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Introduction

Earlier this year, the Texas Education Agency (TEA), in accordance with recent state legislation,’
made available for public review and comment a newly state-developed Texas Open Education
Resources (OER) curriculum for K-5 Reading and Language Arts (RLA).? If adopted, this curriculum
would be made available for use by school districts.? According to a May 2024 TEA press release, the
OER RLA curriculum:

weave[s] together elements of the science of reading with a cross-curricular
knowledge building approach consistent with a classical education model that is
focused on the fundamentals. OER RLA immerses students in classic literature along
with reading lessons about art, history, culture, science, and technology. As a product
built for Texas students, the content features strong representation from the diverse
people, places and history of Texas.*

What is missing from this description is one of the most conspicuous and potentially controversial
characteristics of the OER RLA: its heavy coverage of religion and its incorporation of passages from
religious texts, most prominently the Bible. Indeed, the incorporation of religious source materials
in the curriculum is so extensive that the developers include a special note about it in the OER RLA
Program and Implementation Guide. The curriculum, they write, includes “content...from different
religious traditions, including various monotheistic and polytheistic faiths around the world.”

The guide further notes that the curriculum’s inclusion of “content from or about religious source
material...is not for the purpose of advancing any particular religious belief.”

There is nothing wrong with the coverage of religion in public schools per se. Indeed, as I have

noted elsewhere, there is a growing consensus among U.S. scholars and educators that as the world
becomes more interconnected and American society more religiously diverse, public school students
need a basic working knowledge of the world’s religions. Yet in the public school context, coverage of
religion must be presented in a balanced and nonconfessional way, not only to protect the venerable
and widely cherished constitutional requirement for church-state separation in our country, but

also because public school classrooms in a state as diverse as Texas are likely to have students with
families that follow a variety of faith traditions or none at all.®

However, soon after the OER RLA instructional materials were released for public review, they

drew criticism for their use of biblical materials and their apparent Christian bias. The curriculum
was widely called “Bible infused” in the news media.” Southern Methodist University scholar Mark
Chancey noted a “pronounced Christian emphasis” in the OER RLA materials.? The political context
exacerbated these concerns: “The new curriculum was released amid a broader push by Texas
Republicans, who control state government, to put more Christianity in public schools,” while in
nearby Oklahoma, state education superintendent Ryan Walters in late June “directed all public
schools to teach the Bible.”" State officials in Texas, however, defended the OER RLA curriculum’s
inclusion of religious materials, including biblical texts, as necessary for student understanding of
religious allusions in literature, art, and culture.”




Because of my interest as a religious studies scholar in how educators approach teaching about
religion,” the Texas Freedom Network Education Fund (TFNEF) commissioned me in June 2024 to
conduct an independent examination and assessment of the coverage of religion in the OER RLA
instructional materials.

Beginning the review process in mid-June 2024, I conducted a careful examination of all units of
the K-5 materials, including those with no religion content. I focused on the teacher guides, which
contain student readings and activities as well as instructions and guidance for teachers.'* I also
consulted the family support letters which accompany units throughout the curriculum; the stated
intent of these letters is to inform families about the topics covered in the unit and encourage
discussion at home."

I evaluated the religion coverage in the proposed OER RLA instructional materials in terms of
criteria set out in my earlier work on religion coverage in public schools:

* Isthe coverage of religion accurate? Does it accord not only with what members of
a given religion believe but also what is accurate historically?

* Isitbalanced? Does it give students a sense of the diverse religious environment
they will encounter in society?

* Isitnonconfessional? Does it avoid favoring or promoting one religion over
others?

While I applaud the OER RLA materials for exposing K-5 students to religion and its role in

the human story, I find that the coverage of religion in this curriculum is at times inaccurate,
generally lacks religious balance, and too often fails to provide students with objective, neutral,
nonconfessional coverage of religions necessary for a public school context, with its diverse student
and teacher population. In this report, I discuss five key findings from my independent examination:

1. The OER RLA curriculum overemphasizes Christianity, offering very limited
coverage or none at all of other major religions and faith traditions.

2. One-sided portrayals of Christianity and its impact whitewash difficult historical
truths.

3. Lessons subtly portray Christian faith claims as straightforwardly true, opening
the curriculum to the charge that it is meant to proselytize students.

4. The authors appear to go out of their way to work detailed Bible lessons into the
curriculum even when they are both unnecessary and unwarranted.

5. Though religious freedom is vital to American democracy, the curriculum distorts
its role in the nation’s founding while underplaying the importance of other
fundamental liberties cherished by Americans.

I also found numerous misleading passages, inaccuracies, and errors in the OER RLA instructional
materials. These are discussed in the appendix to this report.




