religious expression. Public education was only concerned with educating citizens on the 

concepts of civil religion.  

 Many of the early framers of the public education system made clear that public 

education was only concerned with common morality, or morality that was considered 

both beyond debate and useful for the preservation of the Republic. Horace Mann, for 

example, disliked the thought of losing the diversity inherent in the United States, so he 

strove to create what he called a “public philosophy” in which the common features of 

American life would be combined to form one all-encompassing philosophy. 59 Mann 

extended this view to religion, and he believed that certain common principles could be 

culled from several sectarian creeds, which he called “natural religion.” These concepts, 

he believed had been given in the Bible and then been demonstrated throughout the 
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course of history.60 Mann believed that morality was an important part of the public 

school system, but he also did not want to cause unnecessary strife by choosing one form 

of religion over another. He therefore created his own religion, one that he believed 

would benefit the Republic while also not taking away from the private beliefs of the 

everyday American citizen. This philosophy, though created specifically for education on 

morality in the public school system, mirrored the concepts of civil religion and was 

obviously influenced by it.  

 This idea was backed by many other thinkers of the time and the creation of a 

system of universal morality was a widely accepted compromise between the desire of 

parents to morally educate their children and the desire of the state to preserve itself 

through the spread of a standardized moral code. In fact, the use of the moral precepts 

inherent in civil religion was considered ideal for teaching morality in the public school 

system:  

 “Perhaps there is no circumstance that can be brought into view in the  
 story of scientific improvement that has more retarded its progress  
 or intended to enslave the human mind than that of admitting any  
 combination to exist between the interest of academical instruction  
 and the too often partial interest of particular religious bodies”61 

There was no desire to advocate any particular religious denomination. The purpose of 

education under the Republic was not to take away power from specific religious 

institutions, but rather to create a standard set of moral rules that every American, no 
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matter what church they went to, would be able to agree upon and follow. It was a kind of 

common, universal language. Everyone used it in public life to avoid misunderstanding 

and strife, but when they went home, they spoke another language that not every 

American necessarily understood. The civil code of morality depended on the idea,  

 “that truth [which is universal] is great and will prevail if left to  
 herself, that she is the proper and sufficient antagonist to error, and  
 has nothing to fear from the conflict unless...disarmed of her natural  
 weapons, free argument and debate, errors ceasing to be dangerous  
 when it is permitted to freely contradict them.”62 

All the government was concerned with was what it considered to be the universal truth 

of morality. Once this was instilled in the mind of the child, he would be “...a free man in 

its truest sense...too well informed to be misled, too virtuous to be corrupted....”63 Having 

students know and understand this universal truth and how to apply it for the benefit of 

the state was considered to be essential for the advancement of the Republic. This truth 

was common to all religious denominations, and any other specific pieces of morality 

were left to the parents and the church, completely separate from public life.  

 What this universal truth would consist of and how it would be taught is a 

window into what the shapers of the new Republic believed to be the most fundamental 

and immovable functions of the government. The first very telling sign of what the 

framers of the American public education system considered moral is what they believed 

to be the important aspects of a teacher. It was common belief at the time that the morals 

of a student would reflect the morals of a teacher. The teacher, therefore, would need to 

be of the highest moral standing in order to qualify for a position in the ideal, theorized 

public school as it existed in the minds of the Republican thinkers of the time. According 
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to Horace Mann, a teacher should have the highest moral character because it is in the 

schools that students learn morality, and that through imitation.64 Without a moral 

teacher, there would be no moral students, so it was essential that a teacher mirror the 

ideals of morality as perceived by the United States civil religion.  

 The descriptions of the teachers put forth by the founders of the American public 

education system reinforce once again the importance of civil religion in the plan for the 

school system. Benjamin Rush insists that the schools should “let...teachers be grave in 

their manners, gentle in their tempers, exemplary in their morals, and of sound principles 

in religion and government.”65 Again, we see an emphasis on the combination of religion 

and government. Rush mentions them together, along with the general concept of 

morality. The goal of the public schools system was to train students in morality, but in 

the specific type of morality that benefits the government. By having teachers 

knowledgeable in both politics and morality, Rush hoped that the public school system 

would encourage students, by example, to be well informed on those two topics as well.   

Webster echoes and reinforces this concept as he advises parents on the education of their 

children: “with respect to morals and civil society...the effects of education are so certain 

and extensive that it behooves every parent and guardian to be particularly attentive to the 

character of the men whose province it is to form the minds of youth.”66 Again, the 

importance of teachers, especially in the context of “morals and civil society,” is 

emphasized. If the public school system was going to provide a standardized form of 
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moral education, its founders wanted to make sure that the morals were being taught 

effectively, through the use of good teachers.  

 In addition to a general wish that teachers be well versed in the general concepts 

of the civil religion, it was also hoped that instructors would demonstrate those values in 

their day-to-day lives. It is these specific descriptions that provide the deepest insight into 

what early educators thought the civil religion to be and how they wanted it to be 

portrayed in the public school. Webster specifies that  

 “by good teachers, I mean men of unblemished reputation and  
 possessed of abilities competent to their stations...yet abilities  
 are not the sole requisites. The instructors of youth ought, of all  
 men, to be the most prudent, accomplished, agreeable, and  
 respectable.”67 

Webster allows that teachers, of course, need to be knowledgeable in the subjects that 

they teach but, beyond that, they must also demonstrate specific moral values. All of the 

moral descriptors he uses, with the possible exception of “agreeable,” have to do with the 

idea of hard work and diligence, leading to success. The word “prudent,” for example, 

means “acting with, or showing care for the future.” “Accomplished” means to “achieve 

or complete successfully,” and “respectable” means, “regarded by society to be good, 

proper, or correct.”68 It seems that, to Webster at least, the primary thing a student needed 

to learn in school was how to be an active and successful member of society. If the public 

school system could produce students like that, then the long-term benefits for the 

Republic would immeasurable.  
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 Another interesting descriptor of teachers can be found in the work of Simeon 

Doggett, a Unitarian minister and experienced educator, who wrote about the 

responsibilities of the American school. He told parents that  

 “if you wish, as I am persuaded you do, to have your children  
 right and accurate in their manners, and sentimental and regular  
 in their morals, then choose for their instructor a scholar and a  
 gentleman and Christian, and your ardent and noble wishes, by  
 the blessings of Heaven, will be gratified.”69  

Again, we can see the importance of the teacher in the minds of early educators. The 

point that Doggett is making, in essence, is that if a parent wants their child to grow up to 

be a moral person, then they should choose a moral teacher. It is important to notice, 

firstly, that a moral man is not formed, in Doggett’s opinion, by good parents, but by a 

good teacher. Effective parenting does not hurt, but it is implied that the real importance 

lies in the influence of the teacher who trains the mind of the student most directly, at 

least in the matters of public behavior. The second significant piece of this passage is 

Doggett’s explicit use of Christianity in his description of a moral teacher. Having the 

true morality of a teacher be determined by his or her religion does not seem to fit very 

well with the First Amendment in the Bill of Rights,70 but the demographics and political 

makeup of the United States at the time gave Christianity almost exclusive rights to 

definition of morality and had a huge impact on the understanding of civil religion at the 

time.  

 Although the morality taught in the public schools was never meant to be linked 

to a specific denomination, Christianity as a whole was still the overwhelmingly 

dominant religion of the time. Although it was generally agreed that the public schools 
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were not the place for religious teaching, it was also assumed that any sort of moral 

education, even a neutral one endorsed by the government, would have a connection to 

Christianity. How explicit that connection would be was a matter that was hotly debated 

during the formative years of the public education system. While Thomas Jefferson was 

firm in his belief that the church and the state should be completely separated,71 Horace 

Mann, in contrast, spent much of his life and a huge portion of his writings debating the 

issue.72 These two men represent the extremes of a debate that would decide how public 

morality would be defined in the United States.  

 One of the best ways to personify the issue of explicit or non-explicit Christianity 

in public morals is the debate over the use of the Bible in the public school system. In the 

early years of public education, using the Bible as a textbook was an issue that was hotly 

debated. The arguments were not, in fact, primarily centered on the question of whether 

or not to use the Bible, but rather on the question of in what context the Bible should be 

used. The fact that the Bible was considered a viable textbook in public moral instruction 

shows how little divergence there was between the Christianity and the civil religion of 

the Republic. The same concepts that were found in the Bible could be found in the 

philosophy and practice of the civil religion. The tried and true precepts of Christianity, 

the ones that contained concepts that were simple and agreed upon by all, were taken 

directly from the Bible and helped to form the “sacred text” of civil religion.  

 The Declaration of Independence was written by Thomas Jefferson, one of the 

most stanch opponents of Christianity in the public sphere. Though it is not specifically 
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Christian, many passages have clear parallels to Biblical ideas. For example, the first line 

states that, “we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal...”73 In 

the first sentence of the Declaration, there are already distinct echoes from the Biblical 

book of Genesis, coming from the assumption that man was “created.” Continuing further 

into the document, there are references to a “Supreme Judge of the World” and “Divine 

Providence.”74 Although again, these references do not mention the word “God,” they do 

have heavy Christian connotations, especially the reference to God as a “judge”, which 

can be found in numerous Biblical passages.75 Even when explicitly trying to distance 

himself from Christianity, Thomas Jefferson’s theistic religion can hardly be separated 

from specific Christian ideals. For this reason, the Bible was considered by many to be a 

valid sourcebook for the teaching of civil religion, although only if it was used in specific 

contexts.  

 For some thinkers, the Bible was a book of general knowledge, passages of which 

could be used to teach any subject in school. Seemingly always able to relate educational 

issues back to their impact on politics, Benjamin Rush declares that, “I maintain that 

there is no book of its size in the whole world that contains half so much useful 

knowledge for the government of states or the direction of the affairs of individuals as the 

Bible”76 Although from his writings, Rush seems to be first and foremost, a patriot, he 

still strongly advocates the use of the Bible in school, not because of its moral use, but 

because of its potential political benefit. For Rush, the Bible was a textbook that could be 
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used to teach children a number of things. Along with morality, it would, in Rush’s 

opinion, be very helpful in instructing students on how best to serve their country. This 

sheds interesting light on Rush’s view of the Bible. The story of David and Goliath in the 

book of 1 Samuel, for example, would have had a huge impact on the patriotism of 

children if it were viewed as a metaphor for the American Revolution.77 Using the Bible 

to legitimize the ideas of civil religion was a clever way to gain popular support for the 

Republic.  

 Any use of the Bible as a political and historical textbook would have required 

that Biblical stories and passages be interpreted a metaphors for the social climate of the 

time. If they were taken literally, they would have been nothing more than another form 

of religious instruction, which was not permitted in public schools. The interesting thing 

about these interpretations is that they inevitably put America on God’s side. America 

was Israel in the Book of Joshua, fighting valiantly against insurmountable odds and 

coming out on top in the end. Although a specifically Christian morality was not being 

taught in the schools, interpreting the Bible in this way would give the unmistakable 

impression that, just as He was once on Israel’s side, God is now on the side of the 

Republic. This would have a huge impact on the minds of students who, though not 

taught Christianity in school, would have been exposed to and influenced by the religious 

ideas of their church and their parents. Having God on your side was a good thing. It 

reinforced an idea that was central to civil religion: God supports the government; being a 

good citizen is tantamount to being a good person.78 
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 Noah Webster did not support Rush’s ideas of Biblical interpretation, although he 

was still an advocate of using the Bible in the public schools. Webster believed that “...a 

familiarity, contracted by a careless and disrespectful reading of the sacred volume, 

weaken the influence of its precepts upon the heart”79 and that “the same objection will 

not apply to the history and morality of the Bible, select passages of which may be read in 

schools to great advantage....My wish is not to see the Bible excluded from schools but to 

see it is used as a system of religion and morality.”80 Unlike Rush, Webster did not 

believe that the Bible should be used outside of its moral context. He thought that, if it 

were, students would not be able to feel the impact of its moral laws as keenly. This 

would eventually lead to a generation of children unable to read and appreciate the Bible 

as a religious text. This was a danger that would, of course, be very detrimental to the 

goals of both civil religion and Christianity itself.  

