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Abstract: After cultural and religious controversy in Modesto, California,
community leaders attempted to increase tolerance and respect by requiring an
unique world religions course for high school students. The first large-n
empirical study of the effect of teaching about religion in public schools
indicates that students taking the course showed statistically significant
increases in passive tolerance, their willingness to refrain from discriminatory
behavior, and active respect, the willingness to take action to counter
discrimination. This research documents the circumstances that gave rise to the
course and evaluates the course’s effects using qualitative and quantitative
evidence. It also connects the course to a larger research tradition in political
science on the effects of civic education programs that promote liberal,
democratic values.

Once considered taboo in public schools, an increasing number of scholars
and policymakers have come to agree that religion deserves more extended
discussion in the curriculum than it currently receives (Wexler 2002;
Douglass 2000). Not only is teaching about religion’s influence on
history, art, and culture a crucial part of a liberal education (Nord 1995;
Prothero 2007), but teaching about religion can be an avenue into discus-
sion of how to reconcile cultural differences with liberal, democratic
values (Wexler 2002). With religious diversity expanding even in

Address correspondence and reprint requests to: Emile Lester, University of Mary Washington,
1301 College Avenue, Frederickburg, VA 22401. E-mail: elester@umw.edu; or to Patrick S.
Roberts, Virginia Tech, Center for Public Administration and Policy, 104 Draper Road, Blackburg,
VA 24061. E-mail: patrickroberts@vt.edu

1

Politics and Religion, page 1 of 25, 2011.
© Religion and Politics Section of the American Political Science Association, 2011
doi:10.1017/S1755048311000174 1755-0483/11 $25.00



traditionally homogeneous communities and frequent conflicts erupting
over religious issues, teaching about religion has the potential to foster
either harmony or division. Explicit acknowledgment of religious differ-
ences could be a source of irreconcilable conflict, or it could help
Americans negotiate differences and discuss common values more
civilly (Segers and Jelen 1998; Eck 2002). The consensus on teaching
about religion is neither comprehensive nor seamless. Members of non-
Christian religious minorities, atheists, and agnostics fear that courses
will be biased in favor of religion in general and more populous religions
in particular. Many evangelical and particularly fundamentalist Christians
worry that teaching about many religions will weaken their children’s
commitment to their faith.1

Despite the impressive array of opinions voiced on this important and
controversial educational policy debate, survey research on the subject is
scant. This article presents the results of the first extended research exam-
ining the effects of teaching students about religion in public schools as a
means to improve students’ knowledge about religion and increase tolerant
attitudes and behaviors. Over a two-year period, we surveyed over 300 stu-
dents three times and approximately 170 a fourth time, and conducted
numerous interviews with students, educators, and community members
in Modesto, California. We chose Modesto because it is the only school
district in the nation to require all students to take an independent,
extended course in world religions.2 Our research found that Modesto’s
course increased students’ knowledge about other religions, as well as
their tolerance for religious diversity, and for First Amendment rights in
general. Students and parents were generally satisfied that the course
was not biased, and our surveys and interviews found no evidence of an
increase in students’ relativism.
The success of Modesto’s course is particularly impressive given the

community context in which it took place. Modesto, a city of 190,000,
is a highly diverse community, including Jews, Buddhists, Sikhs, and
Muslims. Evangelical “megachurches” have sprung up alongside mainline
Protestant and Catholic denominations. These divisions led to an acrimo-
nious dispute about teaching tolerance for homosexuality just prior to the
implementation of the required world religions course.
The research contributes to work on education policy, tolerance studies,

and civic education. While a growing literature examines the sources of
intolerance of race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation, studies of religious
tolerance are rare (Sniderman and Piazza 2002; Steiber 1980). When scho-
lars do assess attitudes toward religion, they rarely go past questions about
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support for First Amendment rights and liberties. This study helps fill the
gap by examining the sources of religious tolerance and intolerance. It also
contributes important conclusions on the crucial theoretical and empirical
question of why education increases religious tolerance.
Isolating religious from other forms of tolerance in empirical research is