FINDINGS

FINDING 1: The curriculum overemphasizes Christianity, offering very
limited coverage or none at all of other major religions and faith
traditions.

As noted above, the Program and Implementation Guide claims the curriculum includes “content...
from different religious traditions, including various monotheistic and polytheistic faiths around
the world.” Moreover, the guide notes that inclusion of “content from or about religious source
material...is not for the purpose of advancing any particular religious belief.”® Sadly, the curriculum
as a whole fails to deliver on these promises.

First, the guide suggests that the curriculum offers more varied and richer religious coverage than
is in fact the case. Students learn a great deal about Christianity, much less about Judaism (and
that is restricted to biblical Judaism), even less about Islam, and little or nothing about other major
world religions like Hinduism, Buddhism, or Sikhism. There is some material on traditional Native
American religions, but this is mostly restricted to the pre-Columbian era. Grades 2 and 3 cover
ancient Greek and Roman religions fairly extensively. Yet these traditions have vanishingly few
followers today.”” They have exercised a cultural influence (e.g., on Western art) but do not prepare
students for life in a religiously diverse society, as exposure to, say, Hinduism or Buddhism might.

Moreover, readers expecting the promised coverage of “various monotheistic and polytheistic
faiths” will also be disappointed. Of the world’s major monotheistic faiths, only two, Judaism and
Christianity, receive any meaningful coverage, and coverage of Judaism is restricted to the biblical
periods (Hebrew Bible and New Testament periods), not its contemporary forms."® Sikhism receives
no coverage at all. As for Islam, students learn about the 14"-century Malian King Mansa Musa’s
pilgrimage to Mecca,' as well as the Crusades (though very much from a Christian viewpoint);*°
there is also a brief summary of contributions of Islamic civilization to Western civilization.*
Otherwise, Islam makes few appearances in this curriculum.

The polytheistic faiths included in grades K-5 are limited to the now largely defunct religions of
ancient Greece and Rome, as well as the polytheistic religions of the Native American peoples,
but, again, only in their pre-Columbian forms. No contemporary (“living”) polytheisms, such as
Hinduism, Buddhism??, or Daoism, are covered.

Given the overall lack of diversity and balance, it comes as something of a surprise in Grade 3
material on the Spanish missions in the Americas, when the teacher is instructed to “Tell students
that while they are reading, they should think about how there are many people in our world today
that have different religious beliefs.” A welcome bit of advice, to be sure, but the curriculum thus far
has given students and teachers precious little information about the diversity of religious belief and
practice “in the world today.”

What is puzzling about this lack of diversity and balance is that the authors have plenty of
opportunities to include material from other religious traditions—for instance, in the “Sharing
Stories” unit in Grade 1, or in the poetry units in Grades 4 and 5. The Grade 5 lesson on Psalm 23
(from the Jewish and Christian traditions) could be followed by a lesson on a devotional work by




the Hindu poet Mirabai (e.g., “Do Not Leave Me Alone”**) or the Muslim poet Hafiz (e.g., “I Have
Learned So Much”?), to help students explore how poets from non-biblical traditions express similar
feelings of devotion to the Divine.

There’s a final problem with this overall lack of religious diversity and balance. Though the
curriculum developers may not intend to “advance[e] any particular religious belief,” by so favoring
coverage of Christianity over other religions, the developers open themselves to the charge that they
are giving students the impression that Christianity is more important and more worthy of attention
than other religions—an impression a public school curriculum has no business conveying.

FINDING 2: One-sided portrayals of Christianity and its impact whitewash
difficult historical truths.

Besides overemphasizing Christianity to the detriment or exclusion of other religions, the
curriculum offers a one-sidedly positive portrayal of Christianity in history. It consistently downplays
what is—though it grieves me as a Christian to acknowledge—the well-documented history of
Christians’ involvement in injustice and oppression.

One especially egregious example of this problem is the consistent soft-pedaling of European
attempts to convert the Native American peoples to Christianity. Through the use of mild terms
such as “share,” “introduce,” and “teach,” rather than the more accurate “attempt to convert,” the
authors misleadingly suggest that conversion efforts were a friendly dialogue between religions

and consistently conceal the religious intolerance and often brutal power dynamics at play in these
efforts. For instance, the authors tell kindergarteners that the Spanish conquerors “wanted to share
their religion with the Native people.” Third graders are told that the conquistadors sought “to
spread the message of Christianity,”” and that Spanish missionaries “worked to introduce the Native
people to Christianity” and “made many contributions to American culture by sharing their faith
with...Native Americans.””® A Grade 3 lesson on Spanish missions stresses how the Native peoples
learned important practical skills from the missionaries as well as Spanish language and customs,
Catholicism, and the Bible; the text glosses over the destruction of native cultures and lifeways.? It
is not until Grade 5 that students get a true picture of these conversion efforts: the authors correctly
note that “The Spaniards imposed their language and religion on the native people”; “Spaniards, led
by Cortés and Pizarro, took over [ Native American] lands, imposing their language and religious
beliefs” [emphasis mine].3°