 Webster, instead, advocated that the Bible only be taught in schools as a specific 

aid to instruction on morality. Because he had already expressed a fear that using the 

Bible out of context would be dangerous, this concession implies that Webster believed 

the morality of the public school system to be perfectly in line with the principles set 

forth in the Bible. This is very interesting and it again shows how closely related the civil 

religion of the United States was to Christianity. Although by their own admission, those 

who developed the civil religion had omitted pieces of Christianity from their dogma,81 it 

does not seem that Webster believed they had added anything that would be contrary to 

Biblical principles. Although not itself Christian, the civil religion of the United States 
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contained nothing that was so divergent from Christianity as to be considered non-

Biblical. This was its purpose: to encompass that which is common for all religions.82 For 

Americans at the time “all religions” could be more accurately stated as “all 

denominations” and, since all denominations of Christianity used the Old and New 

Testaments, there was really no reason to object to the use of the Bible in the public 

school.  

 The close relationship between Christianity and the civil religion of the United 

States finds its voice, not only in the theories of early public school advocates, but also in 

the textbooks that were studied by the students themselves. Although these texts are 

clearly influenced by Biblical morality, they emphasize certain virtues that highlight the 

specific focuses of the “common morality.” In one of his addresses to the Massachusetts 

Board of Education, Horace Mann states that, “...public – or common – schools can teach 

some publicly accepted virtues as brotherly love, kindness, generosity, amiability, and 

others, leaving to home and church the task of teaching the different private sectarian 

creeds which sanction these virtues.”83 In other words, there were certain virtues, some of 

which Mann lists, that were believed to be common knowledge. Among these virtues, 

there were other, more specific requirements that were emphasized by the government 

and held to be sacred by the civic religion. These “civic virtues,” though not necessarily 

emphasized in the Bible, were rooted in Christian morality and highly emphasized in the 

textbooks of the time.  

 The first concept that is emphasized quite a bit in the writings of the early 

Republic is the idea of happiness. The Declaration of Independence states that all men 
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have the right to “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness”84 The moral imperative of 

“happiness” was in vogue during the time of the American Revolution and during the 

formative years of the Republic. Smith states that “whether we consider man’s existence 

as terminated by the grave or view him, as he doubtless is, the heir of future life, we must 

consider his happiness as altogether dependant on the observance of certain moral 

principles.”85 Jefferson echoes Smith, mentioning that education is essential to the 

happiness, prosperity, and liberty of the people, and it is for the maintenance and 

promotion of these that the state exists.86 The word happiness, when used in this context, 

is a rather loaded concept. Its emphasis rests not on the idea of being happy so much as 

the freedom to be happy. By saying that a person’s happiness rests on his moral 

education, it is implied that morality, freedom, and happiness are closely related. It was 

an assumption of the time that moral behavior would lead to prosperity and immoral 

behavior would lead to punishment. A child educated in morality is more likely to grow 

up to be a moral adult. A moral adult is more likely to be happy because he would be  

“receiving the rewards of the righteous.”87 By providing universal education, the state 

was ensuring that everyone had the ability to “pursue happiness” in a well informed and 

educated way.   

 The idea that God rewards the righteous and punishes the wicked is a theme that 

resounds throughout the Bible. The concept of the judgment is described vividly both by 

Jesus and in the Book of Revelation.88 The “pursuit of happiness,” however, seems to 
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refer more to a divine reward that will happen in this lifetime, an idea which, though in 

the Bible, is not central to Christian doctrine. There are limited references to this type of 

rewards system in the New Testament. For example, in Matthew 8, Jesus heals a 

centurion’s slave because the centurion showed “great faith.”89 The centurion was 

rewarded right away for his righteous actions. There are more references in the book of 

Psalms, one verse saying that, “evil shall slay the wicked, but those who hate the 

righteous will be condemned.”90 Again, these references are few and far between. They 

are hugely overshadowed, especially in the New Testament, by the promise of eternal life 

in heaven.91 The framers of the public school system chose to emphasize the rewards and 

punishment in life, rather than those that came after death, because the rewards in life 

were the ones that could be protected by the government. The afterlife fell firmly under 

the category of the church and could not be either threatened or protected by any 

governmental institution. Happiness in this life, however, could be impacted by the state 

of the government. The government could create a sense of stability that would make it 

easier for people to be moral, and it could also provide education so that people could 

know why morality was important.   

 Direct evidence of the emphasis the public education system put on the “pursuit 

of happiness” through moral education can be found in the early textbooks. One of these 

books is McGuffy’s Third Eclectic Reader, written in the 19th century. These textbooks 

are collections of stories designed primarily to teach children how to read. They were 
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also, however, used as a tool to teach moral lessons. In this particular story, a young boy 

decides to skip school and finds that missing class might not have been such a good idea:  

 “...instead of going to school, he was in the habit of playing truant.  
 He would go into the fields, or spend his time with idle boys. But  
 this was not all. When he went home, he would falsely tell his mother  
 that he had been to school, and had said his lessons very well.”92 

One day, while skipping school, the boy, James, goes out on a boat with some of his 

friends. A storm kicks up and they lose control of the boat.  

 “Think of James Brown, the truant, at this time! He was far from home,  
 known by no one. His parents were ignorant of his danger. He was 
  struggling in the water, on the point of being drowned.”93 

Fortunately for James Brown, some men save him and his friends from the water just in 

time. After that incident,  

 “James was very sorry for his conduct and he was never known to be  
 guilty of the same thing again. He became a regular at school, learned  
 to attend to his books, and, above all, to obey his parents perfectly.”94 

This story is an appropriate representation of what the thinkers of the early Republic 

meant by the “pursuit of happiness” through moral instruction. If James had known and 

followed the moral code which was probably being taught on one of the days he decided 

not to go to school, he would have been safe from danger and probably a happier person.  

 Another similar example of  this simple system of rewards and consequences in 

morality comes from the 2nd McGuffy Reader. In this story, another young boy learns a 

lesson after he refuses to listen to his mother. One day, a boy named Ralf, who was rather 

disobedient, received a red rose from his mother. When he saw that his mother also had a 
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white rose, he demanded it. She told him that he could not have it because it had thorns 

that could hurt his hand but,  

 “When Ralf found that he could not have a white rose, he began to  
 scream and snatched it. But he was soon very sorry. The thorns tore  
 his hand. It was so sore that he could not use it for some time.  
 Ralf did not soon forget this. When he wanted what he should not  
 have, his mother would point to his sore hand. He at last learned to do  
 as he was told.”95 

Again, there are consequences for not listening to authority and refusing to follow the 

general rules of morality. When Ralf did not listen to the wise warning of his mother, he 

was rewarded with a sore hand. If Ralf had allowed himself to be taught and had done as 

he was told, his hand would not have been sore and he would have been a much happier 

little boy.  

 These stories tell of two boys: one skips school and lies to his mother about it and 

another does not listen to authority. By the end of the stories, both boys have not only 

received the consequences for their actions, but they have also learned their lesson. The 

lesson is a simple one: doing wrong leads to pain and danger while doing right leads to 

safety and happiness. Both stories give the impression that, if the children had done what 

was right, they would not ever have been in any danger. If James Brown had only obeyed 

his parents and remained in school, he would never have fallen in the water. If Ralf had 

listened to his mother, his hand would not have been sore. The hope was, it can be 

assumed, to encourage children to follow the moral law so that they could avoid negative 

consequences. Through providing basic moral education, the state was making it easier 

for its citizens to achieve prosperity and rewards during their lifetime. By going to school 
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and learning the rules of morality from a book, they could avoid having to experience the 

dangerous situations in which James and Ralf found themselves, therefore having greater 

freedom to “pursue happiness” through following the basic tenets of morality.  

 In addition to the personal benefit received from good moral instruction, having 

children learn morality through education rather than direct experience was better for the 

welfare of the state, both because it reduced the chances of the children growing up to be 

criminals and gave them a reason to be grateful for their education once they were old 

enough to appreciate it. Children who were well educated in the basic moral tenets of the 

civil religion would not only be free to “pursue happiness”, but they would also be 

educated enough to know that their freedom to do so came, in large part, from the 

functioning Republic. Those who knew this would be more likely to preserve that 

Republic consistently and protect it in times of crisis. Though they are not emphasized 

much in the Bible, the ideas of immediate retributive punishment and the moral 

importance of education were useful in the training of children and the maintenance of 

the state. This made it a very important part of civil religion, especially in the public 

school system.  

 Another popular “civil virtue” was the idea of diligence and hard work. This 

virtue, though heavily emphasized in the textbooks of the early Republic, is again a topic 

that, though mentioned in the Bible, does not carry the same weight as it does in the 

United States civil religion. The concept of diligence comes up most often in the book of 

Proverbs. Proverbs 6:10 warns that “a little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the 

hands to rest - your poverty will come in like a vagabond and your need like an armed 
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man”96 Along with chastising the lazy, the Bible also offers a reward for the diligent, 

saying that “Poor is he who works with a negligent hand, but the hand of the diligent 

makes rich.”97 This concept is stated clearly several times in the Bible, but it is not central 

to any Christian teaching. It is simply good advice that should be followed. The virtue of 

diligence pales in comparison to more central Christian virtues like humility and mercy, 

both of which are vital for living a good Christian life. The overriding importance of 

diligence and an extreme emphasis on hard work and its rewards in American culture is 

something unique to the civil religion. Though it is derived from Biblical principles, 

diligence under civil religion is something entirely different and significantly more 

important.  

  Webster, in his description of a good teacher, thought that he or she should be 

prudent, accomplished, and respectable.98 All of these virtues, as discussed before, have a 

strong connection with diligence and industry. Smith also considers this virtue to be 

important, declaring that one of the “...leading object[s] of education should be to inspire 

the mind with a strong disposition to improvement.”99 The advantages of this would be 

enormous. Smith points out that,  

 “By calling into active operation the mental resources of a nation,  
 our political institutions will be rendered more perfect, ideas of  
 justice will be diffused, the advantages of the undisturbed  
 enjoyment of tranquility and industry will be perceived by everyone,  
 and our mutual dependence on each other will be rendered  
 conspicuous.”100 
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For the benefit of the Republic, in order that everyone might participate in the 

“enjoyment of tranquility and industry”, each and every citizen needed to have the virtue 

of good, honest hard work implanted in his mind from the very beginning. This would 

ensure that, while students were in school, they would work hard at their studies and 

improve their minds the best they were able. Then, when they entered the working world, 

they would both know the benefits of diligence and also be willing to apply the principle 

in practical ways. This did, of course, benefit the Republic by creating good workers to 

boost the economy, but it also helped the people themselves who were encouraged to 

work hard and reach their full potential.  

 There is another facet to the virtue of diligence that was also considered important 

to the founders of civil religion. This is related to the typically American concept of 

“pulling yourself up by your bootstraps.” To put it another way, one of the principles 

America was founded on was the idea that as long as you are willing to work hard 

enough there are no limits to what you can do. Thomas Jefferson said it best:  

 “The first elements of morality too may be instilled into their minds;  
 such as, when further developed as their judgments advance in strength,  
 may teach them how to work out their own great happiness, by shewing  
 them that it does not depend on the condition of life in which chance has  
 placed them, but is always the result of good conscience, good health,  
 occupation, and freedom in all just pursuits.”101 

One of the purposes of public education was to provide everyone with an equal 

opportunity to achieve. As Coram puts it, “if education is necessary for one man, my 

religion tells me it is equally necessary for another....”102 This was true in more ways than 

Coram may have meant. Although Christianity does support ideas of freedom and 
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equality, the civil religion of the United States which Coram subscribed to ranked the 

value of equality to be above all others: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 

men are created equal...”103 Like all other rights in a republic, however, the right to equal 

treatment was something that had to be continuously maintained in order to survive. The 

people had to believe that they could achieve anything, no matter what their station, with 

enough hard work and patience. The public school system tried to instill this value in all 

of its students from an early age.  