important because the requirements of and limits on promoting religious
tolerance are distinctive. On the one hand, the inclusion of religious min-
orities requires that citizens not only refrain from discriminatory actions—
which we describe as passive tolerance — but also take positive actions to
prevent alienation — which we describe as active respect. Tolerance
researchers have usually focused on passive tolerance (McClosky and
Brill 1983). On the other hand, religious freedom includes the right to dis-
agree with other faiths, and public schools in a liberal democracy must be
particularly careful not to encourage a belief in the truth value of alterna-
tive faiths.
Consider, for instance, the difference between promoting racial toler-

ance and promoting religious tolerance. The truth claims of different reli-
gions are often mutually exclusive while beliefs about racial and ethnic
identity are less likely to be mutually exclusive. Almost all Americans
do not believe that the achievements and positive attributes of one race
are negated by accepting the achievements and positive attributes of
other races. But many Americans do believe that the respect for the
truth of other religions negates the truth of their religion. Many evangelical
and fundamentalist Christians, for instance, believe that to reconcile them-
selves to the belief that there are many ways to be saved denies the central
role that accepting Christ plays in salvation.
Even if individuals held mutually exclusive views about race and ethni-

city in equal numbers, race and religion would still be distinct because the
consequences of accepting alternative truth claims for religious believers
are greater than the consequences racists endure when they are encouraged
to accept the value of other races’ beliefs and practices. Intolerant religious
believers and racists alike may face temporal consequences for embracing
the value of alternative beliefs such as the loss of community, family, and
friends. But many religious believers hold that there are eternal conse-
quences for accepting the legitimacy of other religions’ truth claims.
Many conservative Christian parents, for instance, feel that by being
encouraged to accept the legitimacy of belief systems that deny Christ’s
divinity their children risk betraying God and earning damnation
(Stolzenberg 1993, 594). Liberal democratic states thus have an obligation
to cultivate a form of tolerance more strenuous than passive tolerance. But
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they should also be concerned solely with the political and civil rights of
vulnerable religious groups, and should not require an individual to accept
the legitimacy of the beliefs and practices of the group whose rights she
respects.2

Our research examines whether a public school course is capable of
pulling off this delicate balance of promoting active respect while avoiding
relativism. This article thus begins by establishing the distinctive nature of
religious tolerance, and then proceeds to establish the empirical tolerance
and civic education context for our research before presenting our
methods, findings, and explanations concerning the effects of Modesto’s
course.

COURSE HISTORY

Modesto’s required course on world religions grew out of the district’s
“safe schools” policy, created in the wake of harassment directed at
gays and lesbians and misunderstandings among religious and immigrant
groups. School board members, who were deadlocked before over cultural
issues such as teaching tolerance of homosexuality, all agreed on the need
for a safe school environment. With the help of an advisory board of reli-
gious leaders from the community and outside consultants, the district
crafted a nine week course on world religions intended to promote
mutual understanding and tolerance and to be taken by all students in
the ninth grade.
To make the course’s relationship to the safe school policy explicit,

administrators designed the course to begin with a two-week discussion
of the United States’ tradition of religious liberty. Freedom of conscience,
the course teaches, is a reciprocal right that must be applied universally to
be meaningful. The remaining seven weeks of the course focused on seven
major world religions in the following order based on each religion’s
appearance in history: Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Sikhism,
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Teachers do not have time to discuss
differences within each religion, and the course’s organizers steered
clear of explicit comparisons among religions in order to remain neutral
and avoid controversy. Classroom lectures focused on a descriptive treat-
ment of the historical development and major contemporary beliefs and
practices of each religion. The course’s careful avoidance of controversy
assumes that teaching respect for religion and freedom of conscience
requires steering clear of emotional topics and open conflict.
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Modesto required that teachers participate in 30 hours of in-service
training in preparation for the course. Teaching the course requires knowl-
edge of both the historical material and how to model civil discussion for
students. Modesto addressed the former by having teachers attend
extended classes on each religious tradition with faculty members from
California State University at Stanislaus and through reading texts
related to the religious traditions. Books and lectures may provide the skel-
etal structure of each religion’s beliefs and practices, Rabbi Gordon (Rabbi
Paul Gordon 2004. Personal Interview. Modesto, California. October 11,
2004) of Modesto’s Congregation Beth Shalom told us, but the flesh and
blood of a religion’s lived experience must be learned elsewhere.
Modesto’s training accounted for this insight by requiring teachers to
meet with local religious leaders and visit religious institutions.
First Amendment Center consultant Marcia Beauchamp supplied the

civic context of the course. Beauchamp (Personal Interview. June 10,
2007) lectured about the historical origins of religious liberty, the
meaning of the First Amendment, and major past and recent
Constitutional cases interpreting the First Amendment.3 Modesto’s
social studies curriculum coordinator, Linda Erickson (Personal
Interview. Modesto, California. May 12, 2004), told teachers that the
purpose of the course was to convey facts about religion, and not to
have students engage in any critical evaluation of particular religions or
religion in general.4