The curriculum also positions Christianity entirely on the side of the antislavery movement and
racial justice. Take for instance the Grade 5 unit “Juneteenth and Beyond.” The text says that
Abraham Lincoln and other leading opponents of slavery “relied on a deep Christian faith and
commitment to America’s founding principles that people should be equal under the law to guide
their certainty of the injustice of slavery” [emphasis mine].* Yet the authors fail to mention that
Southern defenders of slavery also “relied on a deep Christian faith.”? Similarly, in a discussion of
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” the authors write that “Like so
many before him, he [King] relied on a deep Christian faith to guide his certainty of the injustice
of segregation” [emphasis mine].3* Though Dr. King’s Christian commitments are unquestionable,
the authors fail to mention not only that many non-Christians shared King’s certainty about the
injustice of segregation (for instance, the many Jewish Americans who were active in the Civil Rights




movement), but more importantly, that many white Southerners of equally “deep Christian faith”
were just as certain that segregation was right and proper.3*

Acknowledging uncomfortable historical truths is not a criticism of Christianity or people of faith as
a whole. Unfortunately, history is replete with examples of those who misuse faith to justify terrible
things. A public school classroom should educate students about the past, in an age-appropriate way,
so that they understand the lessons of history. Whitewashing that past fails to educate and raises
concerns about the motivations of the authors.

FINDING 3: Lessons subtly portray Christian faith claims as
straightforwardly true, opening the curriculum to the charge that it is
meant to proselytize students.

In addition to giving far more attention to Christianity than other religions, the curriculum verges on
Christian proselytism. This issue contradicts the curriculum authors’ own claim that the inclusion of
religious materials “is not for the purpose of advancing any particular religious belief.”3>

True, the curriculum does not explicitly tell students they should believe the claims of Christianity.
Rather, the curriculum’s near-proselytism—as I'll call it—is more subtle. It works through a
combination of omission, stark contrast, and implication, resulting in an account of Christianity that
is anything but neutral and nonconfessional.

The clearest instance is in the Grade 3 unit on ancient Rome (Unit 4). Here, the authors present the
first detailed account of the life of Jesus and the rise of early Christianity.>* While this is undoubtedly
an important part of the story of ancient Rome, it—like all discussions of religion—must be handled
with great care, in order to preserve religious neutrality. Sadly, the curriculum authors fall short in
this regard.

The first problem is one of omission. In the curriculum up to and including Grade 3, students are
exposed in depth to only three religious traditions: in Grade 2, to ancient Greek polytheism; and
in Grade 3, to ancient Roman polytheism and the biblical tradition.?” As for the latter, the coverage
of Judaism is restricted to the biblical period, and does not discuss why Judaism and Christianity
became separate religions or indicate how contemporary Jewish belief and practice differ from
Christian. Students are not exposed to contemporary polytheism, such as Hinduism. So, when
third graders arrive at this unit, they effectively have only two religious forms to compare: ancient
polytheism and Christian monotheism.

Second, the authors set up a stark contrast between those two forms (a stark contrast that is itself
problematic, as discussed in the Appendix). They characterize ancient Rome “as two completely
different cultures, one of polytheism, with multiple mythical Roman gods...and another of
monotheistic Christianity” [emphasis mine].3® In line with the claim of “complete difference,” the
authors then explicitly categorize ancient Roman polytheism as fictional, but strongly imply that
Christian accounts are factual.

In Lesson 2 of this unit, which offers a fairly detailed account of ancient Roman polytheism, the




authors repeatedly—even obsessively—refer to the Roman deities as “mythical” (as they do the
ancient Greek deities in Grade 2).3° Rather than using the neutral sense of “myth” common among
religion scholars like myself,* the authors instead explicitly define “myth” as fictional—indeed,
“completely fictional” (emphasis mine).*

Having firmly classified the ancient Roman deities as fictional, the unit then turns to the life of Jesus
and the rise of early Christianity.#* Drawing almost exclusively on the New Testament accounts,
Lesson 10 recounts stories about the annunciation and birth of Jesus (complete with angels),

several miracle stories (the great catch of fish, healings, walking on water, calming a storm), Jesus’
foretelling his death and resurrection, and the crucifixion and resurrection narratives.** Lesson 11
describes the apostle Paul’s miraculous vision of Jesus on the road to Damascus and his subsequent
conversion to Christianity.+*