 Again, we can see the importance of these concepts through its treatment in 

several of the textbooks used in the early years of the public education system. Included 

in the fourth reader, which was published in 1878, is a passage by Oliver Goldsmith 

called “The Perseverance of a Spider.” In this short passage, Goldsmith describes the 

everyday adventures of a large spider in his home. In one instance, Goldsmith describes 

how he experimented in destroying the spider’s web:  

 “I had now a mind to try how many cobwebs a single spider could  
 furnish; wherefore I destroyed this, and the insect set about another;  
 when I destroyed the other also, its whole stock seemed entirely  
 exhausted, and it could spin not more. The arts it made use of to  
 support itself were indeed surprising. I have seen it roll up its legs like  
 a ball, and lie motionless for hours together, but cautiously watching all  
 the time; when a fly happened to approach sufficiently near, it would 
 dart out all at once, and often seize its prey.”104 

This is a simple little story that contains an important lesson. Although the spider’s web 

was destroyed many times, it never stopped building a new one. When it could not do 

that anymore, it tried new ways to catch its prey. The spider never gave up, but continued 
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trying to find new ways to solve problems. The spider lived three years, despite all the 

difficulties that Goldsmith inflicted upon him and, in theory, became an inspiration to 

children to work hard despite difficulty.105  

 Another story in which the virtue of hard work is emphasized can be found in The 

First Class Reader, written in 1855. The story, entitled “Envy and Emulation” tells the 

tale of three painters. One, named Giudotto, was able to produce a piece so excellent that 

he gained the admiration of all the masters in art. One of his companions, a man named 

Brunello, was jealous of Giudotto’s accomplishments and spent all of his time brooding 

on the injustice of Giudotto’s success. The third painter, whose name was Lozeno, 

reacted very differently. He appreciated Giudotto’s work and was inspired to achieve the 

same sort of victory for himself. In order to do this, “he entered with his whole soul into 

the career of improvement, was the first and last of all scholars in the designing room, 

and devoted to practice those hours at home which other youths passed in amusement.”106 

Finally, after much work, Lozeno produced a painting that he felt was good enough to 

enter into a contest. In the end, Lozeno is rewarded with a prize while Brunello received 

no honors at all.107 This story again shows the value of diligence in the face of difficulty. 

Although Lozeno had failed the first time he, unlike Brunello, did not give up but simply 

tried harder. In reward for all of his hard work, he became a better painter than he had 

been before and was able to win the prize.  
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 In both of these stories, the main characters faced difficulties, but they kept trying 

and were eventually rewarded for their efforts. This type of diligence was a virtue that the 

framers of the public education system hoped children would emulate, both in their 

schooling and in their adult lives. Like the spider and the painter, many children in the 

public education system were facing challenges that may have seemed insurmountable. 

Some came from poor backgrounds, others simply had trouble spelling or adding. In 

either case, emphasizing the concept of diligence in the minds of young people would 

encourage them to keep trying so that they could eventually become active members of 

society. Some might even raise themselves up to leadership positions and become 

valuable assets to the Republic. Diligence was something that was valued highly in the 

civil religion of the United States. A poor man who had the perseverance and tenacity to 

get ahead, despite his circumstance, was the embodiment of what it was to be truly 

American.  

 A final concept that was considered to be of extreme importance to the thinkers of 

the early Republic was the idea of moral education and patriotism. Though it is spoken of 

the most passionately in the political writing of the early Republic, the idea of patriotism 

is probably the thing that is the least mentioned in the Bible out of all the virtues 

discussed so far. The closest parallel is the intense cultural and national identity shared by 

the Israelites in the Old Testament. Before the birth of Jesus and the destruction of the 

Temple, ancient Israel had been God’s chosen nation. With Israel gone, the Americans 

began to view themselves, and their government, as being God’s new chosen people.108 

Just as God had brought the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt and established them in the 
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Promised Land, He had freed the Americans from the tyranny of British rule and 

established a new government that would bring peace, prosperity, and unity to the land. 

This was all spin, of course: an idea superimposed onto the Biblical story to support the 

conception of the United States and its Republic as being somehow divinely sanctioned 

and supported. There is, however, nothing in the Bible that directly contradicts the values 

of patriotism. The concept is not anti-Christian, Christianity just did not find it worth 

mentioning. In the civil religion, however, patriotism was on of the staples that held the 

system together.  

 It is through the concept of patriotism that the effect of the civil religion on the 

ideas of education can be most clearly seen. Throughout the writings of this time period, 

the concept of patriotism and devotion to the Republic are given the same importance as 

morality. Patriotism, in fact, becomes a moral principle. This can be seen in the open 

distrust of other nations. Benjamin Rush declares:  

 “Legislators of Pennsylvania! Stewards of justice and virtue of 
  heaven! Fathers of children who may be corrupted and  
 disgraced by bad examples, say – can nothing be done to preserve  
 our morals, manners, and government from the infections of European  
 vices?”109 

This statement has obvious moral references and connotations. It assumes that any 

education that is not directly related to the Republic is not only unnecessary, but immoral 

as well. This places a devotion to the Republic firmly under the jurisdiction of moral 

education. Rush also states in the same essay that “next to the duty which young men 

owe to their Creator, I wish to see a supreme regard to their country inculcated upon 

them.110 Again, Rush places the ideas of patriotism next to religion in importance. He is 
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not alone in doing so. Elevating patriotism to the level of morality is a necessary 

consequence of the civil religion.  

 Other writers of the time period mirrored Rush’s extreme devotion to patriotism.  

 In a letter to the public, Noah Webster discusses how he  

 “introduced some geographical accounts of his own country and  
 a number of patriotic pieces for the express design of detaching  
 the children of the United States from their dependence on foreign  
 countries for books and ideas, and informing them early with a  
 knowledge and love of their own republican government.”111 

Webster’s books were designed specifically for educating children about the Republic 

and protecting them from foreign influence. Not only this, but his language makes it 

sound as though he had performed some great moral duty in writing them.  In another 

book, Webster states that “...a foreign education is directly opposite to our political 

interests and ought to be discountenanced, if not prohibited.”112 Prohibiting anything 

having to do with free speech was a last resort of the political leaders in the early United 

States. The fact that Webster suggested it at all is indicative of the passion that he felt for 

the subject. Another writer describes patriotism as “a virtue which has fertilized the 

barren rock and given the greatest expansion to the mind and heart...”113 Again, the 

religious and moral connotation of the word “virtue” show that the thinkers of the early 

Republic did not view patriotism as a political ideal, they saw it as a moral precept. 

Because a devotion to a representative government was part of the civic religion, it 

follows that the manifestation of that devotion, patriotism, would become part of the 

moral code.  
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 Once again, the textbooks of the time period reflect the ideas prevalent in the 

culture, helping to encourage and spread the ideas of civil religion in the early Republic. 

In McGuffy’s Sixth Eclectic Reader, there is a poem expounding on the American flag 

and the virtues of the United States. One verse reads:  

 “Thy stars have lit the welkin dome,  
      And all thy hues were born in heaven.  
 Forever float that standard sheet! 
      Where brethes the foe but falls before us,  
 With Freedom’s soil beneath our feet,  
      And Freedom’s banner streamin o’er us?”114 

In this verse, there are several interesting details that reveal the nature of patriotism in the 

United States at the time this poem was written. Firstly, the poem mentions “the foe that 

falls before us.” An element of dislike and distrust for other nations seemed to be a big 

part of the national identity during the hundred years or so following the Revolution. This 

helped to unite Americans together under a sort of “us vs. them” philosophy, which 

helped build domestic unity at the expense of foreign relations. Another interesting part 

of this verse is the repeated mentions of the word “Freedom” in the last two lines and the 

fact that, in both cases, the word is capitalized. Freedom was one of the primary benefits 

of living in the United States and it was a foundational principle of republican 

government. To emphasize it was also to emphasize the unique advantages of American 

government and encourage feelings of gratitude and loyalty in the minds of patriotic 

readers.  

 Another interesting view of patriotism can be found in the fifth reader, written in 

1878. The striking thing about this book is not any one particular passage, but the sheer 
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number of reading selections that have something to do with early American history. The 

book provides students with titles like, “The Thirteen Colonies,” “what constitutes a 

State?," “America,” “The Liberty of the Press,” and “Liberty or Death.”115 These stories, 

if their titles are any clue, contain information about events that occurred during the 

founding of the United States, important concepts that can be found within a republican 

government, and other general information about the American society. The fact that so 

much of one reader was dedicated to informing students about the country in which they 

lived is fairly indicative of the amount of importance patriotism played in the minds of 

public educators. It was vital that students not only understand their country, but also that 

they take pride in it. Instilling a sense of loyalty for the United States in the minds of 

students was very important. It would, it was hoped, give them the motivation to get 

involved in the political system.  

 Patriotism is something that no civil religion can do without. Since the 

centerpiece of any civil religion is the government rather than God, a certain amount of 

devotion, loyalty, and even reverence are due to the state. Loyalty to the government had 

to be seen as a religious duty because it was the state, not God, that was truly the focal 

point of civil religion. Without the government, there would be nothing to separate civil 

religion from the many denominations of Christianity in existence at the time. Without 

patriotism, civil religion would not exist. The American civil religion was no exception to 

this rule. Although the “virtue” of patriotism is not explicitly mentioned in the Bible, the 

requirements of civil religion demanded that it be taught as morality in schools. Because 

it was the general belief of the citizens of the United States that their country and, more 
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specifically, their government, were chosen and endorsed by God, patriotism became a 

religious duty, gladly embraced by many United States citizens.  

 During the first one hundred years of its existence, the main focus of the United 

States was to establish itself as a nation. One of the best ways to do this was through the 

formation and maintenance of a public school system. The public schools not only 

provided every child with a decent education, but they also were the ideal venue for 

spreading political ideologies that would stick in the minds of students, even into their 

adult years. One of the main concerns of early policy makers was how to preserve a 

government that depended on the knowledge and initiative of the people to survive. The 

answer was, again, education. If the children of the nation were able to all learn enough 

about their government to participate effectively in its functioning, then they would be 

able to help preserve it. According to the thinkers of the early Republic, the key to 

effective government was unified moral education. Every citizen needed to be operating 

under the same assumed moral laws. This would promote unity and good citizenship. The 

problem of developing a moral code to meet the needs of a nation that required a 

standardized morality while still maintaining religious freedom was complex. The result 

was an idealized form of public education that was heavily influenced by a Christian 

form of morality. This morality would emphasize the specific needs of a budding 

republican government. In other words, the “universal moral code” developed by early 

public school policy makers was nothing more than a reflection of the idealized civil 

religion that existed in the United States between the late 18th and early 19th centuries.   

 The preservation of the Republic depended, according to these early thinkers, on 

maintaining a system of equal education for all people who would one day be able to vote 
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or otherwise have an impact on the government of the United States. That still remains 

true today. A book published in 1996 reiterates the fundamental belief all founders of the 

public education system agreed upon: “education is a prerequisite for a working 

democratic and capitalist society. Public education conveys many of the values and skills 

that are critical to a functional democratic political system, and an educated population is 

necessary for economic success.”116 The idea that education is essential for the 

maintenance of a working Republic has not died in the over 200 years since the founding 

of the Republic. It is an accepted social and political truth that has held its ground during 

the manifold changes that have occurred in American society and politics since the 

foundational years of the public education system. Education is a tool that can be used to 

mold the minds of young republicans, teaching them how to be intelligent and productive 

citizens. As a logical consequence of this, the founders of the American public education 

system envisioned a society where all students would be educated through the public 

schools. This was the only way, in their view, to ensure that all students were being 

taught exactly what the state felt it necessary for them to know.  

 The vision of a public school that would educate children universally in both 

academics and morals was a lofty goal and one that, though maintained for a short time in 

the largely homogeneous voting society of the early United States, could not withstand 

the social changes that have reshaped the demographics of the United States public 

schools, especially within the last 100 years. The public school system of 20th and 21st 

centuries became very different from what was originally envisioned by early thinkers. 

