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BLUE RIDGE
ACADEMY

Religious Expression Policy

The Blue Ridge Academy (“School”) Board of Directors (“Board”) adopts this policy to
assist with questions that occasionally arise concerning religious expression at the School, such
as prayer during the schoolday, curriculum that teaches about different religions, students’
expression of their religious beliefs in assignments, religious speech at School events, and other
religious activities.

This policy is based on federal and state law, and incorporates guidance from the U.S.
Department of Education, the California Department of Education, and a directive issued to
California public schools by the California Governor, Attorney General, and State
Superintendent of Public Instruction. To the extent this policy or any portion thereof conflicts
with federal or state law, federal and state law shall govern.

1. Prayer and Religious Exercise

Students and staff may engage in prayer and religious discussion subject to the same
neutral and generally applicable rules designed to prevent material disruption of the educational
program that are applied to other expressive activities. (See also, Free Speech Policy.) For
example, employees may meet with other employees for prayer or religious study to the same
extent that they may engage in other conversation or non-religious activities (e.g., before school
or during breaks), and students may bow their heads and pray to themselves before taking a test.

Because the School is a non-classroom based independent study educational program,
students have the opportunity to design their personalized learning plan in order to accommodate
prayer and religious exercise throughout their day. For example, students are able to take quiet
periods during their independent study, and design their personalized learning plans in order to
accommodate such periods. In the event a scheduling conflict does arise, the School may excuse
students and/or staff from a particular class or school day in order to enable them to fulfill their
religious obligations, such as prayer, religious holidays, or other observances.

Teachers, administrators, and other School employees will not encourage or discourage
private prayer or other religious activity by students. Employees engaging in their own personal
religious expression or observance may not compel, coerce, persuade, or encourage students to
join in the employee’s prayer or other religious activity.

Students may organize prayer groups, religious clubs, and gatherings to the same extent

that students are permitted to organize other non-curricular student activities or groups. Students
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may distribute religious literature to their schoolmates on the same terms as they are permitted to
distribute other literature that is unrelated to School curricula or activities. In accordance with
the directive sent to California public schools on June 1, 2023, signed by the Governor, Attorney
General, and State Superintendent of Public Instruction, School students:

“... have the right to exercise freedom of speech and of the press including, but not
limited to, the use of bulletin boards, the distribution of printed materials or
petitions, the wearing of buttons, badges, and other insignia, and the right of
expression in official publications, whether or not the publications or other means
of expression are supported financially by the school or by use of school facilities.”

(Cal. Ed. Code § 48907(a).)

The directive further clarifies that only expression that is obscene, libelous, or slanderous
or that “so incites pupils as to create a clear and present danger of the commission of unlawful
acts on school premises or the violation of lawful school regulations, or the substantial disruption
of the orderly operation of the school” may be prohibited. (Cal. Ed. Code § 48907(a).) The
School may impose the same reasonable time, place, or manner restrictions on distribution of
religious literature as it does on other non-school literature generally, without targeting religious
literature for more permissive or more restrictive regulation. (See also, Free Speech Policy.)

2. Speakers at Graduation, Assemblies, and School Events

At School events, the School will not mandate or organize prayer, nor select speakers for
these events on a basis that either favors or disfavors religious perspectives. The School selects
any and all speakers based on content-neutral, even-handed criteria, i.e. whether a speaker will
further the School’s educational program goals.

3. Curriculum and Teaching about Religion

As a California public charter school, the School must be non-sectarian in its programs
and operations. (Cal. Ed. Code § 47605(e)(1).)

As set forth in the June 1, 2023 directive from the Governor, Attorney General, and State
Superintendent of Public Instruction, California law prohibits instructional materials that contain
any sectarian or denominational doctrine or other propaganda.! The California Department of
Education guidance for independent study programs further states that “no religious materials
may be assigned as a part of independent study, and pupils cannot use religious materials to
complete independent study assignments.”> However, California law expressly allows public
schools to reference religion, or use religious literature, dance, music, theatre, and visual arts or
other things having a religious significance, so long as such references or uses do not constitute

"' The June 1, 2023 directive from the California Governor, Attorney General, and State Superintendent of Public
Instruction is available at https://www.cde.ca.gov/nr/el/le/documents/educationalrightsletter06012023.docx.
2 The California Department of Education guidance is available at https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/eo/is/faq.asp.
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instruction in religious principles or aid to any religious sect, church, creed, or sectarian purpose,
and when such references or uses are incidental to or illustrative of matters properly included in
the course of study. (Cal. Ed. Code § 51511.)

The School uses content-neutral, even-handed criteria in selection of all curriculum,
within the curricular guidelines provided by the California Content Standards and the Common
Core State Standards. Students may be able to select curricular materials that reference religion
for illustrative purposes, or select curriculum that teaches the history of religion, comparative
religion, religious texts as literature, and the role of religion in the history of the United States
and other countries. Indeed, the California Department of Education guidance for independent
study programs acknowledges that the “study of religion—and a comparison of materials from
various religions—may be appropriate in some English and history-social science units.”

In the context of instruction in certain courses, School employees can help students
develop a basic understanding and appreciation of the role of religion in cultures. Teaching
about religion should be an objective and scholarly discussion of the historical period and the
religion being considered.

4. Religious Expression in Student Work Samples

Students may choose to express their personal beliefs about religion in homework,
artwork, and other school assignments. However, CDE guidance for independent study
programs states: “Attendance cannot be taken and the [school] cannot claim apportionment credit
for work using religious materials.”

Homeschool Teachers are responsible for reviewing and assigning credit for student work
samples. All student work submissions are graded and assigned credit solely by the academic
standards applicable for the student’s class, e.g. the ordinary academic standards of substance,
relevance, and other legitimate pedagogical objectives. Students are neither penalized nor
rewarded for any religious content.

5. Dress Code

As a nonclassroom-based program, the School does not have a dress code. However, the
School recognizes graduation season as a time of enormous pride for students and their families,
and a time of inclusivity for our school community. In accordance with Education Code section
35183.1, students may wear traditional tribal regalia or recognized objects of cultural or religious
significance as adornment at school graduation ceremonies, so long as such items do not cause a
substantial disruption of, or material interference with, the ceremony.

6. Addressing Complaints

The School is committed to addressing any questions or misunderstandings arising from
instruction about religion, curricular materials, or issues of religious beliefs among staff,
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students, and parents. Please direct any such questions to Samantha Haynes, Superintendent, at
(661) 412-9363 or samantha.haynes@theblueridgeacademy.com.

As a public charter school and local educational agency, the School is committed to
adhering to the laws that are applicable to it, and will seek guidance from the California
Department of Education and/or U.S. Department of Education as needed.

Authorities and References:

e U.S. Constitution, First Amendment

e U.S. Department of Education “Guidance on Constitutionally Protected Prayer and
Religious Expression in Public Elementary and Secondary Schools” dated May 15, 2023

e (alifornia Constitution, Article I, Section 4; Article IX, Section 8, and Article XVI,
Section 5

e (California Education Code Sections 220, 35183.1, 47605(e)(1), 48907(a) and 51511

e (alifornia Department of Education “Guidance on Removal of Instruction or
Instructional Materials” dated May 30, 2023

e Directive to California schools regarding “Educational Rights and Requests to Remove
Instructional Materials” signed by the Governor, Attorney General, and State
Superintendent of Public Instruction and dated June 1, 2023
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