The authors’ handling of this Christian material could not be more different from that of ancient
Roman polytheism. Whereas the deities and stories of ancient Roman polytheism are repeatedly
labeled “mythical” and thus “completely fictional,” the New Testament stories are presented without
comment regarding their truth status. It’s natural for third graders to conclude that the Christian
stories must be factual. This is a broader problem with teaching about the Bible in the public

school classroom. As Mark Chancey, who studies public school Bible courses, notes, “One of the
biggest stumbling blocks” in classroom presentation of the Bible is treating biblical accounts “as
straightforward and unproblematic history, which is in effect making a religious claim.”#

In fairness, the authors do not explicitly claim the New Testament stories are true; they frequently
employ qualifying phrases such as “In the biblical account,” or “The Bible explains.” Yet the authors
are not always sufficiently careful. For instance, at one point, the text says, “In the years that
followed, many heard about the resurrection of Jesus” [emphasis mine],* rather than the more careful
(and precise) “many heard believers’ stories about the resurrection of Jesus.” Students may well gain
the impression that the resurrection was a historical event—a faith claim a public school curriculum
has no business conveying.

The authors also mislead students about Jesus and Jewish messianic beliefs. In the section on Jesus’
birth, the text accurately describes the first-century CE Jewish belief in a Messiah, a “Savior sent by
God” who would “free the Jewish people from Roman rule.”#” However, in the following account of
the annunciation and nativity stories, the text mentions that angels “explained” that Jesus was the
Messiah predicted by the Hebrew Scriptures.* The text does not mention that this Christian belief
was not shared by many Jews at the time and is not shared by Jews today.

The unit’s handling of early Christianity is equally troubling. For instance, it misleadingly implies
that Christianity offered a simpler path to salvation than polytheism:

Anyone could receive that forgiveness [accomplished by Jesus’ death and
resurrection] and remain connected with God. This idea stood in contrast to the
polytheism of Rome before Constantine. Official Roman religious beliefs focused
on the idea that individuals must worship many different gods by working with
priests at a temple.®

This “contrast” is problematic for two reasons. First, it implies that worshiping one god is somehow




easier or simpler than worshiping many gods—a questionable assumption given the long and
continuing history of polytheism. Second, it erroneously suggests that priests and ritual practices
were found only in Roman polytheism. Quite to the contrary, early Christianity developed its own
system of priests and bishops, its own system of ritual practices, and “arduous” requirements for
those who wished to be baptized.>°

Equally troubling, the authors strongly imply that the Roman Empire became more moral and just
after the rise of Christianity. The authors claim that “Many Roman laws were changed, informed

by Christian values,” and they cite changes to Roman laws partially limiting slavery as the sole
example.> While Christianity did bring some changes to Roman law and attitudes toward slavery,
some Christian clergy did not free their own slaves.5> Moreover, changes in the Roman Empire after
Christianization were not all positive; non-Christians and homosexuals suffered the often extreme
persecutions to which Christians had once been subject.5 In short, the unit’s quasi-triumphalist
account of Christianity’s impact is not historically justifiable.

Overall, the treatment of Roman polytheism and Christianity in this unit risks violating two of the
core guidelines established by the National Council for the Social Studies on teaching about religion
in the classroom. Such teaching should “Expose students to a diversity of religious views, but not
impose any particular view,” and such teaching should “Educate about many religions, but not
promote or denigrate any religion or nonbelief.”>*

Moreover, it is highly questionable whether such detailed coverage of the life of Jesus and origins of
Christianity is appropriate for eight- or nine-year-olds—who are still developing a sense of personal
identity—in a public school context that serves students of many different faith traditions.

Finally, it is very concerning that the Family Support Letter accompanying this unit does not notify
parents that their children will be studying New Testament accounts of Jesus in some detail. Here is
all the letter says:

The last part of the unit is focused on Rome’s decline into two separate empires
and its transition to Christianity. Students will hear how the Roman road system
was a catalyst for the spread of Christianity throughout the Roman Empire.
Students will learn about many factors that led to the empire’s decline, and
students will study the reigns of Constantine the Great and Justinian.5

The letter does not mention that the unit discusses Jesus’ alleged miracles and resurrection, nor the
unit’s quasi-triumphalism concerning Christianity’s impact on the Roman Empire.

It is difficult to see how non-Christian parents could be untroubled by the prospect of their students
learning about the purported miracles and resurrection of Jesus. It is equally difficult to see how
teachers who either are not Christians, or are Christians who do not believe the Bible is historically
accurate in all respects, will be comfortable presenting these accounts to their students.




FINDING 4: The authors appear to go out of their way to work detailed
Bible lessons into the curriculum even when they are both unnecessary
and unwarranted.