This has been largely due to an attempt to balance the essential universality of the civil 
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religion with the diverse demands of the highly divergent voting population that has been 

emerging in the United States since the late 19th century. As more and more people of 

different races, backgrounds, and belief systems have become eligible to vote and 

influence the Republic, the more difficult it has become to maintain a civil religion that 

appeals to the beliefs of everyone. The civil religion was an attempt to balance free 

choice and universal education. Maintaining a universal civil religion in the face of such 

a heterogeneous voting population has proven impossible and the failure of the civil 

religion to encompass the beliefs of everyone has brought the balance of free choice and 

universal education into sharp focus. A republic cannot survive without educated citizens, 

and yet a republic cannot exist in the first place without citizens who are free to choose. 

Attempting to reconcile these two disparate ideals would color the educational climate all 

the way into the 21st century. 

 Only about 75 years after Horace Mann expressed his vision for the ideal 

universal public school, alternative education became a legal option for parents in the 

United States. In a 1925 Supreme Court case, Pierce v. the Society of Sisters, the 

Supreme Court declared that an Oregon law requiring all children between the ages of 8 

and 16 to attend public school was unconstitutional because it interfered with a parent’s 

right to decide on their children’s education.117 By doing this, the Supreme Court 

universally declared that forcing children to learn the universal curriculum of the public 

school did not match up with the inherit freedom of choice set forth in the Constitution.118 

It also by necessity implied that other forms of education, whether private or otherwise, 
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were acceptable alternatives to the public school. More specifically, this decision, 

centered on debate over the permissibility of a private Catholic school, showing that the 

moral precepts of the civil religion in the United States were, even in the early 20th 

century, already losing some of their general appeal. Significant numbers of parents did 

not want to expose their children to the morals of the nation, despite the fact that they 

were designed to be universal.  

 Pierce v. Society of Sisters represented one of the first in a series of many debates 

that would reveal the inherit weaknesses in the early attempts to reconcile the universality 

of the public school with the freedom of social, and especially religious, expression 

guaranteed in the Constitution. In the specific case of Pierce the debate about freedom of 

choice centered on the ability of Catholics to choose an education for their children that 

they felt was more appropriate than the essentially Protestant morality taught by the early 

forms of civil religion. This became an issue because, starting in the 1850s, huge 

numbers of immigrants, many of them Irish Catholics, began pouring into the United 

States. Within the space of fifty years, the Catholic population went from 5 percent to 17 

percent and, by 1906, they constituted the largest religious denomination in the 

country.119 By 1925, many of these immigrants had children who, being born in the 

United States, were or would shortly become voting citizens. The Catholic population 

had grown to be a significant force in the United States and, because of that influence, 

dissatisfaction with the essentially Protestant civil religion became more vocal, revealing 

that it was not as universal as its creators had believed.  
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 The Catholics were not the only people group that has grown in size in the United 

States since the mid-19th century. United States immigration is commonly seen as going 

through four stages, the first being the colonial period, which occurred before and 

immediately following the American Revolution. This first wave of immigration brought 

people to North America from England, along with their indentured servants, who would 

later become the slave population of the United States.120 Although not all of these 

indentured servants were African American, an estimated 650,000 Africans were shipped 

into the United States for labor purposes between the 16th and 19th centuries. By 1850, the 

African American population had grown to 4 million.121 The second stage of immigration 

occurred in the mid-nineteenth century and saw an influx of immigrants from Northern 

Europe. It was this wave of immigration that brought the Catholic population to the 

United States. By the turn of the twentieth century, immigrants began to arrive from 

Southern and Eastern Europe and finally, beginning in about 1965, people started coming 

to the United States from Latin America and Asia.122 All of this immigration was coupled 

with the fact that, beginning in the mid 19th century, the United States was expanding 

west into territories already occupied by different people groups, most notably Native 

Americans and people of Spanish origin.123  

 Despite the fact that diverse racial, social, and religious groups were coming into 

the United States very early after its founding, this did not greatly impact the public 
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school until the civil rights movement. The purpose of the public school was to educate 

active, equal, and participating members of society. When the public education system 

was first conceived, the term “universal education” had some distinct qualifications. The 

intention of education was to ensure that those who would one day be capable of directly 

influencing the Republic were well informed enough to do so. This generally meant those 

who would have the capability to be actively involved in politics, either through voting or 

through social influence. Since only white men could vote, the fact that young women 

were included under the blanket of public education is something that needed to be 

constantly qualified by its founders. It was generally explained by the fact that “the first 

impressions upon the minds of children are generally derived from the women” and 

because “the opinions and conduct of men are often regulated by women...”124 In essence, 

women were to be educated because of the influence they could potentially have on 

voting men. African Americans, though a strong presence in the United States from its 

founding, were enslaved and not considered active members of society.125 Even in cases 

where they were free, African Americans were not allowed into integrated schools until 

the 1950s and their educational concerns did not impact the curriculum.126 It is obvious 

that, in the 18th and early 19th centuries, public education centered on the education of the 

white Protestant man, who was the only one who could vote and contribute to the 

Republic. This trend continued deep into the 20th century. 
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 It is obvious from Pierce that, even before large groups of minorities were given 

voting rights, changing demographics within the white voting population still had the 

power to impact the fragile universality of the civil religion. The civil rights movement, 

combined with the increasing numbers and influence of minorities, ensured that all 

people born or naturalized in the United States would have the right to impact its 

government. This would bring about unprecedented change within the civil religion and 

general universal function of public education. The fight for universal suffrage began 

slowly. The ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment ensured nearly universal voting 

rights for all men in the 1860s, and the Nineteenth Amendment gave women the right to 

vote in 1920.127 Despite the fact that almost every person born in the United States could 

vote by 1920, segregation and deeply-rooted prejudice kept true legal equality from being 

won until the civil rights movement of the 1960s, which “virtually eliminated public 

assertions of white supremacy...altering race relations in the United States...”128 It was at 

this time that sweeping decisions like Brown v the Board of Education began to come 

down from the Supreme Court, legally eliminating segregation in the public schools.129 

The process of diversifying the public schools had, of course, been occurring gradually 

over time, but the civil rights movement had the long-lasting impact of changing policy. 

Schools could not only cater exclusively to English Protestants; their students had 

become much more diverse than that.  

 The civil rights movement created a school system that needed to address the 

concerns of many different types of people. This increased the pressure on public schools 
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and highlighted the fundamental flaws inherent in the original plan for public education. 

Although very few would argue with the fact that diversity in the public schools is, at its 

heart, a good thing, the widening range of cultures, religions, and backgrounds has made 

it difficult for policy makers to design curriculum that maintained a school culture 

acceptable for all students. The United States census of 1790 broke the nation into 

ancestry groups based on 13 different races, with English taking up 47.5 percent of the 

total.130 By 2000, the United States was broken into 18 different ancestry groups, with 

English being only 8.7% of the total.131 Approximately 99.8% of the population 

professed themselves to be Protestant in 1776, with 1.8% of those claiming to be 

Catholic.132 This is in stark contrast to a recent study, which indicated that only 78.5% of 

Americans consider themselves to be Christians, with 23.9% claiming to be Catholic. 

This study also indicated a large rise in unaffiliated religions, including Judaism, 

Buddhism, Islam, and Hinduism, with the total number of non-Christian groups making 

up 16.1% of the population.133 The number of races, religions, and social backgrounds in 

the United States continues to increase. Because of the great strides in political and social 

equality made during and after the civil rights movement, all of these people groups are 

considered eligible for citizenship and therefore included under the responsibilities of 

public education. This has made it much more difficult for the public school to provide a 

general moral curriculum suitable to the needs and beliefs of every American citizen. 
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 In an attempt to cope with this diversity, a major shift in the overall character of 

the United States civil religion emerged in the late 20th century. The civil religion could 

no longer be based solely on the Bible, but must also encompass the wide-ranging belief 

systems of multiple religious and ideological groups.  The civil religion was originally 

defined as a group of values that every citizen could agree upon, regardless of their 

religion.134 The student population now includes Muslims, atheists, Hindus, Buddhists, 

and a host of other religions and belief systems that are not, by definition, completely 

compatible with the Judeo-Christian worldview. The civil religion, in order to continue 

fulfilling its intended purpose in the public sphere, has needed to become much more 

generalized than it was in the 1800’s so as not to infringe on the multiple private religious 

beliefs of students and their families. Schoolbooks began to avoid the mention of specific 

Biblical virtues, and started to focus on safer, less religiously specific moral constants. 

For the sake of convenience, the morality of the modern public school has intentionally 

separated itself from any type of religious affiliation whatsoever. This change in the civil 

religion is partially characterized in 20th century Supreme Court decisions on education, 

most of which have made the boundary between religion and the state much more clearly 

defined. 

 Beginning in the late 1940s, the Supreme Court began issuing decisions that 

would restrict religious education in public schools. In 1947, a case came before the 

Court in which a taxpayer objected to the public funding of busing to Catholic schools. In 

Everson v. Board of Education of Ewing Township, the Court ruled in favor of the 

taxpayer, setting a powerful precedent that would continue to define the separation of 
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church and state until the present day.135 Through this decision, the Supreme Court 

determined that the establishment clause in the constitution not only forbids the 

government from establishing a church, it also prevents the government from aiding one 

religion over another.136 This interpretation of the establishment clause seems 

commonplace today, as it has defined the treatment of religion in the public arena ever 

since, but it was not something that was officially included in the law of the United States 

until 1947, when this decision was made. Thomas Jefferson’s idea of “the separation of 

church and state,” not actually included in the constitution, was officially recognized as a 

fundamental republican ideal, not only in the public schools, but in all government-

sanctioned programs and activities. 

 With the precedent of separation established, the Supreme Court began to pass 

down more rulings that restricted the public expression of religion. This was intended to 

ensure that the government was not imposing any one religion upon the population. 

Because the public schools were still regarded as foundational institutions for the 

establishment and spread of defining republican principles, many of these decisions were 

centered on what would be taught and endorsed in the public schools. The next case 

involving religion and public schooling came within a year of the landmark Everson 

decision. If Everson had built a wall between religion and the public sphere, than Illinois 

ex rel. McCollim v. Board of Education built the wall even higher. In this 1948 decision, 

schools were not allowed offer any sort of religious instruction within school buildings, 
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meaning that all direct talk about Christianity or even God was prohibited.137 This was 

reinforced by a significant decision in 1962, in Engel v. Vitale, in which the Supreme 

Court ruled that any prayer that was officially encouraged by the public schools was 

unconstitutional under the establishment clause.138 Both of these rulings set down specific 

boundaries that further separated the functions of the public schools from the functions of 

religions. 

 As cases involving public involvement with religion became more frequent and 

the precedents on this issue became increasingly complex, the Supreme Court developed 

what has become known as the Lemon test for deciding whether or not government 

involvement in an issue involving religion and the public school was constitutionally 

sound. This test was developed from the 1971 Supreme Court case Lemon v. Kutzman in 

which the state of Pennsylvania was directly reimbursing a private religious school for 

the salaries of teachers who taught secular subjects.139 The decision in this case was 

important because it established a general rule for judging similar cases in the future, a 

rule that is still being used to decide cases today. Chief Justice Burger delivered the 

opinion of the court, stating that, in order to be constitutional,  

 “First, a statute must have a secular legislative purpose; second, 
  its principal or primary effect must be one that neither advances  
 nor inhibits religion...finally, the statute must not foster ‘an excessive  
 government entanglement with religion”140 

This decision emphasizes the importance the United States government placed on the 

careful regulation of religion in the public schools. Not only could the public schools not 
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assist any religion, it also needed to avoid “an excessive...entanglement with religion” at 

the risk of trampling on the Constitutional rights of its students. Because the term 

“excessive entanglement” is so vague, it encourages an attitude of caution when dealing 

with religion in the public schools. Most modern educators give the issue a wide berth, 

preferring not to even risk mentioning the topic of religion for fear of stepping outside the 

bounds of Constitutional legality.  