RESEARCH METHODS

We first administered a preliminary survey to 168 students in May 2004 in
order to refine our survey and test our questions. These students were
selected because their classes suited our tight travel schedule to
Modesto. We then refined the survey to suit a high school audience.5

We administered the final survey to 426 students in October 2004 and
again to the same students in January and May 2005.6 (Our N’s for
these surveys vary between 345 and 365 depending upon the question
because some answers were unreadable or missing). Approximately
3000 students took the course that year, but we wanted to administer
the surveys in person during the first iteration. We were able to survey
approximately 40 students each during nine course periods. We chose
these classes in consultation with school officials and teachers primarily
because they suited our interview schedule. The classes represented all
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times of the day and a mix of teachers, new and old, male and female.
Based on our interviews with students, teachers, and administrators, we
have no reason to believe that students who were not surveyed differ
from those who were.7 Table 1 reports the demographics of students
from the January 2005 survey.
The survey consisted of 77 questions measuring the course’s effects on

(1) respect for rights in general, (2) respect for religious diversity, and (3)
students’ level of relativism. This was the maximum number of questions
that most students could answer during a class period, according to our
pre-test. In many instances, we coded “tolerant” responses as 1 and “intol-
erant” or less tolerant responses as 0 in order to distinguish between these
poles. We were not certain that scaled responses were always useful since
we did not know how to interpret the difference between “agree” and
“somewhat agree” and because the intervals between respondents do not
always regard intervals on a five or seven-point scale as equidistant
(Babbie 2004, 174). We can distinguish, however, between tolerant and
less tolerant responses, or between varieties of agree or disagree.
The surveys were accompanied by extended personal interviews with 23

Modesto students.8 The more detailed answers in the interviews enable us to
provide further confirmation of the survey results and better understand the
reasons behind students’ views. Extensive interviews were also conducted
with 11 teachers, Modesto school administrators including the superinten-
dent, school board members, and religious and community leaders.
The major limitation of our research was our inability to ask important

but sensitive questions about the nature of students’ religious beliefs.
California state law and the understandable anxiety of Modesto adminis-
trators prevented us from surveying students about their religious identity
and the intensity of their religious preferences. (Students were allowed to
voluntarily divulge their religious beliefs in personal interviews.) The
importance of empirical research for the policy and academic debates sur-
rounding teaching about religion makes it essential to perform such
research, we feel, even when such limitations apply.
Furthermore, the unique benefits of surveying Modesto’s students out-

weighed the disadvantages. Although numerous school districts around
the nation provide various elective courses on religion, the self-selection
bias associated with the fact that students must opt into these courses
would be a significant obstacle for external and internal validity. If students
in these courses demonstrated an increase in tolerance, we could not be sure
how much of the increase was attributable to students’ idiosyncratic charac-
teristics or the course itself, and if the results could be repeated among a
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wider, more representative swath of public school students. In addition, the
number of students taking electives on religion in individual high schools or
even school districts constitutes a relatively small sample. Modesto is the
only school district in the nation to require all students to take an indepen-
dent and extended course on religion.9

MEASUREMENT AND RESULTS

Religious Knowledge

Students took a five-question test measuring their knowledge of world reli-
gions and the American tradition of religious liberty.10 The questions
remained the same each of the three times the students took the test
(although fewer took it the third time). On average, student scores improved
from 37.4 percent correct in the October test to 66.4 percent correct in
January. The average dropped to 52.8 percent in May. The differences
between the scores were significant according to t-tests (P > |t| = 0.000)
(See Table 2). The course increased students’ knowledge of world religions,
although the average score decreased among students after having taken the
course, it remained significantly higher than their pre-test score.

