FREEDOM FROM RELIGION foundation

P.O. BOX 7580 * MADISON,., WI §3701 ~ {(60D8) 256-8900 ~ WWW.FFRFE.ORG

November 10, 2025
SENT VIA EMAIL & U.S. MAIL: swilson@tuhsd.k12.az.us

Superintendent Stacia Wilson
Tempe Union High School District
500 W. Guadalupe Rd.

Tempe, AZ 85283

Re: Unconstitutional religious coercion in Desert Vista High School girls’ volleyball program
Dear Superintendent Wilson:

I am writing on behalf of the Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF) regarding a constitutional
violation at Desert Vista High School (DVHS). FFRF is a national nonprofit organization with nearly
42,000 members across the country, including over 1,000 members and a local chapter in Arizona. 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 on October 14, 2025, the DVHS girls” volleyball coach, Pl
required players to arrive forty minutes early to practice to listen to guest speakers. Two of these guest
speakers were affiliated with the Fellowship of Christian Athletes (FCA),' and one guest speaker was
affiliated with Jesus Won Apparel, a Christian ministry.”

According to our complainant:

The speakers discussed their personal relationships with God, how “Jesus spoke to them,”
and the importance of faith. At the end of the meeting, shirts were handed out in school
colors (blue and gold) that read “Jesus Won” on the front and “John 16:33 on the back.
Players were told they would wear these shirts as warm-ups for a school game.
Attendance was presented as mandatory, and neither parents nor players were told
beforehand that the meeting would be religious in nature.

The parent who contacted us states that this was not an isolated incident, and that _ has
“encouraged players to attend FCA faith meetings before school and has shown favoritism toward those
who do.” The presence of religion on the team causes anxiety and discomfort for our complainant’s child,
who is a player on the girls’ volleyball team and worries about retaliation for not conforming with Coach

' FCA’s mission is “To lead every coach and athlete into a growing relationship with Jesus Christ and His church.”
Vision and Mission, FCA, https://www.fca.org/aboutus/who-we-are/vision-mission (last visited Nov. 10, 2025).

? Jesus Won Apparel’s mission is “To start conversations about Jesus and raise financial support for Kingdom
minded causes.” Our Mission, Jesus Won Apparel, https://jesuswonapparel.com/our-mission/ (last visited Nov. 10,
2025).

? “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take
heart! I have overcome the world.” (New International Version).

Dan Barker and Annie Laurie Gaylor, Co-Presidents



-’s religious preference. Our complainant has contacted DVHS’s principal and administration and
has not received a satisfactory response.

Please see the enclosed photographs of the religious shirts that Coach- distributed to the team and
is requiring the volleyball team to wear.

It is unconstitutional for a public high school to show favoritism toward religion and to allow outside
adults to proselytize students. We ask that Tempe Union High School District investigate this situation
and ensure that students are not proselytized in DVHS athletic programs in the future and that Coach
BOE® is reminded of her duty to respect and abide by the First Amendment.

Students have the First Amendment right to be free from religious indoctrination in their public schools,
including when participating in school sports. 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. Jaffree, 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). “It is beyond dispute that, at a minimum, the Constitution
guarantees that government may not coerce anyone to support or participate in religion or its exercise.”
Lee, at 587. As the Supreme Court recently affirmed, “The First Amendment mandates government
neutrality between religions.” Cath. Charities Bureau, Inc. v. Wis. Lab. & Indus. Rev. Comm ’'n, 605 U.S.
238, 241 (2025). Here, DVHS clearly crossed the constitutional line by allowing Coach- to invite
religious outside speakers to speak about their religion and proselytize student-athletes during an official
team activity, by allowing Coach - to encourage student participation in religious meetings, and
by allowing her to require students to wear religious t-shirts for warmups.

Student-athletes are especially susceptible to coercion. When a coach requires an entire team to attend a
religious talk and be sermonized before practice, student-athletes will no doubt feel that participating in
the religious talk is essential to pleasing their coach and being viewed as a team player. Further, handing
out and requiring students to wear shirts with Bible verses on them unconstitutionally coerces
student-athletes to support, promote, and express belief in Christianity during official school activities.
This practice loudly proclaims the school’s favored religion for all to see by making players wear it on
their back and forces students who may not be Christian to wear a message that is offensive to their own
religion. It is unrealistic and unconstitutional to put students to the choice of allowing their coach to
violate their constitutional rights in order to maintain good standing in the eyes of their coach and peers,
or openly dissenting at the risk of retaliation. Putting students in that position is not only unfair, but also
violates their First Amendment rights.

The Supreme Court’s 2022 decision in Kennedy v. Bremerton School District did not alter the state of the
law nor overturn the above referenced cases. In Kennedy, the Court held that a high school football
coach’s quiet, private post-game prayer was constitutional. 597 U.S. 507, 512—-14 (2022). Throughout its
opinion, the Court repeatedly stressed that the coach quietly prayed alone. /d. (the coach “offered his
prayers quietly while his students were otherwise occupied.”). The prayers “were not publicly broadcast
or recited to a captive audience. Students were not required or expected to participate.” Id. at 542. In stark
contrast, Coach- invited outside adults to proselytize students during a mandatory volleyball
practice and then handed out religious shirts that student-athletes are expected to wear during team
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activities. This is a far cry from Kennedy’s “quiet, private” prayer.



Additionally, Coach -’s actions violate the right of parents, such as our complainant, to determine
which religion, if any, they teach their children. “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. at 310
(quoting Lee, 505 U.S. 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”). A public high school allowing its girls’
volleyball coach and outside adults to proselytize other people’s children is unconstitutional and
particularly troubling for those parents and students who are not Christians or do not subscribe to any
religion. Statistically, nearly half of Americans born after 1996 are nonreligious, so this likely represents a
significant number of students in the District.’

Out of respect for the First Amendment rights of students and their parents, the Tempe Union High
School District must investigate this situation and ensure that Desert Vista High School girls’ volleyball
coach Audra JRMPRR ceases pushing her personal beliefs onto students and allowing outside adults to
proselytize students or otherwise lead students in religious activities. The District should further remind
Coach - and all other staff of their duties to abide by the First Amendment. Please respond in
writing with the steps the District is taking to address this constitutional violation 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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Enclosures

4 Pew Research Center (2024), http://bit.ly/48Drzce.









