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The Secular Coalition for America, a coalition of ten organizations representing nontheistic Americans,
 welcomes this opportunity to discuss with representatives of the Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools and the diverse organizations gathered here today the important topic of how to insure that every student feels safe, secure and valued in our public schools.  The Secular Coalition’s particular concern is for those children and teens who profess no god-belief
 and the challenges that they face.  However, we want to emphasize our belief that all young people are precious and that we hope that this forum will benefit all students, those with religious beliefs as well as those without.
Why do many students who do not profess a god-belief feel as if they are not safe, secure or valued at school?  

School, which should be an adventure, a haven, a place where every student can grow, explore and learn in a safe and nurturing milieu, can instead be an alien and threatening environment for children and adolescents who do not profess a god-belief.    Students have been harassed, and even attacked, by other students and by teachers in schools where intolerance is not challenged.
A narrow-minded school environment can make some students feel unwelcome and alienated and other students and teachers feel empowered to act intolerantly.  Many of the problems faced by students without a god-belief have arisen as a direct result of a student’s objection to breaches of the wall of separation of church and state
 or of a student’s exercise of his or her constitutionally protected right not to say the words “under God” when reciting the Pledge of Allegiance.
 

Harassment of students by students

The following are a few examples of harassment of students who do not profess a god-belief by other students.

· A child was pushed against a fence during public school recess and had the sign of the cross drawn on her forehead because she did not say “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance.

· Another child is now homeschooled because she was being teased, and was pushed up against a wall by a classmate for not believing in God.  When her parents approached the school about the attack the administration was not inclined to do anything.

· A young man was taunted by other students and even received a death threat from a fellow student after the young man objected to the actions of a teacher who was proselytizing during class time.

· Children have been encircled on the playground by other children who insult the trapped child, preach at that child and then loudly pray for the child’s “soul”.

· Similarly, a child was encircled, told she was going to Hell, jeered at and, ironically, taunted with repeated renditions of “Jesus Loves You”. 

Devaluing of students by teachers and school staff
Perhaps more shocking are the instances where a student’s integrity has been attacked and undermined by the actions of teachers
 and administrators.

· After a student failed to say “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance, his teacher subjected the student to anti-atheist diatribes including one in which the teacher ranted that all atheist women, including presumably the student’s mother, were adulteresses and their children bastards.

· A student was threatened by a teacher with detention for failing to say “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance.

· A student was given a low grade on a paper because she used the correct terminology to designate historical eras, C.E. and B.C.E., instead of the archaic but more Jesus-centric A.D. and B.C.

· A student lost her place on the school basketball team because she ignored her coach’s order to participate in a pre-game recitation of the Lord’s Prayer.

· A school nurse confronted a student in a school hallway before school because the student was not participating in a “First Priority Club” meeting.
  One of the goals of First Priority is “to create a Christian influence in our schools.”
 

What can be done to make students who do not profess a god-belief feel more safe, secure and valued at school?


It is imperative that schools insist upon and engender an attitude of tolerance for the faith perspectives of all students, those with faith and those without.  Thus, the Secular Coalition for America urges the prompt passage of the “Safe Schools Improvement Act of 2009” (HR. 2662) as that Act would require that states use grants for safe and drug-free schools to collect and report information on the incidence of bullying and harassment of students for their non-belief and that subgrants be used to prevent and respond to such behavior.  

Moreover, teachers and administrators must become educated concerning the varied world views and inherent worth of students who do not profess a god-belief.  The Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools can contribute to that education by including The Secular Student Alliance Guide for Educators, http://www.secularstudents.org/educators, in the list of Internet Resources on the Office’s website.