Passive Tolerance for Religious Liberty

We define “passive tolerance” as the willingness to grant rights and liber-
ties explicitly protected in the United States Constitution to members of
religious groups with which one disagrees. Generations of scholars have
shown that Americans, and particularly non-elites, are surprisingly

Table 1. Demographic information on participants in the January 5th survey

N = 355 Gender Ethnicity
Pres election
preference Language

Females: 197 (55%)
Males: 158 (45%)

White 145 (41%)
Hispanic/Latino

135 (38%)
Other 31 (9%)
Asian 23 (6%)
Black 21 (6%)

Kerry 154 (43%)
Bush 125 (35%)
DK 62 (17%)
other 13 (4%)

English spoken in
home 253 (71%)

Non-English
spoken in home
101 (29%)
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Table 2. Means (standard errors) of tolerance survey questions

October 2004 January 2005 May 2005

Knowledge Percent correct on five question
religious knowledge test

37.4% (0.012) 66.4% (0.011)*** 52.8% (0.020)***

Basic respect. Percentage
agreeing that… (agree or
strongly agree coded 1;
disagree or strongly disagree
coded 0)

Religious views don’t exclude a
candidate from running for
office

75.4% (0.023) 78.4% (0.022)

Students of all religions should be
able to wear religious symbols
outside of their clothing in
public schools

77.9% (0.022) 85.1% (0.019)**

People of all religions should be
able to put religious displays
outside of their homes as long
as the displays are on their
private property

81% (0.021) 89% (0.017)**

Least-liked group (coded as true
or false)

Run for public office 15.2% (0.0194) 20.7% (0.0219)*

Teach in public schools 18.4% (0.0209) 22.8% (0.0227)
Make a public speech 49.6% (0.0270) 57.1% (0.0267)**
Hold public rallies 25.2% (0.0236) 35.5% (0.0259)***

Active respect A student would… Defend a student whose religious
beliefs were insulted by
another student

55.6% (0.0270) 65.1% (0.026)**
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Oppose a member of Congress
who insulted a religious group

66.6% (0.018) 66.5% (0.018)

Defend a maligned religious
group when talking to friends

63.4% (0.0133) 62.9% (0.0141)*

Sign a petition supporting a small
religious groups suffering
discrimination

57.4% (0.0140) 55.8% (0.0150)

Write a letter to a newspaper
defending a maligned religious
group

41.8% (0.0140) 39.2% (0.0140)*

t-tests compare October and May surveys with January survey of the same students. * = p < 0.05, ** = p < 0.01, *** = p < 0.001. The October and January tests have
an N of between 345 and 365, while the May tests have a much smaller N of 163–166. While we surveyed most of the students taking the course in the first two
tests, logistical difficulties prevented such a large canvass in May. We have no reason to suspect, however, that the group of students surveyed in May differed in
any significant way from those in the first two surveys. The May group includes only students who were surveyed in both October and January.
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intolerant in the attitudes measured by survey research (Stouffer 1955;
Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus 1982). For each of three questions about
tolerance, we coded agree or strongly agree as 1 and disagree or strongly
disagree as 0. We find that a majority of students even in the pre-test are
supportive of basic rights and liberties; means range from 75 to 81
percent. While the mean in agreement with the statement “religious
views don’t exclude a candidate from running for office” increased by
three points, the change did not reach an acceptable level of statistical sig-
nificance. For the other two statements, however, t-tests did indicate a sig-
nificant difference between the pre- and post-tests (P > |t| = 0.01) (See
Table 2). The other two statements asked whether “Students of all reli-
gions should be able to wear religious symbols outside their clothing in
public schools” and whether “People of all religions should be able to
put religious displays outside their homes as long as the displays are on
their private property.” The increase between the pre- and post-test was
five and eight percent, respectively. The course produced modest yet stat-
istically significant gains in passive tolerance.
Several considerations indicate, however, that the modest changes in

students’ attitudes and behaviors here and below are more impressive
than they appear on the surface. First, as we have mentioned, civic edu-
cation research often fails to detect even modest changes in students’ beha-
viors and attitudes. Second, even modest gains are notable given the
course’s short duration. A semester or year-long world religion course
advocated by several religion and education authorities (Nord and
Haynes 1998; Wexler 2002) might have a stronger effect on students.
The interviews lend further support to the course’s significant impact on

students’ religious tolerance. All the students we interviewed agreed that
the course made them more respectful of religious liberty. The changes
in some students’ opinions were dramatic. “I had a Hindu person living
across the street and he’d be praying to a statue,” a Russian Orthodox
student began, “I’d be all confused. I couldn’t understand why he were
doing it. I thought it was just plain dumb. But I notice now that he had
a pretty good reason to” (Modesto Student Personal Interviews.
Modesto, California. January 10–14, 2005).