The curriculum authors frequently introduce in-depth study of biblical content with little
justification. And they often do so without notifying parents that their children will be doing what
at minimum verges on Bible study more suited to Christian Sunday School than nonsectarian public
schools. Several instances of this problem crop up in the K-5 curriculum. Two in particular stand
out.*

The first example comes from the instructional materials for kindergarten, an age when students are
especially impressionable. In a unit that is ostensibly about art appreciation (“Exploring Art”), the
text devotes an entire lesson to the Creation and Flood stories from the biblical book of Genesis.>
Though the text mentions that the ancient Maya, Aztec, and Greeks sometimes decorated their
pottery to show “their religious beliefs of how the world was created,”® the text does not go into any
detail about these beliefs. In sharp contrast, it treats the biblical stories in great detail, devoting four
pages to them, with accompanying artworks illustrating specific events from these stories. And in a
subsequent application exercise, students are drilled, not on the artwork, but on the details of the
biblical creation story:

Use the prompts below and support students to order the events of the story.
Record students’ answers on the graphic organizer.

*  Which event happened first? (God created light.)

*  What happened next? (God created the seas, dry ground, and vegetation.)
*  What happened after that? (God created the fish and birds.)

* Then what happened? (God created the animals.)

*  What happened last? (God created the first man and woman and the Garden
of Eden.)%°

It is difficult to avoid concluding that this art appreciation unit is being used as an excuse to smuggle
in what is effectively Bible study. Indeed, given the excessive attention to the Genesis accounts and
the paucity of attention to similar stories from other religious traditions, kindergarteners are likely
to come away from this unit believing that the biblical story is the creation account and that it alone
is worth their attention.

Equally problematic, the Family Support Letter for this unit gives parents no indication that the
students will be studying Bible stories in some detail. All it tells parents is that their children will
“explore the many different things that inspire artists,” including “religious faith.”*® Considering
how impressionable children are at this age, parents deserve to know just how much biblical content
their children will be exposed to. That is especially the case because (as stated earlier) a public school
classroom in a state as diverse as Texas is likely to have students with families that follow a variety of
faith traditions or none at all.




A second example comes from a Grade 5 unit on the Renaissance.® In a lesson on Leonardo’s fresco
The Last Supper, the text correctly describes the painting as “based on the biblical narrative of Jesus
Christ’s last Passover meal,” and quite reasonably notes that “[t]o understand the painting, we must
understand the Bible story.”®> The authors could have then summarized the New Testament account
quite concisely—such as, “The Last Supper depicts the New Testament story of Jesus’ final meal with
his followers, focusing on the moment when he predicts that one of them will betray him to the
authorities, leading to his crucifixion.”

Instead, the authors launch into a lengthy account of the Last Supper story and include the following
quote from the Gospel of Matthew:

“When evening came, Jesus was reclining at the table with the Twelve. And
while they were eating, he said, “Truly I tell you, one of you will betray me.”

They were very sad and began to say to him one after the other, “Surely you
don’t mean me, Lord?>...

...Then Judas, the one who would betray him, said, “Surely you don’t mean
me, Rabbi?”

Jesus answered, “You have said s0.”%3

It is highly doubtful that this level of detail, and particularly the direct quotations from Matthew, are
necessary or beneficial to students’ understanding of Leonardo’s painting. They appear gratuitous

at best. More troubling, the authors imply that the biblical account—including Jesus’s alleged
foreknowledge of his death—is factual: “The Bible explains that Jesus knew that after this meal,

he would be arrested, put on trial, and killed. Let’s read the story in the book of Matthew to see for
ourselves what unfolded during the supper” [emphasis mine].% The italicized passages strongly
suggest that the events related in Matthew really happened.® Here again, to make such a suggestion
is effectively to make a religious or faith claim and thus to violate the requirement that religion be
treated nonconfessionally in the public school setting.

As is the case with the kindergarten materials, the Family Support Letter for this fifth-grade unit
gives parents little notice as to the amount and nature of Christian content their children will be
exposed to. While the letter does mention generally that students will be considering the Bible as
an influence on Renaissance figures, it does not give parents a heads-up that their children will be
covering gospel materials in some detail, coverage that verges on Bible study and, arguably in some
cases, appears to cross the line into religious instruction.®

FINDING 5: Though religious freedom is vital to American democracy,
the curriculum distorts its role in the nation’s founding while
underplaying the importance of other fundamental liberties cherished
by Americans.

Students should learn that religious freedom is one of our most important liberties and is explicitly
protected by the Constitution. But an especially troubling aspect of the OER RLA curriculum is




its repeated stress on religious persecution and religious freedom, a stress which borders on the
obsessive and at times gives students a misleading and/or inaccurate picture of history. This is
particularly true regarding the curriculum’s coverage of North America, the Revolutionary War and
its causes, and the Founding.®” Students may well come away with the mistaken impression that
religious freedom is more important than other liberties (such as freedom of speech or press) and
that it was the primary motivation for the English colonization of the Atlantic seaboard and a major
cause of their revolutionary war against Britain. Moreover, the relentless repetition of the religious
freedom narrative raises questions about the motivations of the authors as well as the conservative
politicians and political figures on the curriculum’s official advisory panel.