 This modern attitude towards religion in schools stands in stark contrast to the 

original foundations of the public school system. None of the Supreme Court rulings took 

away from freedom of religion. They did not prevent individuals from expressing their 

religious beliefs, they only prohibited officially sanctioned religious expression. Despite 

this, it is obvious that, beginning in 1947, the civil religion in the public schools needed 

to change. Although the mention of specific religious creeds was always prohibited in 

schooling, the very fact that Supreme Court rulings needed to be made to keep schools 

from endorsing prayer and religious instruction shows that God and basic Christian ethics 

were not absent from the classroom. These things were part of the civil religion, 

something that was endorsed in the textbooks, expected from the teachers, and taught in 

the classrooms. The Supreme Court, responding to the social climate of the time, changed 

the definition of morality in the public school system. The church and the schools were 

separated. Public education would have nothing to do with religion. 

 Once the explicit mention of Christianity was banned from the public school, 

however, civil religion did not go away. Despite all of the changes to its context, the core 

goal of civil religion remained the same: to create an ethic that could be agreed upon by 

all people and used as a foundation to maintain a stable government. The Republic rested 
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upon a firm foundation of idealized ethics. A moral education is an indispensable part of 

any republican government.141 Whether intentionally or unintentionally, the public school 

will always put forth some sort of moral program. The attempt to create a civil religion 

that is not associated with any specific belief system has forced the civil religion to 

change. This change has been largely influenced both by the separation of schooling and 

religion imposed by the Supreme Court and by the immense social and political upheaval 

that occurred in the United States during the 1960s.  

 The changes that have occurred in American civil religion are reflected as clearly 

in modern textbooks as Protestant morals were reflected the textbooks of the mid-1800s.   

From a close examination of the readers used to teach and test students in modern times, 

it can be seen that the civil religion of the early 21st century is more generalized than the 

morality found in the textbooks of the 1800s, but it still reflects a very concrete and 

powerful civil religion. Despite all of the differing opinions present in the United States’ 

religious sphere, there are certain forms of morality that remain universal for most, if not 

all people. The most obvious of these is the Golden rule, or the law of reciprocity. In its 

most familiar terminology, this rule can be stated as: “do unto others what you would 

have them do unto you.” This law can be found universally throughout all cultures, races, 

and religions. The most obvious, of course, is Christianity where, in the Gospel of 

Matthew, Jesus said, “In everything, therefore, treat people the same way you want them 

to treat you, for this is the Law of the Prophets.”142 Jesus’ reference to the “Law of the 

Prophets” implies that Christianity is not the only, nor even the first religion to endorse 
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this specific rule of morality. This makes it a perfect theme for moral instruction in the 

public school system of the 21st century.   

 Numerous examples of the law of reciprocity can be found hidden in the dogmas 

of many belief systems. As the New Testament implies, Hebraic Scripture commands its 

followers to “Love thy neighbor as thyself,”143 but one of the first known appearances of 

the Golden Rule is actually from The Tale of The Eloquent Peasant, written in Ancient 

Egypt. Dating back to as early as 1970 B.C.E, this story tells its readers to “Do for one 

who may do for you, that you may cause him thus to do.”144 Thousands of years later, the 

same concept can be found in the British Humanist Society: “Don’t do things you 

wouldn’t want to have done to you.”145 Going back in time, and to the east, Hinduism 

teaches that “This is the sum of duty do not do to others what would cause pain if done to 

you”146 An Old Norse Legend is quoted as saying that “Man is man’s delight.”147 In the 

Odyssey, Menelaus explains his desire to be hospitable by asking “could we have made it 

home again…if other men had not fed us, given us lodging?”148 Native Americans teach 

that “respect for all life is the foundation”149 “None of you truly believes until he wishes 

for his brother what he wishes for himself” can be found in the tenants of Islam150 and 

“Never do to others what you would not like them to you” can be found in the Analects of 
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Confucius from Ancient China151 The Babylonians said “Speak kindness…show good 

will”152 In fact, the Western concept of the Golden Rule is a latecomer in the long line of 

myths, laws, and sayings that emphasize altruism, not only as an ethical obligation, but as 

an important aspect of morality and even cultural responsibility. 

 Highlighting this important aspect of universal morality, modern textbooks in 

America put a huge emphasis on kindness. Kindness, as the Golden Rule defines it, 

means treating people the way you would like to be treated in a similar situation. This is 

the general behavior that is encouraged in many popular readers. In a reading assessment 

designed to test the abilities of 2nd graders, the children are instructed to read a story 

called “Mandy Makes a Friend.” In this story, a girl named Mandy gets on the bus for her 

first day of school. At the next stop, another girl gets on the bus and asks Mandy if she 

can sit down next to her:  

 “’Sure,’ Mandy answered. She didn’t know what to think. There  
 were plenty of empty seats. Joyce sat down and started talking.  
 She was really friendly!... 
 “They arrived at school. By then, Mandy was enjoying Joyce’s  
 company. 
 “ They got off the bus. ‘Hey,’ Joyce said, ‘why don’t I show you  
 around?’  
 ‘That would be nice of you,’ Mandy thanked her. 
 “Joyce did not leave Mandy’s side all day. She helped her find the  
 classroom. She ate lunch with her. She played with her at recess. 
 That afternoon on the bus, the girls laughed all the way home.”153 

It is obvious from the tone of this story that the authors are trying to put their readers in 

Mandy’s place, encouraging them to imagine that it is their first day at school and they 

are scared about making friends. Joyce is exactly what every new student wants during 
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their first day at school, a kind, friendly person who is ready to help. By attempting to put 

the students in the place of the “new kid,” the authors are hoping to encourage empathy 

and a desire to be like the character Joyce in the story.  

  A question that appears after the story further reveals the intentions of its authors:  

 “Why did Joyce offer to show Mandy around?  
 A) Joyce wanted to show off to Mandy 
 B) The bus driver asked Joyce to be nice to Mandy 
 C) Joyce wanted to be Mandy’s friend 
 D) Mandy was afraid to go to school”154 

By asking this question, the authors of the story want to emphasis the fact that Joyce was 

not kind because someone told her to be, or because she was selfish. Joyce was nice 

because she wanted to make a friend. This also implies that people who are nice make 

friends more easily than people who are mean, giving children extra incentive to act 

kindly towards one another. The fact that these values are being emphasized to eight-

year-olds shows that kindness is something that public educators want students to 

understand and emulate, even in their earliest years.  

 Kindness remains a moral constant all throughout the student’s public education. 

A common eighth grade reading curriculum uses a novel called The Black Pearl as a 

companion to its lesson. The book tells the story of a young man name Ramon who finds 

a large and expensive pearl during his first diving expedition.155 In the story, there is a 

character named Ruiz, who is described as a sneering braggart, insulting Ramon almost 

the moment they meet.156 When Ramon finds the Black Pearl, which is incredibly 
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valuable, Ruiz attempts to steal it from him.157 In the end, he is unsuccessful and his 

efforts are rewarded with his own death.158 Again, the topic of kindness and fair treatment 

appears as a moral constant. In this case, a character’s selfishness ends with him, not only 

losing what he wants, but also being punished for his behavior. This reinforces an 

assumption that is present in all societies: being kind to your fellow man leads to good, 

while being unkind leads to dangerous consequences.  

 The concept of kindness is not something that is new to modern civil religion. The 

Golden Rule, as has already been emphasized, appears in all cultures and time periods, 

including the era of early public education. There are numerous examples of kindness 

being displayed and rewarded in both 19th and 20th century textbooks. The 20th century 

textbooks, however, place a special emphasis on the importance of kindness that was not 

present in the textbooks of the 19th century. This difference occurs, not so much because 

the schools are teaching a different morality, but because there is now a different 

reasoning behind that morality. In the 19th century, claims that moral principles were 

beneficial to the Republic would usually be accepted as long as they were backed by 

Biblical principles, no matter how obscure or vague. The general belief was that the Bible 

contained the blueprint for a good government. This is no longer the case. Because of the 

growing religious diversity in the United States, the Supreme Court made any official 

instruction based on a specific religion unconstitutional. By consequence, any moral 

value taught in schools based solely, or even primarily, on Biblical revelation is 

considered illegal. In order to be accepted as valid for use in today’s public schools, 
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“civic virtues” that claim to be beneficial to the Republic need to be based on logic and 

proven to be acceptable to everyone, no matter what belief system they are a part of.  

 Because the civil religion is, at its heart, a very utilitarian and practical method of 

morality, it is not difficult for moralists to reason their way into a secular explanation for 

most, if not all, of the original tenants of civil religion. The law of reciprocity, however, 

holds a special place in the modern education system because it is a powerful symbol of 

moral and religious unity.159 It is a law that is seen as transcending religious divisions and 

implies that we are all, at heart, the same. This perception makes the law of reciprocity 

impossible to mistake for a virtue that is associated with a specific religion. It is the law 

of all people and, since the Republic of the United States is made “by the people and for 

the people,”160 it would follow that kindness is the fundamental virtue of the Republic. 

Kindness is the most basic form of human morality and it is the foundation on which 

other universal moral codes can be built, codes that represent the essentials of any 

republican government.  

 The many varying cultures and backgrounds in the United States, combined with 

the civic religion’s emphasis on the law of reciprocity, have created a great cultural need 

to celebrate diversity. Diversity is a new “civil virtue” that was not in place during the 

19th century, In the modern day, however, it is very easy to look around and see people of 

other ethnicities, cultures, and beliefs. How these people should be treated has been 

greatly influenced by the basic principle of the “Golden Rule.” English Protestants in 

America appreciate it when their beliefs are respected, so it only follows that the beliefs 

of other cultures and religions should also be respected. The Declaration of Independence 
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declares, “all men are created equal,” which implies that, though it often did not follow 

its own doctrine, the United States was founded on the principles of equal rights.161 The 

recent emphasis on kindness and the advent of the civil rights movement in the 1960s 

highlighted the presence of equality in the founding documents and made the ability to 

value diversity an invaluable part of republican education.  

 The fact that diversity has not always been respected in the Republic has made the 

promotion of equal treatment in public schools that much more valuable. The 

appreciation of diversity that we see today is something that needed to be fought for, and 

it is something that Americans need to continue to fight for in order to maintain a 

functional Republic. In the era following the 1960s, the emancipation of the slaves and 

the fight for racial equality became historical events of almost equal significance to the 

gaining of American Independence.162 If the Revolutionary War is considered to be the 

birth of the nation, the civil rights movement, combined with the impact of the Civil War 

in the late 19th century, represented the redemption of the nation in United States lore.163 

This can be seen in the near deification of many civil rights leaders. One magazine 

comments that Rosa Parks, the woman who refused to give up her seat for a white man 

on a Montgomery bus,  

 “...is generally described as ‘the Mother of the Civil Rights  
 Movement,’ but Blacks have increasingly chosen another term of  
 endearment. Parks is ‘also the mother of this nation,’...’You call  
 George Washington the father of the nation, but when he became the  
 father, we weren’t included in the nation. The first time we had a [place]  
 in this nation is when all of us were included, and Rosa Parks did that on  
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 December 1, 1955.”164 

This article directly compares the Civil Rights movement to the founding of a new 

nation, one that is based on the universal rights of man. This not only cements the civil 

rights movement in the grand story of the Republic, but it also emphasizes the fact that, 

although it did not always express itself in the behavior of the nation, diversity and equal 

treatment are fundamental parts of what the Republic was intended to be. It is therefore 

vitally important to fight in order to preserve and develop this diversity in order to 

maintain the basic character of the Republic. 

 Because the Civil Rights movement is considered such a momentous event in 

American history, there has been a huge emphasis placed on ensuring that modern-day 

school children remember the events that took place:  

 “It is important that we connect them – them being our current  
 generation – to those that have sacrificed and suffered at the hands  
 of social injustice and opportunity.” 165 

Although the civil rights movement was primarily focused on African American rights, 

its basic principles have been applied to other minority groups in America and 

elsewhere.166 The civil rights movement is so important because it opened the door for 

universal cultural and social equality which, in turn, led to the opportunity for diversity in 

schools. This diversity is a hard-won right that needs to be nurtured and preserved in the 

minds of children. Since the 1960s, maintaining diversity has become a key part of moral 
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education in the public schools, showing itself over and over again in the basic 

curriculum of even very young students.  

