
FRANK C NFI.SFN

What Evangelical Parents
Expect from 

Public School Administrators



Evangelicals are as 
much a part of the 
school community 
as others, and 
educators should 
recognize the 
legitimacy of 
their values.

I n recent years, evangelicals and 
fundamentalists have become a 
significant political force in Amer 

ican society. There are approximately 
40 to 50 million American evangeli 
cals, and in spite of the Christian 
school movement, most send their 
children to public schools. Since pub 
lic school administrators and teachers 
do not often come out of the evangel 
ical fundamentalist religious tradition, 
they typically find it difficult to under 
stand evangelical parents and their Bi 
ble-centered theology and lifestyle. 
Greater understanding would result in 
more favorable outcomes for adminis 
trators and teachers, as well as for the 
evangelical parents.

A Misunderstood Minority
Despite their large numbers, evangeli 
cals often view themselves as a misun 
derstood minority. Because they be 
lieve that American society is hostile 
toward them and their moral agenda 
for the nation, they have come to 
believe th-t in order to preserve their
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strongly held doctrines, they must es 
tablish their own Christian schools. 
This is an ironic development because 
evangelicals, with the exception of 
some ethnic Protestant groups, histor 
ically were once the strongest support 
ers of the public school. Fundamental 
ist minister Jerry Fatwell (1980) has 
said that in the past, public schools 
were without question the best in the 
history of the world

A Change in View
In the early 1960s, with the Supreme 
Court decisions in Engel v. Vitale 
(1962) prohibiting prayer in schools 
and in Scbempp v. District ofAhington 
Township ( 1963) prohibiting the read 
ing of the Bible in schools, evangeli 
cals began to view public schools 
quite differently. Both prayer and Bi 
ble reading had been customary in 
public schools since they were first 
established, but this all changed with 
these two Supreme Court decisions. 
Since then, fundamentalists, largely 
the Baptist wing of evangelicalism,

41



Who Are Evangelic**

After the Civil War the onnooux,«> ^.-..^..—in conflict with two powerful forces that would challenge them to their very core- 
Darwinian evolution because it brought into question the Genesis account of 
Creation and attacks on the trustworthiness of the Bible itself by higher criticism 
originating first in European universities and then later in this country.

The Pentecostal or charismatic evangelicals trace their roots to the Weslevan or 
Metliodftt church tradition. Pentecostal church services are characterized by emo 
tional worship and are today the fastest-growing Protestant group. Pentecostal 
services are characterized by speaking in tongues, a phenomenon that first occurred 
in (hi* country in 1906 in U» Angeles.The fundamentatt* wing of evangelicalism, which has been the most militant, 
uiginated in the ferment over liberal theology called "modernism" that penetrated 
the Piutesta* mainline denominations in the 1920s and 1930s.2 Although evange 
licals Kke BWy Graham, Oral Roberts, and Jerry Fahvetl differ on aspects of Biblical 
duuiine, mey generally agree wMi a "dispensational" view of history. Dtspensa- 
tkmalisiH (a dispensation is a period of time) is taught in the SchofieW Reference 
BMe, which came to be called the "fundamentalist's Bible." This Bible, with its 
dear type and notes, divided history into seven dispensations and seemed to explain 
** mnt difficult Biblical f"i 'Q" in language that an ordinary layman could 

- - —. .,..j_ «u_ ^rnnt coming of Christ, called the

e, wtNLn CMnc «v w^ w«—— _»type and notes, divided history into seven dispensations ana xcm».».—,._.. 
the most difficult Biblical pmipr in language that an ordinary layman could 
understand. The Schofietd Bible taught the second coming of Christ, called the 
Rapture, and also taught the restoration of the State of Israel ' '- •*-- -~™ that 
evangelicals and fundamentalists are some of the strongest si "~«*v. it is also interesting ton 'L -"-"••-*«-/« mmca»sanoiw«*-.-=—— 
iuriy. K is also imeresCngto now 
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g of Crist, cae 
It is for this reason that

ts are some o e est supporters of Israel in thfe. 
note that Hal Lindsey's popular books on prophecy, 

dispensational in orientation, 
of wangeBcak. Robert E. Webber claimsthere 
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have been particularly vocal in ex 
pressing their critical appraisals of 
public schools. They often express 
these views to administrators and 
school boards, voicing their concern 
about the public schools' tolerance of 
objectionable textbooks, drugs, secu 
lar humanism, Marxism, evolution 
taught as fact and not theory, the fem 
inist movement, abortion, homosexu 
ality, education about AIDS, and much 
more.

A Sense of Perspective Needed
When evangelical parents come to 
school, they often have deep-seated 
apprehensions dial public school ad 
ministrators don't understand them. If 
evangelical parents appear anxious 
and defensive to school administra 
tors, it is because they are just that. 
Evangelicals believe that they are talk 
ing to people who are committed to 
secularizing the schools, people who 
are deeply indifferent and even hostile 
to dieir basic beliefs. In one way or 
another diese parents are told by ad 
ministrators to mind their own busi 
ness and let the professionals run the 
schools.