Selected examples from three grades are discussed below.

Kindergarten:

A unit entitled “America: Our Great Country”® stresses religious liberty without addressing other
vital freedoms. In a lesson on U.S. government, the text correctly notes that the Founders acted to
protect people’s liberties, yet the instructions to the teacher give only one example of such liberties—
religious freedom.” A later exercise about the word “liberties” also lists religious liberty as the sole
example of the concept.”

Grade 1.

In a unit on motivations for American independence,” the authors give students the historically
questionable impression that a perceived threat to religious liberty was a main grievance colonists
had against the British government. While the text accurately notes that the colonists “were angry
over taxes,” it goes on to strongly imply—without evidence—that the colonists were concerned about
losing their religious freedom:

Many people who lived in the colonies had other concerns beyond taxes.
Many colonists came to America to have religious freedom. Religious freedom

means begin [sic] able to freely practice religion without the government telling
you how. The pilgrims who landed at Plymouth Rock, in what would become the

colony of Massachusetts, wanted to be able to pray to their God without being told
how to pray. Even outside of Massachusetts, in the other original thirteen colonies,
colonists worshiped in different ways....Many people from a religious group known
as the Quakers left England and went to Pennsylvania, where they had the freedom
to worship.”

The clear implication is that the colonists were angry that the British government was threatening
their religious freedom. Yet the text does not describe precisely how the British government was
doing so. In fact, though the British government certainly endeavored to control the colonies
through taxation and punitive laws such as the Coercive Acts, London exerted little control over the
religious lives of the colonists.”* Furthermore, the lengthy list of grievances in the Declaration of
Independence makes no mention of violations of the colonists’ religious liberties.”

Grade 2:

Throughout a unit entitled “Fighting for a Cause”—which begins with two figures who “fought for
religious freedom,” the biblical Esther and the Quaker William Penn7®—the authors hammer away at
the notion of religious freedom, often at the expense of other important freedoms. So, for example,




second graders are reminded how an earlier unit pointed out that many immigrants came to the
United States to find religious freedom. The same unit reminds students of this again a few pages
later and then returns to religious freedom in various contexts at least a dozen more times in the
same unit, far exceeding discussion of other important liberties.”” Indeed, the relentless repetition
smacks of indoctrination rather than education.

The coverage of religious freedom at times gives rise to historical inaccuracy. In a lesson on William
Penn in the same unit, the teacher is given the following guidance:

Explain that one of the reasons people have religious freedom in the United
States today is because when our country was founded, it was founded by people who
wanted religious freedom. Many people left England because, in England, they did
not have religious freedom. They could be punished if they didn’t practice religion
the way the government of England required. These early founders of our country
wanted to make sure that here in America, everyone had the freedom to worship as
they believed without the government telling us how [emphasis mine].”

There are two errors here. First, the U.S. was not founded solely by people seeking religious freedom,
as the first italicized passage suggests. Colonists had many motives, most prominent among them
economic opportunity (as the curriculum notes elsewhere in Grade 27°). The second error lies in the
claim that “These early founders” sought to ensure that “everyone had the freedom to worship as
they believed.” Quite to the contrary, some “early founders,” like the Puritans discussed two pages
later, were interested in their own religious freedom but not that of those with different beliefs and
practices, whom they often brutally persecuted (e.g., Baptists, Quakers, Catholics).®

The search for religious freedom was one important motivation for some early colonists and a

major concern for the Founders (as shown by the placement of the Establishment and Free Exercise
clauses in the First Amendment to the Constitution). Yet religious liberty is but one of a constellation
of liberties that make America what it is. The near obsessive focus on religious freedom in this
curriculum—sometimes at the price of accuracy—opens the developers to the charge that they are
more interested in promoting an agenda than educating students.




Conclusion

We can now address the question posed in the title of this report: Does the OER RLA curriculum turn
Texas public schools into Sunday Schools?