 Two books used in an elementary school reading curriculum emphasize the 

concepts of diversity and the effort it took to establish equality in the United States. A 

chapter book designed for children in late elementary school called Meet Martin Luther 

King, Jr. tells the story of the civil rights movement, emphasizing the significant impact 

Martin Luther King, Jr made on creating racial equality in the United States. In the first 

chapter, the book describes Martin Luther King, Jr.’s campaign:  

 “He fought for fair laws. He fought for an end to hate. He fought for a  
 better life for all Americans. Thousands of people knew he was right.  
 Thousands followed him. And slowly America began to change.  
 “Martin Luther King lost his life in the fight to change America. But  
 his words and ideas live on.”167 

This passage paints Martin Luther King, Jr. as an advocate for universal rights. It also 

emphasizes the fact that, through his efforts, America began to change for the better. The 

fact that this textbook is being used in a public school reading curriculum shows that 

Martin Luther King Jr., like George Washington and Abraham Lincoln before him, has 

become a symbol of American values. Martin Luther King Jr.’s fight for equality has 

come to epitomize diversity and is an important tool used in the public school.   

 Another textbook highlights the fight for gender equality. A book written for 

children between 8 and 12 years old describes several women who have succeeded in 

different sports. Before describing these women, however, the book ensures that the 

children know the effort it took for women to be able to play sports at all:  

 “Today, girls can play any sport boys play. Girls can play on  
 town intramural teams and on school teams, too. They even play  
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 some sports professionally. They can show off their muscles and  
 go all out to win. And no one tells them to act like a lady. 
 Female athletes have come a long way... 
 Being a female athlete was tough. People thought it was okay for  
 women to compete in some sports, like gymnastics, figure skating,  
 or swimming. But they thought other sports were too strenuous for  
 girls.”168 

This passage begins by emphasizing the opportunities that young women have today. 

They are allowed to do many of the same things that men are, something that should not 

be taken for granted. This excerpt reminds students that women were not always given 

the freedom to join any organized sport they wanted to, emphasizing that equality and 

diversity were things that the students need to be grateful for and also things that they 

needed to work to maintain. Diversity, though a recent addition to the civil religion, is 

one of the most prominent civil virtues emphasized in modern classroom textbooks.  

 This focus on diversity can be seen very clearly, not only in the way students are 

taught, but also in the way teachers are trained. One of the sample questions in the 

Professional Knowledge Portion of the Arizona Teacher Certification Exam asks:  

 “How can a teacher establish a positive climate in the classroom? 
 A) Help students see the unique contributions of individual  
 differences 
 B) Use the whole group instruction for all content areas 
 C) Help students divide into cooperative groups based on ability 
 D) Eliminate teaching strategies that allow students to make choices.”169 

This is a very loaded question and its answer reveals much about the social and political 

beliefs of the people who wrote it. First of all, the phrase “positive classroom 

environment” is very subjective. Each of the answer choices has the potential of being 
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correct, depending on the educational theories that are being endorsed at the time. The 

writers of this question assume that the potential teachers who are taking this test know 

conform to the generalized civil religion as it is presented in the public schools. If they 

did not, they would not be able to answer this question.  

 The answer to the question and its explanation further emphasize the immense 

value that modern public schools place on the value of diversity. The answer key states 

that the correct answer to the question is “A,” explaining that,  

 “In the first place, an important purpose of education is to prepare  
 students to live successfully in the real world, and this is an important  
 insight and understanding for them to take into the world. In the second  
 place, the most fertile learning environment is one in which all  
 viewpoints and backgrounds are respected and where everyone has 
  equal respect.” 170 

The first sentence of this explanation reiterates that the basic plan behind public 

education is to ensure that students are ready to become productive members of society. 

This goal has been in place since the founding of American education. The explanation 

also maintains, however, that understanding differences is an invaluable asset to being a 

productive member of the “real world,” which is a concept that has only been part of 

American civil religion since the 1960s. Finally, the explanation also sets forth an 

assumption that “the most fertile learning environment is one in which all viewpoints and 

backgrounds are respected and where everyone has equal respect.” The most interesting 

thing about this statement is its assertiveness. The writers of this study guide do not try to 

argue the point, but assume that their readers will accept their explanation as an agreed-

upon fact. It is obvious from this that the civil virtue of diversity is deeply ingrained in 

the psyches of public educators.  
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 These educators are also not blind to the moral influence that the public schools 

have on the minds of young children. Like the early founders of public education, today’s 

teachers know that a proper education not only gives students an academic base, but also 

influences their worldview. And, also like public education’s founders, modern day 

educators intentionally use this power to mold the minds of their students. When 

discussing how classroom factors may affect students’ self-concepts and learning, the 

AEPA study guide states that: 

 “Teachers are role models in the classroom and the facilitators of  
 student learning....As the adult role models in student lives during  
 the bulk of their waking and working hours, teachers become a  
 viable source of not only academic learning, but also life learning as  
 well for students.”171 

In essence, this statement emphasizes the fact that a teacher is with the student for a 

significant amount of time and is therefore able to have a huge impact on that student’s 

life. If a teacher is with a student five days a week, for seven hours each day, that is 35 

hours each week where the student is listening to the teacher’s instruction and being 

influenced by that teacher’s worldview and belief system. In order for this to be 

acceptable in the modern Republic, the teacher’s expressed worldview needs to be 

general enough so that it does not interfere with the specific beliefs of the parents. If this 

is not the case, the public school could be seen as infringing on the parents’ constitutional 

right of freedom of religion.  

 Unfortunately, the diversity inherent in public schools had made finding common 

ground between all religious groups very difficult. Although the civil religion taught by 

teachers is, in most cases, extremely vague and neutral, there are certain aspects that are 
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very volatile. These issues have sparked debate over how morality should be taught in the 

public school. This debate has tested the balance between freedom of choice and the 

importance of universal education. Conflict over these issues has the potential to flare up 

when any religious group feels its beliefs are being compromised by the civil religion of 

the public school. These types of debates have been going on in the official public sphere 

ever since the Pierce case of 1925 and have centered on a wide range of religious issues. 

Some of the most prevalent and, for the purposes of public policy, influential debates 

have been between the public schools and Conservative Christian groups. Of these, the 

issues of homosexuality and the teaching of evolution have been the most volatile in the 

20th  and early 21st centuries. Although these are just two of the most prominent examples 

in a long history of religious dispute, they embody how the United States has chosen to 

balance the Republic’s need to have universally educated citizens with the objections of 

those who feel that certain parts of the generalized “religion” of public education go 

directly against their specific beliefs. 

 In many ways, the issue of teaching evolution in schools has shaped moral 

debates between the public schools and radical religious groups in the 20th century. 

Although evolution is a scientific theory, it has massive moral implications that have 

made it a very volatile topic, especially in education. From the time it was first published 

in 1859, Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species has become the symbol, not only of a new 

and influential scientific theory, but also of a science that could exist without God.172 Up 

until that point, there was no reasonable explanation for how the world and all the things 
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in it could exist without being influenced by the hand of some sort of creator.173 Although 

the Origin of Species did not actually provide a clear explanation for how life came to 

exist, the tenets of natural selection opened the door for a secular and scientific 

explanation for life on Earth.174 This explanation of life through natural selection, also 

called macroevolution, went against the Genesis story in the Bible, which specifies that 

earth was created in six days, not over the period of millennia.175  Because of the 

importance of Christian ethic in the original public school system, these inconsistencies 

kept evolution out of the public schools until the Scopes “Monkey” Trial of 1925, in 

which a Tennessee biology teacher was convicted of breaking a state law prohibiting the 

teaching of evolution in school.176 Although Scopes lost, the trial succeeded in bringing 

evolution into the public sphere, making it one of the most controversial topics centered 

on the public school system.  

 Despite the popularity of the Scopes “Monkey” Trial, evolution did not reach the 

United States Supreme Court until 1968. In Epperson v. Arkansas, a schoolteacher 

challenged the state laws prohibiting the teaching of evolution in the classroom.177 By 

this time, the new interpretation of the Establishment Clause had already been decided, 

and the court ruled in favor of Epperson, saying that a state cannot prohibit the teaching 

of a certain subject simply to promote the religious beliefs of a specific group. Not 

teaching macroevolution was preserving a literal interpretation of the book of Genesis, 

                                                
173 Ayala 28.  
174 Aylaya 28.  
175 Gen 1:1-31.  
176 Sabrina Crewe, The Scopes Monkey Trial (Milwaki: Gareth Stevens publishing, 2005), 
5. 
177 Ronald B. Flowers, That Godless Court? Supreme Court Decisions on Church-State 
Relationships (Louisville: Westminster John Knoz Press, 2005),114.  



Gannon 75 

which indirectly supported certain forms of Christianity. “There can be no doubt,” wrote 

Justice Abe Frotas, “that the First Amendment does not permit the State to require that 

teaching and learning must be tailored to the principles or prohibitions of any religious 

sect or dogma.”178 In order to combat this ruling, Arkansas attempted to create a law that 

required macroevolution to be taught alongside “creation science” in order to provide 

students with a more balanced viewpoint. This too was shot down because the Supreme 

Court determined that the law had religious motivations and was therefore 

unconstitutional.179 By the early 1970s macroevolution had become, by the default of 

religious restrictions, the only acceptable means to teach about the origin of life in the 

public schools.   

 Macroevolution’s monopoly on the public education system made it even more 

controversial among Christian groups. Despite arguments to the contrary, macroevolution 

is not an incontrovertible fact. There are still many valid, scientific arguments that 

question some of its core assumptions.180 It is for this reason that macroevolution is 

considered more of a moral debate than a fight for scientific truth within the public 

schools. The theory of natural selection is not connected to any particular religious creed 

or doctrine. Macroevolution represents a study of life without God. This makes it perfect 

for the public schools, which must balance the various belief systems of their students to 

create a neutral curriculum. On its own, evolution is religiously neutral, which makes it 

perfectly legal under the establishment clause. For many Christians, however, 

macroevolution remains something that is completely incompatible with their religious 
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beliefs. This means that, when conservative Christian children are learning 

macroevolution in schools, they are being taught something that directly contradicts what 

they are learning at home. Although the Supreme Court’s Lemon test stated that the 

public school is not supposed to endorse religion, it also states that they should not 

“inhibit religion.” Despite the fact that evolution itself is neutral, accepting it as the 

exclusive doctrine of the public school has the potential of seriously impeding free 

practice of religion because it does not allow the opportunity for dissention. 

 If the teaching of evolution was the most volatile moral topic of 20th century 

public schooling, the place of homosexuality in schools has certainly defined early 21st 

century debates in the same way. Because of the public school’s intense focus on 

diversity, the issue of homosexual rights has become something that it cannot ignore. 

Schools in Massachusetts have taken the first step towards making gay and lesbian issues 

an integral part of the classroom curriculum. In 2006, a Massachusetts teacher named 

Heather Kramer read a book called King and King in her class.181 The book, written by 

Kina de Haan and Stern Nijland, tells the story of a prince whose mother wants him to get 

married. Princesses come from all over the land, but the prince, who “never cared much 

for princesses”, could not find one that he wanted to marry. One day, however, Princess 

Madeleine and her brother, Prince Lee come to town and the prince falls in love 

immediately, with Prince Lee. The princes get married, and the last page of the book 

shows a picture of the two men kissing passionately.182 This book obviously endorses the 

concept of gay marriage. The fact that this book was read and that lessons on 
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homosexuality are being taught to young children fits closely with the public school’s 

emphasis on the “civil virtue” of diversity. On the surface, it only makes sense that 

teachers should instruct students to be kind to people of all races, beliefs, and sexual 

orientation.  