After fruitless and tense encounters, 
administrators often become frus 
trated and angry about what they per 
ceive as rigidity and inflexibility on the 
part of evangelical parents. With little 
knowledge of the evangelical tradi 
tion, school administrators find con 
servative evangelical attitudes to be 
biased, narrow, and much too dog 
matic for present American society, 
particularly when the administrator's 
role often requires him or her to 
achieve compromises and build con 
sensus within the community.

Frequendy, evangelical parents are 
concerned with fairness and balance 
in students' textbooks and books in 
school libraries. Occasionally parents 
ask librarians and administrators why 
there are so few conservative books 
that present their pro-life, pro-Cre 
ation, and pro-family point of view. 
Why are there, for example, books by 
Norma Klein and Judy Blume, and no 
books by conservative evangelical 
writers such as James Dobson, Mary 
Ann Mayo, and Ken Unger?
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School administrators and educa 
tors generally avoid the term censor 
ship. When responding to evangelical 
parents about books, librarians claim 
that they select but never censor. Re 
cently, an educator wrote that there is 
a difference between school people 
and those who would censor books: 
"We are readers and censors often do 
not read, or if they read, they do not 
read to learn or react or challenge" 
(Donelson 1987). All this goes to 
prove that evangelicals do not have a 
corner on narrow-mindedness.

Another continuing concern of 
eva ngelical parents is the failure of 
public schools to teach "creation 
science." Evangelicals do not agree on 
biological evolution; their views range 
from theistic evolution to creationism, 
which has recently been called cre 
ation science. Whether creationists' 
views are "right" or "wrong" is not the 
question school people should be dis 
cussing. If we are committed to aca 
demic freedom and critical thinking, 
that evangelical-fundamentalists' views 
of creation should be taught and dis 
cussed in the public school is beyond 
debate. Whether creationism is taught 
in a science class or in social studies is 
of little importance. What is important, 
however, is that our children and 
youth have access to American social 
thought, and ideas about biological 
evolution are a part of that history.

Exploring Solutions
What are some steps administrators 
can take to understand evangelical 
parents better and thus reduce conflict 
and confrontation? First, evangelical 
parents would like administrators and 
classroom teachers to know more 
about evangelicals and the Biblical 
view of the world. As church historian 
Martin Marty (1976) has put it, to look 
at American religion and overlook 
evangelicals and fundamentalists 
would be comparable to scanning the 
American physical landscape and miss 
ing the Rocky Mountains. For school 
administrators to dismiss this large 
group of Americans is unfortunate and 
unproductive.

Second, if school administrators re 
ally tried to understand the evangelical
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"When responding 
to evangelical 
parents about books, 
librarians claim that 
they select but 
never censor."

point of view, they would find evan 
gelical parents more cooperative. Most 
evangelical parents would welcome an 
opportunity to share their perspec 
tives with school administrators in an 
objective, open discussion of their be 
liefs and goals for their children. Most 
school administrators, pragmatic in 
orientation, avoid abstractions related 
to an understanding of theology or 
philosophical issues in depth, and this 
dislike of abstract thought is pan of the 
problem.

Third, evangelical parents deserve 
to be treated with courtesy and respect 
when they come to school with their 
concerns. To be sure, "true believers" 
can be tough to deal with, and they 
appear to administrators and school 
board members as rigid and narrow- 
minded. Nonetheless, this does not 
give administrators, teachers, or 
school boards the right to dismiss 
evangelical parents as "fanatics"; their 
opinions are as much a pan of the 
school community as the opinions of 
those who are more laissez-faire in 
their moral perspectives.

Finally, evangelicals would like ad 
ministrators to respect evangelical val 
ues, which constitute their personal 
values and core of beliefs that find 
their source in the Bible. This is not to 
say that, like all Americans, they do not 
share most of the mainstream values 
of American society, because they do. 
But, to the evangelical, the teaching of 
Scripture is to be taken seriously. Mil 
lions of Americans meet every week 
for Bible studies, mostly in homes. It is 
for this reason that Biblical views are 
so often involved in the evangelicals' 
concern with textbooks and the teach 
ing of evolution. Evangelicals agree 
with the assessment of Stephen Arons 
(1984), professor of legal studies at the 
University of Massachusetts, that to 
day's public schools are bland, ethi 
cally numb, and assertively mediocre.

Sharing Perspectives
Richard Hofstadter (1962) once aptly 
characterized the history of American 
education as a history of complaint 
and a "constant undercurrent of some 
thing dose to despair." Perhaps we 
can avoid repeating this history if ed 
ucators, school boards, and evangeli 
cal parents can begin to share and 
discuss philosophical differences in an 
atmosphere of mutual respect and 
concern for the ultimate goal of all 
three groups—the education of our 
children.n
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