As far as the curriculum’s nonreligious content is concerned, the answer might be no. But in all too
many instances, the treatment of religious content in these instructional materials makes them

far more appropriate in a Sunday School setting than in Texas public schools, which are called

upon to serve students and families from a variety of faith traditions or none at all. As this report
has attempted to show, the OER RLA curriculum overemphasizes Christianity, too often portrays
Christianity in a one-sided way that whitewashes difficult historical truths, and incorporates detailed
Bible lessons in ways that are both unnecessary and unwarranted. Especially worrying are lessons
that subtly portray Christian faith claims as straightforwardly true, opening the curriculum to the
charge that it is meant to proselytize students. Additionally, the manner in which religious freedom
is covered in the curriculum distorts the history of the nation’s founding and downplays other
fundamental liberties cherished by Americans. These systemic problems in the curriculum raise
valid suspicions that there is an ideological rather than educational purpose behind it: to turn public
schools into a tool for promoting a narrowly sectarian agenda. Such an agenda ultimately hurts
students, families, and teachers; as Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor wrote, government
endorsement of a particular religion “sends a message to nonadherents that they are outsiders, not
full members of the political community, and an accompanying message to adherents that they are
insiders, favored members of the political community.”®

In the move toward open education resources, Texas officials have an opportunity to give students
the accurate, balanced, nonconfessional coverage of religion they need to function and prosper in
an increasingly diverse state and nation. Although the OER RLA curriculum’s emphasis on the role
of religion in the human story makes a welcome start in that direction, its present version is far

too Christian-centered and as such, threatens to introduce into Texas elementary schools the very
insider-outsider dynamic about which Justice O’Connor warned. Accordingly, I recommend that
state officials delay adoption of the OER RLA curriculum until the system-wide problems identified
here are remedied.




APPENDIX: Misleading Passages, Inaccuracies and Errors

This appendix notes misleading passages, inaccuracies, and factual errors in the K-5 curriculum not
otherwise discussed in the body of this report.

Kindergarten

In a unit on the early English colonies, a lesson on William Penn incorrectly claims that people in
England “who were not part of the Church of England were sent to jail.”®> While some Catholics and
dissenting Protestants in Britain were indeed imprisoned—including Penn himself—many instead
faced fines or suffered forms of persecution other than jail.

Grade 1

In Unit 8, alongside an image of the baptism of Virginia Dare, the first English colonist born in the
New World, the text instructs the teacher to “Explain that the people are English settlers watching
the baptism of Virginia Dare. A baptism is a Christian religious ceremony, which is an expression

of religious freedom” [emphasis mine].® This is erroneous. Baptism in itself is not an expression

of religious freedom. After all, baptisms can be and have been coerced.?* Furthermore, Dare was
baptized into the Church of England, the established or official church—hardly an expression of “the
ability to practice religion without the government telling you how,” as religious freedom is rather
tendentiously described in Grade 2.5

Another passage from this unit misleadingly suggests that “the English” had two motives for

settling in the Americas: first, “They wanted a place for their people to spread out from their small
island country”; second, “They were also looking for a place where they could have more religious
freedom....the freedom to pray, worship, and practice their religion in any way they chose.”®® The
general reference to “the English” is misleading: only some English, such as the Pilgrims and William
Penn, were motivated by a desire for greater religious freedom.

Grade 2

A review exercise in a unit on immigration asks students, “Why did people, such as the Pilgrims,
choose to leave England and start a new life in North America?”; the correct answer is given as
“They wanted to be free to practice their own religion.”” Phrased in this way, this is misleading and
inaccurate. Many English settlers had motives other than religious freedom, as the curriculum itself
notes elsewhere.

Grade 3

There are two factual errors in the treatment of Christianity in the unit on Ancient Rome. First,
the text claims that due to persecution, Christians often worshiped in secret in catacombs.”® This
belief, though widespread, appears to be false.® Second, the text wrongly claims that the Emperor
Constantine made Christianity the “national religion” or “the official religion” of the Roman
Empire.”® As a Britannica entry notes, Constantine “did not make Christianity the religion of the
empire, but he granted important concessions to the church and its bishops, and his conversion
encouraged other Roman citizens to become Christian.”" Christianity did not become the empire’s




official religion until 380 CE, during the reign of Theodosius.

Another problem in this unit lies in the highly questionable, and arguably erroneous, claim that
ancient Rome before and after Christianity—that is, polytheistic Rome and Christian Rome—were
“two completely different cultures.”? This claim is amplified later in the unit when the text claims
that the “religious beliefs” of ancient Roman polytheism “were completely upended. Rome would
never be the same.”? Quite the contrary: there were in fact substantial continuities between these
two periods of ancient Roman history. Some of those continuities are quite obvious, like the imperial
structure of government, the road system of which the unit makes so much, and the continuing
existence of slavery, to mention only a few. Moreover, what changes there were did not happen
overnight or all at once. As one scholar notes, “Christianity brought about significant long-term
changes [to the Roman Empire], but its impact was more limited in the couple of centuries after

it started receiving imperial support around 312....The growth of Christianity and the Church did
contribute to the decline of traditional paganism, especially public rites such as animal sacrifice,
but this was a gradual process.”* Indeed, polytheistic beliefs and practices persisted even after
(and perhaps long after) Christianity became the empire’s official religion, and likely influenced
Christianity itself.%

Finally, this unit also inaccurately claims that for “early Christians and Christians today, accounts
of miracles performed by Jesus are an important part of their beliefs.”® The miracle stories are not
equally important to all Christians today and likely were not decisive for all early Christians, either.
Christian faith need not rely even in part on a belief in the literal truth of the miracle accounts. A
more accurate wording would be “many early Christians and many Christians today.”