Least-Liked Groups

Tolerance studies originally measured attitudes toward specific out-
groups, including communists, socialists, and atheists. It is difficult to
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measure a general level of tolerance using question about specific groups,
however, because attitudes toward specific groups change over time.
Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus (1982) developed a tolerance instrument,
termed “least-liked groups,” to remedy the problem. This approach asks
classic tolerance questions about a person’s willingness to let a group
exercise a right but leaves the name of the group blank for the respondent
to fill-in with his or her least-liked group. This approach has the added
advantage of measuring the tolerance of any group that a person dislikes
the most, regardless of political or demographic characteristics. This
approach is particularly applicable to the diverse students of Modesto
who do not share the same biases and predispositions.
We asked students four least-liked group questions, about their willing-

ness to allow members of their least-liked group to run for public office,
teach in public schools, make a public speech, or hold public rallies. We
introduced the question with this preface: “Here’s a list of political groups
with which some people have problems with: Racists; Feminists; Nazis;
members of Al Qaeda; Communists; skinheads; Ku Klux Klan;
members of groups that support rights for gays and lesbians. In your
head, choose the group that you dislike the most. (You don’t need to
write down the name of the group).”
The initial number of students expressing tolerant attitudes was surpris-

ingly low, ranging from 15.2 percent to 49.6 percent on various questions.
For all four of the questions, however, students were more likely to extend
liberties to their least-liked group after taking the course, and the differ-
ences achieved appropriate levels of statistical significance. The increase
in means ranged from 4.4 percent to 10.3 percent. The lowest increase
in respect referred to the activity closest to students’ daily lives — the
liberty for a member of a least-liked group to teach in public schools
(See Table 2).
We asked about least-liked groups because of the survey instrument’s

long history in the tolerance literature.11 We did not, however, expect a
course on world religions to have much of an effect on political tolerance
generally. In fact, the course increased students’ willingness to extend
rights and liberties to least-liked groups. Teachers began the course by
emphasizing the rights and liberties granted by the First Amendment
and imparted to students the refrain that “a right for one is a right for
all” (Yvonne Taylor. Personal Interview. Washington, D.C. May 8,
2006). Our interviews with students suggest that they appreciated the
way in which the course modeled civil discussion and explained the
value of the freedom of political expression. After taking the course,
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one student told us that “[i]t helps to know about other people’s religion
when you talk to them because you don’t want to say something bad
about their religion that affects them. Even if you don’t wish to accept
or believe all religions, you should have knowledge about them”

(Modesto Student Personal Interviews. Modesto, California. January
10–14, 2005). This student, like most who participated in our focus
groups, was able to separate respect for others’ religious beliefs from
endorsement of or belief in a particular religion.

Active Respect

Most studies of tolerance measure a person’s willingness to extend consti-
tutionally-protected rights and liberties to groups with which the person
disagrees. In the words of a classic study, “Tolerance implies a willingness
to ‘put up with’ those things one rejects or opposes” (Sullivan, Piereson,
and Marcus 1982, 2). We think that a flourishing democratic society
requires something more — a group of people who actively defend the
rights and liberties of people with whom they disagree. We measure
active respect through five questions about students’ willingness to take
action in defense of religious freedom. For four of the five questions,
about opposing a member of Congress, writing a letter to a newspaper,
signing a petition, and defending a maligned religious group to a friend,
the course appeared to have no effects.
The one question that addressed a situation with which students could

identify yielded statistically significant (P > |t| = 0.0016***) results.
Students were asked if they would “defend a student whose religious
beliefs were insulted by another student.” The percentage of students
willing to take action increased from 55.6 percent before the course to
65.1 percent after (See Table 2).
A change in behavior occasionally accompanied this change of attitude.