 Unlike the generalized views on diversity that celebrate the importance of cultural 

and ethnic differences, however, the emphasis some public schools are placing on 

diversity goes directly against the religious beliefs of specific groups of people, the most 

vocal of which are the Conservative Christians. The beliefs of all Conservative Christian 

groups are most clearly and generally defined in the Bible, which does not endorse 

homosexual actions. In Leviticus 18:22, the Bible says “You shall not lie with a male as 

one lies with a female; it is an abomination.”183 The New Testament also condemns 

homosexuality. Corinthians 6 says that, along with fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, 

thieves, drunkards, revilers, and swindlers, homosexuals are also considered 

unrighteous.184 This means that their behavior is not something that pleases God. This 

Biblical passage does not state, or even imply, that the people themselves deserve to be 

mistreated, but it does explicitly affirm that homosexual behavior is a sin and cannot, in 

and of itself, be condoned. This is a Biblical mandate that many denominations of 

Christianity still profess to follow. Although teaching about the importance of not 

disrespecting or mistreating other students lines up with Christian values, any attempt to 

encourage a belief that homosexuality is a morally neutral and acceptable lifestyle goes 

against Biblical teaching and therefore interferes with the specific religious beliefs of 

many of the Christians attending public schools.  
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 The line between discouraging discrimination and condoning homosexual 

behavior is very fine, and the topic is extremely volatile. The issue is still being debated 

in many states, but in February of 2006, U.S. District Judge Mark L. Wolf dismissed a 

civil rights lawsuit brought by a parent named David Parker, “ordering that it is 

reasonable, indeed there is an obligation, for public schools to teach young children to 

accept and endorse homosexuality.”185 The judge went on to say that parents should not 

be informed beforehand of a gay and lesbian curriculum because “an exodus from class 

when issues of homosexuality or same-sex marriage are to be discussed could send the 

message that gays, lesbians, and the children of same sex parents are inferior...”186 The 

requirement to teach about same-sex couples is necessary, according to Wolf, because:  

 “Under the Constitution public schools are entitled to teach anything  
 that is reasonably related to the goals of preparing students to become 
 engaged and productive citizens in a democracy. Diversity is a hallmark  
 of our nation. It is increasingly evident that our diversity includes  
 differences in sexual orientation.”187 

This statement operates under the assumption the “civil virtue” of diversity is accepted by 

all reasonable citizens of the United States. In a way, it is. Very few people would argue 

for segregation in schools, but that is because there are no religious doctrines specifically 

demanding that different races be separated. To include homosexuality unequivocally 

under the umbrella term of “diversity” directly interferes with the religious beliefs of a 

specific group of people. On the flipside, however, not mentioning homosexuality at all 

would give tacit approval to any acts of discrimination committed against homosexuals, 
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which would not be conducive to maintaining the unity of the Republic. Both extremes 

cause problems that cannot be easily solved.  

 It is obvious from these examples that attempting to create a neutral moral 

curriculum in the public schools of today is a very difficult task. The modern civil 

religion gives the public schools the responsibility to promote neutral values of diversity 

so that children are prepared to become valuable members of the Republic. Sometimes, 

however, it is impossible to promote these values without alienating certain groups. 

Forcing these groups to participate in the public school system would take away their 

freedom of choice and, in some cases, their freedom of religion. Alternative forms of 

education help to remedy this. In his controversial decision to encourage the teaching of 

homosexuality in schools, Mark L. Wolf told upset parents that they had the option of 

either enrolling their children in private schools or signing them up for home 

schooling.188 With the various number of religious beliefs present in the modern school 

system, and the tightening of Supreme Court definitions of what is considered “neutral,” 

it has become almost impossible to create a civil religion that encompasses the beliefs of 

all, while hindering the beliefs of no one. Offering religious objectors the chance to 

legally leave the public school is the easiest way to ensure their Constitutional freedom of 

religion.  

 Ever since the legalization of alternative forms of education in the 1925 Pierce 

case, many different forms of alternative schooling have become prominent in the United 

States. In opposition to the original goal of a universal, standardized education, “now, 

more than ever, it is acceptable for parents to choose how their child is to be educated; 
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‘parent and student empowerment’ is becoming a byword of our day.”189 While the 

preservation of the Republic is still the goal of modern education, the Supreme Court 

decision made it apparent that this preservation could not be achieved without allowing 

citizens, parents and students alike, the opportunity to have some choice in how they are 

going to be educated. Although all state governments legally require students to remain in 

school at least until they are at least 16 years old, there are many ways to avoid the public 

school and still be a legally educated citizen.190 Some of these options, like magnet 

schools and charter schools, still are required to maintain the same academic standards as 

public schools and are therefore still under the general control of the government. Others, 

like private schools and home schooling, are completely independent from state control, 

and their students are not required to meet any sort of universal standard. Both of these 

schooling styles, and especially home schooling, go directly against the original vision 

for the American education system.  

 One of the most popular options in alternative education is the charter school. 

Broadly defined, “charter schools are publicly funded schools that are granted significant 

autonomy in curriculum and governance in return for greater accountability”191 In other 

words, charter schools are given the freedom to teach state standards however they see 

fit, but if they do not show adequate results, they can easily be shut down. Charter 

schools are created through a public charter, usually with an express purpose or 
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philosophy in mind. Depending on the state, a board can grant a charter for between two 

and three years. Once the charter expires, the board reviews the effectiveness of the 

school and, based on that information, decides whether or not to renew the charter and 

allow the school to continue.192 Charter schools are an interesting mix of public and 

private education. They are publicly funded, but they are able to run independently. This 

gives parents the opportunity to choose alternate forms of curriculum implementation, 

while still allowing the government to regulate and monitor the results.  

 The charter school is an attempt to balance the freedom to choose with the 

importance of universal quality education. By giving parents the opportunity to choose a 

different way to achieve the same results, the government is still ensuring that children 

get a quality education while also being flexible in how that education is achieved. 

Charter schools also have the added advantage of giving public schools some 

competition:  

 “...Only when schools are forced to compete for students will they 
 be motivated to improve. Only then will the system open up, new  
 options emerge and education look like the rest of America. Meanwhile,  
 nearly 90% of American children are stuck in a failing system”193 

The ordinary public school system is not working as well as its founders predicted it 

would. For varies reasons, it has fallen short of expectations and become something that 

many parents cannot justify supporting. Charter schools give parents an affordable 

alternative to public schools, and force public educators to improve practices and student 

accountability in order to maintain their enrollment. A universal standardized school 
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system is only useful to the Republic if it is providing quality education. If that education 

is not being maintained, then other options need to be available to encourage 

improvement. The charter school provides an alternative to public education that still 

ensures the students and teachers are held to the same standards as those in public 

schools. 

 Another, more mild, attempt at alternative education is the magnet school. 

Beginning in the 1960s, certain schools began offering programs that, in addition to the 

basic subjects of reading, writing, and arithmetic, also focused on more specialized 

subjects, specifically issues like the history of African Americans, the civil rights 

movement, and how schools can be tied to the community.194 The movement developed 

and spread, with magnet schools eventually becoming common options for parents who 

wanted their students in a special curriculum while still remaining under the umbrella of 

public school districts.195 Depending on the school’s focus, students can participate in in-

depth studies of the arts, science, math, technology, career orientation, and so on.196 

Although magnet schools were originally developed to discourage racial segregation in 

schools, they have also evolved into a viable alternative for parents who wanted their 

students exposed to more than just core subjects.197 Each school is specialized in one key 

area of study, which is designed to draw students interested in that particular topic to the 

school. Because magnet schools are under the jurisdiction of the local school district, 
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they are still required to meet the state standards.198 The main difference between a 

magnet school and a normal public school is the magnet school’s specific focus on a 

particular area of study.  

 The magnet school is a good way to encourage diversity in the school system, 

while still maintaining universal standards. As already evidenced, the general public 

school population is more diverse than the founders of public education could have 

envisioned. Although a generalized curriculum ensures an adequate education for all 

those involved, it is hardly fair to quell student diversity for the sake of a standardized 

education. The magnet school does a good job of combining the elements of both 

universal education and the freedom to choose. While the magnet schools still maintain 

the minimum standards, they also give time for students to pursue their specific interests. 

The problem with this is that if students begin to focus exclusively on one specific area of 

study during their primary school years, they do not get the opportunity to be exposed to 

other things. For example, a student attending a magnet school focused on the arts will be 

less exposed to science than he or she would have been otherwise. It is difficult to justify 

forcing students to specialize their interests so early, but for many parents a magnet 

school is a far better option than the public school’s generalized curriculum. The magnet 

school is a viable alternative to public education, and, like the charter school, it gives 

public educators competition that will encourage better performance.  

 Both the charter school and the magnet school provide alternatives to traditional 

education while still being held to the same minimum standards as the general public 

school system. The founders of American public education could not have predicted the 
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manifold changes that occurred in the demographic makeup of the United States since 

they first envisioned their universal school system. Charter schools and magnet schools 

direct students with unique needs to schools that can address those needs specifically, 

helping to take some of the burden off the general public school system. These schools, 

while still falling under the general direction and guidance of their state governments, 

allow an alternative to public education that does not exempt students from meeting the 

minimum state standards. This system does not exactly follow the original blueprint for 

the universal implementation of public education, but it does provide enough regulation 

to produce universally measurable results. Magnet and charter schools are as close a 

compromise as is possible to reach between the public education’s original intentions and 

modern realities. 

 For many parents, however, this is not enough. Although charter and magnet 

schools provide alternatives to general public education, they are still under government 

control. The moral framework they provide, therefore, is still subject to the generalized 

tenets of the civil religion, tenets which are limited by the restrictions on religion outlined 

by the Supreme Court. Charter schools and magnet schools provide an outlet for parents 

who want a different academic environment for their children, but they do very little for 

those who have moral objections to the public schools. The alternative education options 

available to parents who do not want their children exposed to the civil religion of the 

United States are, by necessity, separated from all but the very basic forms of government 

regulation and control.  
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 Private schools are the first option for parents disillusioned with the public school. 

A private school is any school that is not funded by state and federal dollars.199 Because 

the government does not provide funding, these schools are generally free from direct 

governmental influence. Private schools are free to choose their students, their faculty, 

and their curriculum, while also making their own internal rules. The state often requires 

that a school obtain a charter so that it might be classified as a private institution, but this 

is mostly for the purposes of tax exception and does not impact the major aspects of the 

school’s philosophy.200 The variety of private schools is enormous, but they all have 

some distinct features that link them together. Most private schools, for instance, have a 

decentralized system of governance, small class sizes, higher expectations within their 

specific curriculum, and shared values.201 The thing that really sets private schools apart, 

however, is their freedom from government regulation and control.  

 Although private schools are formed for a large variety of reasons, the overriding 

motivation behind most private schools is a desire to promote specific religious beliefs. 

Approximately 85% of private schools have a religious affiliation of some sort, and about 

50% of all private school students attend Catholic school.202 Although Catholic schools 

have been a constant in private education for years, a huge amount of growth in private 

schools has come from Protestant denominations during the last few decades. Since the 

1980s especially, the growth of the private school system has been most dramatic among 
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fundamentalist Christian groups who are dissatisfied with the public education system.203 

The fact that the ideologies and belief systems of private schools are not controlled by the 

government frees private schools from the restrictions on education and religion put in 

place by the Supreme Court. Private schools are also not all encompassing and 

compulsory, meaning that they do not have to appeal to the diverse belief systems of 

many different types of students. Private schools have the advantage of being able to 

have a specific statement of purpose that attracts a specific type of student. They also 

have the advantage of being able to refuse students who they feel will not match with 

their particular purposes. Private schools have the ability to create academic and moral 

curriculum that is focused on a single demographic of students, which creates a learning 

environment more conducive to parents who want their children exposed to specific 

viewpoints.  

 If the main advantage of the private school is more focused learning, then the fact 

that so many of the private schools in America conform to traditional Christian values is 

very telling. It shows that much of the motivation behind the attendance in private 

schooling comes from a desire to remove children from the moral influence of the public 

school, rather than a desire to provide them with a more rigorous academic environment. 