Finally, schools must become welcoming environments for students whatever their god-belief.  The Establishment Clause of the U.S. Constitution must be enforced.  Schools cannot prescribe prayers or teach religious doctrine.  Students must not be coerced into saying the Pledge of Allegiance or into saying “under God” if participating in the Pledge.  Ultimately, the Pledge of Allegiance needs to be amended to replace “under God” with “under the Constitution” – a phrase that all students can recite with pride.
 The Secular Coalition for America thanks the Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools for investigating the issues surrounding the safety and security of students with different god-beliefs.  We hope that the Office will support efforts to make the changes necessary to insure that every student, whatever the student’s god-belief, feels safe, secure and valued in our public schools.  If you would like to discuss these issues further with us, please contact the Secular Coalition for America at 202-299-1091.
� The Secular Coalition for America is the national lobby representing the interests of atheists, humanists, agnostics, freethinkers and other nontheistic Americans.  The members of our coalition are American Atheists, American Ethical Union, American Humanist Association, Atheist Alliance International, Camp Quest, Freedom From Religion Foundation, Institute for Humanist Studies, Military Association of Atheists and Freethinkers, Secular Student Alliance and Society for Humanistic Judaism.  The Secular Coalition is proud to appear here today alongside our member organization American Atheists.


� The Secular Coalition does not believe that children should be characterized as “Atheists”, “”Humanists”, “Christians” or “Muslims” any more than they should be classified as “Democrats” or “Republicans”.  To identify the children and youth with whom we are especially concerned the Secular Coalition uses the phrase “children or youth who profess no god-belief”.  In that category are children and youth who consider themselves to be atheists, humanists, agnostics or freethinkers, children or youth from families where the family tradition is one of atheism, humanism, agnosticism or freethought and children or youth who are not sure of what their beliefs are or who choose not to share those beliefs with others.  While it is difficult to know how many students are in this category, it may be useful to note that the percentage of young people age 18 to 25 (the youngest age group for which we have much data) who have no god-belief or who are unaffiliated with any religion may be between 20 and 40%.  See the section on “’Generation Next’ Religious Identification” in the Secular Student Alliance brochure “Nontheistic Students in Your High School: An Educator’s Guide to Atheists, Humanists and Other Nontheistic Students”, http://www.secularstudents.org/files/SSA.educators.brochure.bw.pdf.


� Older students may be harassed for objecting to Establishment Clause violations.  Younger students, who are not yet aware of their rights, may still be made to feel unwelcome in their own classrooms as a consequence of such violations.  For example, in one California school the leader of a supposedly after school religious club was regularly permitted to enter a kindergarten classroom fifteen minutes before dismissal and isolate the children who were not part of the club from their classmates.   � HYPERLINK "http://www.independent.com/news/2009/may/07/reading-writing-and-original-sin/" \t "_blank" �http://www.independent.com/news/2009/may/07/reading-writing-and-original-sin/�





�  4 U.S.C. Section 4.





� As told to the Secular Coalition for America by the student.





� E-mail from Amanda Metskas, Executive Director of Camp Quest, Inc.


� Matthew LaClair, http://www.aclu.org/students/34399res20080314.html 


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.atheistrev.com/2007/06/prayer-circles-on-playground.html"�http://www.atheistrev.com/2007/06/prayer-circles-on-playground.html�


� � HYPERLINK "http://nalrant.wordpress.com/2007/03/22/harassment-of-atheist-students-at-school/" �http://nalrant.wordpress.com/2007/03/22/harassment-of-atheist-students-at-school/�


� We have not included in the following list the most shocking attack by a teacher on a student – the Ohio teacher who burned a cross on the arm of a student -- because we do not know whether or not the student professes a god-belief.  Whatever the beliefs of the student, the incident was abhorrent and we were glad to note that the teacher has been fired.





��HYPERLINK "http://solohq.solopassion.com/Articles/Reed/Under_God_Why_is_TOC_Pandering_to_Bigots.shtml"�http://solohq.solopassion.com/Articles/Reed/Under_God_Why_is_TOC_Pandering_to_Bigots.shtml�


� E-mail from Amanda Metskas, Executive Director of Camp Quest, Inc.





� E-mail from Amanda Metskas, Executive Director of Camp Quest, Inc.





� �HYPERLINK "http://russellsteapot.com/news/latest/smalkowski-prayer-bullying-case.html"�http://russellsteapot.com/news/latest/smalkowski-prayer-bullying-case.html�





� �HYPERLINK "http://nalrant.wordpress.com/2007/03/22/harassment-of-atheist-students-at-school/"�http://nalrant.wordpress.com/2007/03/22/harassment-of-atheist-students-at-school/�





� �HYPERLINK "http://www.fpoa.org/about-values.asp"�http://www.fpoa.org/about-values.asp�
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