Grade 4

In a unit on the Middle Ages, students are asked in a review exercise, “What was the pope the head
of, that was very powerful in Europe during the Middle Ages?” The answer is given as “the Christian
Church.” This is erroneous. The pope did not, and does not, head the Christian Church as a whole,
but only the Roman Catholic Church.® Throughout the Middle Ages, the Eastern Orthodox Church,
not under the authority of the papacy, was a vital force, especially in Eastern Europe.

In alesson on the Catholic Church’s effect on medieval people’s everyday lives, the text says that
“Women also joined the Church.” This is incorrect. Neither women nor men “joined” the Church in
the modern sense: membership in the Church was generally mandatory. As historian Nicholas Orme
notes, such membership “began at birth, without any kind of consent. As you grew up, you had to
obey all the Church’s rules about attending church, fasting in certain periods such as Lent, paying
dues to the Church, and observing the Church’s moral code.”

Finally, this unit’s discussion of the Crusades is in part erroneous and leaves the inaccurate
impression that Muslims were the guilty party and Christians were justified in going to war. Here is
the passage in full, with the problematic passage highlighted:

A series of wars that became known as the Crusades helped to define and
shape the Middle Ages. The origin of these wars began in 638 AD when Arab armies
captured the holy city of Jerusalem. Despite this conquest, Jerusalem remained open
to travelers, traders, and pilgrims. The city was, after all, sacred to Jewish people,




Muslims, and Christians. Then, in 1095 AD, Muslim Turks took control of Jerusalem.
This time the city was closed to Jewish and Christian pilgrims. The pope commanded
that the kings of Europe raise an army to reclaim Jerusalem. Between 1095 and 1291 AD,
there were nine crusades, or attempts to recapture Jerusalem. Despite these periods
of confrontation, trading relationships developed between Europe and the Middle
East. In addition to trading goods, people exchanged knowledge of science and
mathematics, as well as views on art and architecture [emphasis mine].*"

This account effectively, and unjustly, blames the “Muslim Turks,” i.e., Seljuk Turks, for the
Crusades. Scholars, however, suggest that the Seljuks did not in fact “close” Jerusalem to Jewish and
Christian pilgrims. For instance, scholar Peter Frankopan notes that even though Arabic sources
note “tensions in Jerusalem” prior to the First Crusade, “recent research has questioned how difficult
conditions for non-Muslims became in the 1070s and 1080s.”°> Another scholar writes:

It has often been said that, as a result [ of Seljuk Turkish expansion], the
condition of Palestinian Christians and pilgrims to Jerusalem noticeably deteriorated,
since the Turks treated Christians with less consideration than the Arab Fatimids
had; and that the crusades were thus precipitated. But the original source supporting
this view is William of Tyre, an author who must be entirely disregarded because he
wrote almost a century later. The only established fact is that the church of the Holy
Sepulcher remained standing even under Turkish rule and was visited by Christian
pilgrims like Robert of Flanders and Adhémar of Le Puy.'

The curriculum passage quoted above is also misleading in that it fails to note that after the
Crusaders took Jerusalem, they massacred Muslim and Jewish inhabitants."*

Grade 5

In the Introduction to a unit on the Renaissance, the authors claim that “[s]cholars, philosophers,
and artists” of that period “turned both to the Bible and to the works of the ancient Greeks and
Romans for inspiration.” However, artists did not turn just to the Bible but to the post-biblical
saints and episodes from their lives—for instance, Giovanni Bellini’s St. Francis in Ecstasy or Andrea
Mantegna’s depictions of St. Sebastian.

In a discussion of the growth of early civilizations (the move from hunting-gathering to agriculture),
the text says, “As people settled down to farm, their lives changed....Between 4000 and 2000 BC,
towns and villages in various places developed into cities. People constructed buildings and began
practicing religions....Civilizations were born” [emphasis mine].’® This dating is inaccurate. Religion
does not begin “between 4000 and 2000” BCE. Nor is it exclusively linked to the move from a hunter-
gatherer lifestyle to farming. Archaeologists have found evidence of humans performing ceremonial
burials as far back as 30,000 BCE, and of “the veneration of a mother goddess” after 15,000 BCE'“7—
in both cases, thousands of years prior to the time period mentioned in this text, and for that matter,
prior to the Neolithic Revolution (around 10,000 BCE in the Fertile Crescent).
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