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October 29, 2025
SENT VIA EMAIL & U.S. MAIL: jstrasner@orsd.k12.ar.us

Jerrall Strasner
Superintendent

Ouachita River School District
143 Polk Rd. 96

Mena, AR 71953

Re: Unconstitutional religious field trip and concert music
Dear Superintendent Strasner:

I am writing on behalf of the Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF) regarding multiple
constitutional violations reported on the Acorn Campus. FFRF is a national nonprofit organization with
about 42,000 members across the country, including members and a local chapter in Arkansas. Our
purposes are to protect the constitutional principle of separation between state and church, and to educate
the public on matters relating to nontheism.

A concerned parent reports that from October 35, 2025 the Acorn High School Music Department took
students on a field trip to Eureka Springs. This field trip included the students singing at a chapel, a two
hour Holy Land tour, and the students participating in shows with religious content, such as a “Passion
Play.” Our complainant says that they kept their child home from the field trip because of the blatant
school-sponsored religious indoctrination that was going to occur on the trip.

Per a post on the official Acorn High School Music Department Facebook page, employee _

- stated:

The Eureka Springs trip is going super well!!! We have been so busy I have not been able
to make a post. We sang at the Play last night. This morning we sang at Thorn Crown
chapel, then went on a picnic at Lake Leatherwood. Then back to the Play to go on the
two hour Holy Land tour. We were able to sing in the empty tomb. So beautiful!!! Now
ten of our group went to the David the Shepherd Show and Parables of the Potter. And 20
of them went backstage to get fit for costumes. They will be part of the extras cast. I am
sitting here on the benches under the stage waiting for the Play to start. Students in the
Cast are in the back divided into groups with regular cast members ready to perform.
Making amazing lifetime memories!

Please see the enclosed screenshot of the post.

Additionally, the parent reports that the Music Department’s upcoming December 2025 “Christmas
Concert” includes several overtly sectarian songs, and that Christmas songs, including Christian hymns,
dominate the song list. We’re told that past Music Department concerts have included religious material
as well. The song list includes 19 songs: 15 songs are specifically Christmas songs, and seven are overtly
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sectarian, such as “What Child is This” and “Angels We Have Heard on High.” Please see the enclosed
photographs of the song list and the Music Department’s Fall schedule.

It is unconstitutional for a public school to take students on religious field trips. It is also unconstitutional
to incorporate blatantly religious music at school concerts. We ask that the District investigate this
situation and ensure that Acorn High School and all other District schools refrain from taking students on
religious field trips or holding religious school concerts in the future.

Students have the First Amendment right to be free from religious indoctrination in their public schools,
including when attending school-sponsored field trips and events. It is well settled that public schools
may not show favoritism toward or coerce belief or participation in religion. Santa Fe Indep. Sch. Dist. v.
Doe, 530 U.S. 290 (2000); Lee v. Weisman, 505 U.S. 577 (1992); Wallace v. Jaffiree, 472 U.S. 38 (1985);
Epperson v. Arkansas, 393 U.S. 97 (1967); Sch. Dist. of Abington Twp. v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203 (1963);
Engel v. Vitale, 370 U.S. 421 (1962); McCollum v Bd. of Ed., 333 U.S. 203 (1948). By organizing,
facilitating, and taking public school students on a school-sponsored field trip to perform in houses of
worship and participate in a “Passion Play,” the Acorn High School Music Department, and thus the
District, violated students’ First Amendment rights. Further, the field trip along with the Christmas
Concert’s clear Christian lean signals government favoritism toward religion over nonreligion, and
Christianity over all other faiths.

Additionally, the school’s actions violate parents’ constitutional right to determine which religion, if any,
they teach their children to believe in. “The preservation and transmission of religious beliefs and worship
is a responsibility and a choice committed to the private sphere.” Santa Fe, 530 U.S. 290 at 310 (quoting
Lee, 505 U.S. 577 at 589); see also Mahmoud v. Taylor, 145 S. Ct. 2332, 2351 (2025) (parents have “a
right to teach religion in the confines of one’s own home”). By taking students on a religious field trip and
incorporating overtly religious, and dominantly Christian, music into the Christmas concert, the District
subverts the rights of parents to educate their child in the religion, or lack thereof, of their choice.

Even if attendance on the field trip was voluntary, voluntariness is not a safeguard against violating
students’ First Amendment rights. Courts have summarily rejected arguments that voluntariness excuses a
constitutional violation. See, generally, Lee, 505 U.S. at 596 (“It is a tenet of the First Amendment that the
State cannot require one of its citizens to forfeit his or her rights and benefits as the price of resisting
conformance to state-sponsored religious practice.”); Schempp, 374 U.S. at 288 (Brennan, J., concurring)
(“Thus, the short, and to me sufficient, answer is that the availability of excusal or exemption simply has
no relevance to the establishment question™); Mellen v. Bunting, 327 F.3d 355, 372 (4th Cir. 2003) (“VMI
cannot avoid Establishment Clause problems by simply asserting that a cadet’s attendance at supper or his
or her participation in the supper prayer are ‘voluntary.’”); Jager v. Douglas County Sch. Dist., 862 F.2d
825, 832 (11th Cir. 1989) (. . . whether the complaining individual’s presence was voluntary is not
relevant to the Establishment Clause analysis . . . The Establishment Clause focuses on the
constitutionality of the state action, not on the choices made by the complaining individual.”).

Regarding the religious music at the upcoming Christmas concert, courts have reviewed religious music
in public schools and held that its use must comport with the First Amendment’s Establishment Clause.
See Nurre v. Whitehead, 580 F.3d 1087, 1097 (9thCir. 2009) (school district could disallow the playing of
“Ave Maria” at graduation because an observer may view it as the district’s preference for one religion
over another); Sease v. Sch. Dist. of Philadelphia, 811 F. Supp. 183, 192 (E.D. Pa. 1993) (“Clearly, a
school employee’s participation in, or sponsorship of, a public school gospel choir during school hours
would be a violation of the Establishment Clause.”). Public school instruction and activities must have a



secular educational purpose. While the repertoire for the upcoming Christmas concert is somewhat
diverse, it is problematic that the Music Department labeled the concert as a “Christmas” concert,
specifically, and Christmas songs dominate the song list. The outsized emphasis on Christmas and
Christianity raises constitutional concerns.

Incorporating religion into the Acorn campus music program and taking students on a Christian field trip
is troubling for all students and their families, such as our complainant, who are not Christian. This
“[s]chool sponsorship of a religious message is impermissible because it sends the ancillary 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.’”
Santa Fe, 530 U.S. at 309—-10 (quoting Lynch v. Donnelly, 465 U.S. 668, 688 (1984) (O’Connor, J.,
concurring)). Statistically, nearly half of Americans born after 1996 are nonreligious, so this likely
represents a significant number of students in the District.'

We ask that the Ouachita River School District investigate these constitutional violations and take action
to protect the constitutional rights of students and their parents. The District must ensure that no
school-sponsored religious field trips or religious concerts happen in the future. Please respond in writing
with the steps the District is taking to address these matters so that we may inform the parent who
contacted us. Thank you for your time and attention.

Sincerely,

Samantha F. Lawrence
Staff Attorney
Freedom From Religion Foundation
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! Pew Research Center (2024), http://bit.ly/48Drzce.



