FREEDOM FROM RELIGION foundation

P.O. BOX 750 * MADISON., WI 53701 - (608) 256-8900 + WWW.FFRF.ORG

May 4, 2018

SENT VIA EMAIL AND U.S. MAIL:
rolson@laharpeeagles.com

Dr. Ryan Olson

Superintendent

La Harpe Community School District 347
404 W Main St.

La Harpe, IL 61450

Re: Elementary school principal promoting religion
Dear Dr. Olson:

I am writing on behalf of the Freedom From Religion Foundation to alert you
to constitutional violations at La Harpe Elementary School. FFRF is a
national nonprofit organization with more than 33,000 members across the
country, including more than 950 in Illinois and a chapter in Chicago. FFRF's
purposes are to protect the constitutional principle of separation between
state and church, and to educate the public on matters relating to nontheism.

It is our understanding that La Harpe Elementary School Principal Lila
McKeown regularly uses her position to promote her personal religion to
teachers and students.

First, FFRF received a report that McKeown regularly distributes flyers to
teachers at staff meetings, and that the flyers often include bible verses and
otherwise promote religion. Three flyers from this school year are enclosed
and include the following:

e On This Thanks Giving Day, May Your Home Be Filled With Loving
Presence of Our Almighty God, May His Presence Be Felt In Your
Home, And May His Gift Of Peace Be Present In Your Home. Reflect
Upon His Blessings To You And Thank Him For What He Has Done
For You.

e Isaiah 9:6-7 (“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the
government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful
Counselor, Mighty God .. . )

¢ (listed as the first advantage of Spring Break) Focus on spirituality.
Easter is the celebration of God’s greatest gift—salvation through
Jesus Christ. . . . Easter Blessings! May you feel Christ’s Love in your

Dan Barker and Annie Laurie Gaylor, Co-Presidents



Heart & be filled with His Peace & Joy this Easter season...and
Always!

Second, we understand that McKeown has regularly allowed outside adults,
likely members of the Gideons, to actively distribute bibles to students at the
school’s doors. This happened most recently on Friday, April 20, 2018.

We request that you investigate these concerns and provide written
assurances that McKeown will not promote religion to teachers or students
and will not allow outside adults access to distribute religious literature to
students on school property.

Principal McKeown must not promote religion at staff meetings.

As a government entity, La Harpe Elementary is constitutionally prohibited
from promoting or endorsing religion. The Supreme Court has said fime and
again, “[t]he touchstone for our analysis is the principle that the ‘First
Amendment mandates governmental neutrality between religion and
religion, and between religion and nonreligion.” McCreary Cty., Ky. v. Am.
Civil Liberties Union of Ky., 545 U.S. 844, 860 (2005) (quoting Epperson v.
Arkansas, 393 U.S. 97, 104 (1968); Everson v. Bd. of Educ. of Ewing, 330 U.S.
1, 15-16 (1947); Wallace v. Jaffree, 472 U.S. 38, 53 (1985)). The District must
respect that “the preservation and transmission of religious beliefs and
worship is a responsibility and a choice committed to the private sphere.”
Santa Fe Indep. Sch. Dist. v. Doe, 530 U.S. 290, 310 (2000) (quoting Lee v.
Weisman, 505 U.S. 577, 589 (1992) (O’Connor, J., concurring)). When
Principal McKeown regularly promotes Christianity to teachers, and
distributes passages from the bible at official district-sponsored events,
employees will conclude that their government employer is endorsing religion
over nonreligion and Christianity over all other faiths.

Federal courts, including the Seventh Circuit (which has jurisdiction over
Tllinois) have held that mandatory meetings for government employees
cannot promote religion. See Milwawkee Deputy Sheriff's Ass'n v. Clarke, 588
F.3d 523, 525-26 (7th Cir. 2009) (holding religious speech by a sheriff, bible
readings, and distribution of Christian literature during mandatory employee
meetings unconstitutional under the Establishment Clause); Warnock v.
Archer, 380 F.3d 1076, 1080-81 (8th Cir. 2004) (prohibiting public school
district from orchestrating or supervising prayers at mandatory teacher
meetings and in-service training).

To avoid the constitutional concerns and the divisiveness this regular
practice causes within La Harpe, the District must ensure that Principal
McKeown will not inject religious promotion into staff meetings or other
school-sponsored events.



La Harpe Elementary may not allow bible distributions on school property.
It is unconstitutional for public school districts to permit Gideons to
distribute bibles as part of the public school day. Courts have uniformly held
that distributing bibles to students at public schools during instructional
time is prohibited. See Berger v. Rensselaer Cent. Sch. Corp., 982 F.2d 1160
(7th Cir. 1993) (holding that classroom distribution of Gideon bibles to fifth-
graders violated the Establishment Clause); Tudor v. Bd. of Educ. of
Rutherford, 14 N.J. 31 (1953), cert. dented, 348 U.S. 816 (1954) (finding
unconstitutional a school board resolution permitting Gideons to distribute
bibles). In striking down a school district’s policy allowing Gideons to
distribute bibles in classrooms, the Seventh Circuit stated, “[TJhe Gideon
Bible is unabashedly Christian. In permitting distribution of “The New
Testament of Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ’ along with limited excerpts
from the Old Testament, the schools affront not only non-religious people but
all those whose faiths, or lack of faith, does not encompass the New
Testament.” Berger, 982 F.2d at 1170.

Public schools have a constitutional obligation to protect the rights of
conscience of young and impressionable students. When a school distributes
religious literature to its students or permits evangelists to distribute
religious hiterature to its students, it entangles itself with that religious
message. As well as alienating non-Christian students, teachers, and
members of the public whose religious beliefs are inconsistent with the
message being promoted by the school, such bible distributions alienate the
38% of younger Americans who now identify as nonreligious.!

We understand that you may have been unaware that this bible distribution
took place. The Gideons operate by deliberately avoiding superintendents and
school boards. They advise their members to seek permission at the lowest
level of authority. Usually, they target teachers and principals. Under no
circumstances are the local Gideon groups permitted to ask for a legal
opinion from the state or school district—and with good reason, because the
law clearly prohibits bible distributions on public school property. If the
District was unaware that this bible distribution was taking place, we
request that the District take action and instruct all teachers that they may
not permit third parties to distribute religious literature to students on school
property during the school day or while students are entering or leaving the
school.

Principal McKeown'’s history of distributing Christian religious literature
only makes her allowing outside adults to distribute bibles to District

! America’s Changing Religious Landscape, Pew Research Center (May 12, 2015), available at
www.pewforum,org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/,



students more concerning. Based on these two complaints, it appears that
McKeown is committed to promoting her personal religion to both students
and teachers at La Harpe Elementary in multiple different ways.

Please investigate these concerns and inform us in writing of the steps the
District takes to remedy these serious constitutional viclations so that we
may inform our complainant.

Sincerely,

Ryan D. Jayne
Staff Attorney

Enclosure
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What He Has Done For You
Happy Thanksgiving!
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fie thankfuf for what you have.
Your fite, no matter how bad you think
It 15, is Someone else’s fairy fale.
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