Although academics is often a contributing factor to private school attendance, it is 

obvious that many parents pay to send their children to private school because they do 

not want to expose their children to the civil religion advocated in the public schools. One 

parent explained her decision to send her children to private school by saying that the 

public schools do not offer an education that is rooted in her family’s values. She says, 
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“Our public schools are starting to scare me with what they are exposing our children 

to.”204 Another parent explains “I want my kids to be in an environment where they can 

talk about values in a way that you can’t always do in a public school setting.”205 Private 

schools are an acceptable alternative for parents who do not want their children exposed 

to the values and beliefs that are advocated in the public school system.  

 Another option for parents is home schooling. The concept of home schooling is 

fairly self-explanatory: it is the education of students outside of the context of a public or 

private school, usually by the parent or guardian.206 Home schooling is a phenomenon 

that has grown considerably in the last few decades. Estimates from the National Center 

for Education Statistics attest to home schooling’s rapid growth, measuring a 74 percent 

increase in the last eight years, which is nearly twelve times the growth of the public 

schools in the same amount of time.207 Other statistics show that parents seem to choose 

home schooling for their children for many of the same reasons that other parents choose 

to send their children to private school. Although the figures are often debated, some 

estimates say that nearly 75 percent of the students in the home schooling population are 

conservative Christians.208 Many of these parents choose home schooling for their 

children because of “the fundamental conviction that educating their children is a God-

given right and responsibility, and one they can delegate only at great moral and spiritual 
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peril.”209 This conviction is reinforced by the content of moral and academic education in 

public schools which, in certain cases, goes directly against the spiritual convictions of 

fundamentalist Christianity.  

 The government restrictions on home schooling are, if possible, even more lax 

than those imposed on the private schools. Most state laws regarding home schooling 

address certain key issues like notification of intent to home school, ages for which 

compulsory attendance apply, qualifications for parents, attendance requirements, 

subjects and curriculum to be covered, testing and assessment, and record keeping.210 

Some states are fairly rigorous with their home schooling laws. One state, for example, 

requires that parents follow “a sequentially progressive curriculum of fundamental 

instruction” in certain specific subjects. 211 Other states, however, are far more lax. 

Arizona, for example, requires that children begin some sort of curriculum by the age of 

8 years old and that the parents notify the state of intent to home school. Parents are not 

required to turn in any curriculum proposals and students do not need to take 

standardized tests. There is absolutely no reporting of student progress or learning.212 

Some states do not even require parents to report that their children are in home 

schooling at all.213 This lack of standardized regulation is shocking and goes directly 

against the original intentions of the public education system.  
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 This lack of regulation shows itself very clearly in the curriculum of the private 

and public schools. With the debate on homosexuality still raging, the public schools 

have not adopted a universal policy towards its treatment in the curriculum. Because of 

this, the dichotomy between the public schools and the religiously motivated alternative 

schools on that particular subject is still not very clear. Evolution, however, has been a 

strong force in public education since the 1970s and is therefore one of the issues that 

most sharply divides religious and secular curriculum. Although past Supreme Court 

decisions have made it unconstitutional for a state to forbid the teaching of evolution in 

public schools, the debate on the place of evolution in the science classroom is one that 

still rages in many private religious schools. One educator insists, “Evolution is a theory 

not a fact. They [the public schools] should teach other theories as well, not just 

evolution. Why would a private school have to teach something that goes against our 

faith?”214 Although not all private educators take this stance, many do. Private schools 

have the freedom to design their own curriculum, and the case of evolution demonstrates 

just how widely this curriculum can diverge from the standards of public education.  

 The same is true for the home schooling population. According to a 2010 news 

report, most of the top-selling science textbooks in the United States disparage evolution. 

One textbook begins a chapter called “History of Life” with the assertion that “a 

Christian worldview...is the only correct view of reality; anyone who rejects it will not 

only fail to reach heaven but also fail to see the world as it truly is.”215 The use of these 

textbooks again stems from a strong religious motivation. Parents want their children to 
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learn what the public schools will not teach them, and creationism is one of the most 

obvious issues that divide the Christian and secular communities. The lack of regulation 

on the home schooling population has allowed parents the freedom to teach their children 

whatever curriculum they see fit. This curriculum can diverge from the standards of 

public education as much or as little as parents want it to. This certainly provides citizens 

with the freedom of religion that the Constitution demands, but it also has the potential of 

preventing students from receiving a proper, standardized, republican education.  

 Allowing children who participate in private school and home schooling to be 

taught with curriculum that diverges so widely from the accepted norm of the public 

school can result in consequences that impact the Republic in a negative way. Again, the 

long established separation between the public school and religious education on the 

theory of evolution is a good example of this issue. Although popular home schooling 

textbooks react against macroevolution, they often lump the issues of macroevolution and 

microevolution together, which severely limits the basic scientific education of children. 

Macroevolution is the theory that the diversity of life present on the earth today came 

from a series of mutations that originated from a single source, or small group of 

sources.216 In other words, unlike the theory of creation, which states that God created all 

life uniquely from the beginning, macroevolution contends that all, or most, life forms are 

related and developed slowly over time.217 This is an issue that is still debatable. 

 Microevolution, on the other hand, is the theory that organisms can exhibit small 
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changes over time to adapt to specific environmental situations.218 This is an observable 

fact that is not widely contested. Despite this, macroevolution has made evolution in 

general such a volatile issue that many religious educators refuse to teach any sort of 

evolution whatsoever. The lack of governmental control gives them the freedom to do 

this, leaving significant portions of the population without basic knowledge of important 

issues related to microevolution. Not knowing that viruses mutate to adapt to vaccines, 

for example, can prevent people from understanding the consequences of not getting their 

children immunized against certain diseases.219 This takes the issue of evolution out of 

the field of moral debate and into the field of practical and basic scientific knowledge. 

This becomes all the more serious in the context of the 21st century, which has seen a 

significant link between scientific issues and politics. Not having a basic knowledge of 

science and how it works could impact how voters react to important political issues in 

the future, which, in turn, could severely impact the Republic.  

 General diversity is another issue that, though taught in the public school as a 

general “civic virtue” is not often emphasized in the private schools or in most home 

schooling situations. Because diversity is such a basic part of the modern civil religion, it 

is emphasized in public schools with the hope that, when students are old enough to vote, 

they will use their knowledge about the importance of civil rights to decide on related 

political issues accordingly. Educating children in this way is vital so that the diversity 

which is so important to the modern Republic be preserved. The government does not 

regulate private education, meaning that they have no way to enforce the teaching of 
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diversity to large groups of students who will eventually become voters. Although most 

parents and educators will not go out of their way to teach children to be prejudiced, the 

very purpose many private and home schools is to ensure that children are exposed only 

to people with specific worldviews. This has the potential of limiting a student’s exposer 

to the diversity inherent in the United States, increasing the chance that he or she will 

grow up to influence the Republic in ways that go against its general foundational ideals.  

 Despite the fact that the alternative forms of education which are independent of 

state control do not, by very definition, guarantee an education that conforms to the 

state’s fundamental needs and ideals, alternative education is still often encouraged by 

the government. Vouchers are a good example of this. Also called private school choice 

plans, vouchers allow parents to use public funds to send their children to private schools. 

As with charter schools and magnet schools, the reasoning behind this encouragement is 

the theory that public schools will benefit from competition:  

 “School choice means better educational opportunity because it uses 
  the dynamics of consumer opportunity and provides competition to  
 drive service quality. This principle is found anywhere you look from  
 cars to colleges and universities, but it’s largely absent in out public  
 school system, and the poor results are evident....School choice  
 programs foster parental involvement and high expectations by giving  
 parents the option to educate their children as they see fit.”220 

For this reason, the government provides the means for parents to choose, with the hopes 

that public education will improve to the point that parents will actually want their 

children to learn the state-mandated curriculum. The rising dissatisfaction with the public 

schools and the inability to mandate student attendance has forced educators to view 

education as a business, a view that the founders of the public schools did not share. 
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Based on current trends in schooling, however, it has become obvious that making the 

public schools into a monopoly is something that does not encourage quality results. If 

public schools are failing, having competition might motivate them to improve results.  

 This explanation only takes us so far, however. It is fairly obvious from the 

statistics that a majority of parents who choose to either to send their children to private 

schools, or keep them home to learn, are not doing so primarily because they think that 

the academics are sub-standard. As one parent put it, “My whole purpose for not wanting 

to send my children to school is because I felt like if we did that it would be tantamount 

to turning our children over to the devil.”221 This is a rather extreme expression of what is 

in the hearts of many parents who keep their children out of the public schools. No 

amount of academic improvement in the public schools will ever convince these parents 

to take their children away from religious education, at least not as long as the civil 

religion continues to encompass anti-Christian ideals like homosexuality and the teaching 

of evolution. A large part of the government’s encouragement of religious education 

comes from a desire to funnel religious extremism out of the public schools. There is 

evidence that this is a method that lawmakers have already used to justify the 

constitutionality of controversial decisions. As already mentioned, Mark L. Wolf, the 

judge who ruled in favor of a Massachusetts curriculum that promoted respect for gay 

marriage, told upset parents that, if they did not like the public school’s moral stance, 

they could leave.222 Providing an outlet for dissension makes it easier for certain aspects 

of modern civil religion to be taught and accepted by the majority of students who are left 

within public education.   
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 The founders of public education had a distinct vision in mind for the American 

public school: they wanted a unified educational system that would provide all students 

with the fundamental knowledge they would need to be functional members of the 

Republic. Originally, this included a basic academic education, coupled with strong 

moral instruction. Because of the basic republican conviction that there should be no state 

religion, moral education was based on “civil religion,” or a generalized morality based 

on principles that did not directly support nor contradict any particular religion. This 

“civil religion” became the moral foundation of the state and something that was 

considered invaluable for the running of a successful public school. Creating a universal 

civil religion seemed like a difficult but attainable goal in the 18th and early 19th 

centuries. A large proportion of the voting population were white, English, Protestants 

who, though they were divided on denominational lines, still conformed to the basic ideas 

of the Bible. The civil religion of the United States was based on fundamental Judeo-

Christian values, and remained that way for about 100 years.  

 The founders of public education, however, did not foresee the immense increase 

in cultural diversity in the 19th, 20th, and 21st centuries that, coupled with the civil rights 

movement, began to expand the definition of who could be a United States citizen. As 

more and more ethnic, political, and religious groups became part of the voting 

population of the United States, the original vision for the public schools began to 

change. The public school system was not designed to deal with the wide range of 

backgrounds and abilities, and was forced to provide alternative means of education for 

students besides the traditional public schools. While these schools were still regulated by 

the government, other schools were legalized that were not under any significant 
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government control whatsoever. This was mainly because the civil religion, influenced 

by the social and political changes brought about by increased diversity, became based on 

generalized secular values such as kindness and diversity. These values became a 

fundamental part of United States civil religion, and were required to be taught in the 

public schools. In some cases, however, the new civil religion, unable to keep up with the 

diverse beliefs systems present in American culture, directly contradicted the beliefs of 

certain groups.  

 Educators and lawmakers are now being forced to decide which is more 

important: the preservation of the Republic through proper education of all its citizens, or 

the immediate implementation of a fundamental republican ideal. In order to preserve 

freedom of religion while still teaching morality in schools, governments either need to 

create an absolutely universal civil religion, which has proven impossible, or they need to 

offer alternatives to public school that have no restrictions on curriculum. Removing 

restrictions guarantees freedom of religion, but it does not guarantee a proper republican 

education. Alternative forms of education are often encouraged because they provide 

parents and students with radically disparate views a place to go, making it easier for 

public schools to mainstream education. As alternative education continues to grow, 

however, the goal of standardized instruction for all, or even most, American students 

begins to slip away. The question to answer now is whether the republican education of a 

portion of students should be sacrificed for the sake of freedom of choice, or whether a 

certain amount of freedom of choice should be sacrificed for the sake of the Republic. 

How educators choose to answer this question will, in a very real way, decide the future 

of the United States.  
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