Teacher Yvonne Taylor (Personal Interview. Washington, D.C. May 8,
2006) witnessed several students teasing a Jewish student in the lunch-
room for wearing a yarmulke. Another group of students confronted the
tormentors for their intolerance. Although several interviewed students
were concerned about standing out too much or being bullied themselves
by larger classmates, almost all said the course strengthened their willing-
ness to take action either by standing up to the insulter or by comforting
the victim. “If a person took [an insult] the wrong way,” one student told
us, “I would go over and say something. It’s not polite to talk about a
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person’s religion because that’s what he believes in” (Modesto Student
Personal Interviews. Modesto, California. January 10–14, 2005).
Our research shows that a modest attempt at civic education produces

measurable changes in students’ active respect, their willingness to actively
defend the religious freedom of fellow students. The active respect questions
measure only attitudes, but as the next section shows, the course produced
measurable effects on students’ behavior as well. Modesto schools appear
safer and more comfortable for students of all religions after the establish-
ment of the course because our survey results show a decrease in students
who sense discrimination and discomfort and an increase in students’ will-
ingness to take action to protest religious insults.

Moral Similarities of Religions

As Figure 1 indicates, the number of students who agreed with the state-
ment “all religions share the same basic moral values” increased from 45.5
percent before the course to 63.4 percent after taking the course ( p <
0.001). In interviews, teachers and students emphasized that studying
other religions revealed common ground. The course was designed to
avoid comparing and evaluating religions in favor of a description of
each religion on its own terms, although description that in practice
brought out commonalities and avoided mention of major differences.

FIGURE 1. (Color online) Similar Moral Concerns of World Religions Percent of
students who agreed with the statement “all religions share the same basic moral
values.” Note: N = 339; p < 0.001.
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When we asked one student why she enjoyed studying other religions, she
said: “All my life I’ve been a Christian and that’s really the only religion I
know about. So when I take this class I see there are other religions out
there and they kind of believe in the same thing I do” (Modesto
Student Personal Interviews. Modesto, California. January 10–14,
2005). As students begin to appreciate the similar moral teachings of
the major world religions as taught through the course (whether such a
similarity exists objectively is open to dispute), they are more willing to
grant rights and liberties to other religions. The course’s emphasis on
the similarities among major religions may contribute to increased
respect; in the regression below (Table 3) responses for the “same moral
values” question are highly correlated with religious knowledge.
Nevertheless, the course also increased students’ general level of
respect, on average, as measured by the least-liked groups questions, not
just their respect toward religious groups.

Relativism

If the course increases basic respect for rights and liberties by emphasizing
the shared values of major religions, the course runs the risk of promoting

Table 3. Predicting students’ willingness to defend religiously persecuted
students (Regression coefficients)

Religious knowledge
only

Other
factors All

Predictors
Male 0.13 0.11
Non-English in home 0.08 0.14
Religious knowledge 1.32** 1.62**
Afraid of terrorist attacks −0.55 −0.44
Strongly identify as a member of
a religious community

0.63** 0.56*

Believe that all religions share
the same moral values

0.53* 0.39

Grade average 0.21 0.32
Anxiety 0.00 0.07
N 563 222 222
Constant 0.05 0.13 −0.94
Pseudo R-squared 0.02 0.04 0.05
Log likelihood −338.57 −132.66 −130.25

* = p < 0.10, ** = p < 0.05.
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relativism, or the belief that one religion is just as good as any other. We
asked students whether they agreed or disagreed with the following state-
ment: “I believe that one religion is definitely right and all others are
wrong.” Twenty-one percent agreed or strongly agreed with the statement
before taking the course, and 23 percent agreed or strongly agreed with it
after, suggesting that there was no significant change.12 Students were no
less likely to believe in the truth of their religion after taking the course
than before.
None of the students interviewed said they could anticipate converting

to a new faith in the near future. Several interviews suggested that students
were aware of the distinction between religious common ground and rela-
tivism. “As I’ve been in this class I’ve noticed how all these religions tie-
in in some way,” one student said, “but I try not to convert to anything
because I strongly believe in my religion” (Modesto Student Personal
Interviews. Modesto, California. January 10–14, 2005).
Even more surprising, however, was that five of the 23 students we

interviewed said the course strengthened their faith. One student told us
she learned more “[e]specially about my religion — Christianity. If
I had a question about something . . . we learned that my parents may
be able to expand on it and give me a little more detail about it. I got
some clarification on my own religion and learned a little bit more
about it.” A Hindu student testified that the course connected her with
her faith by deepening her knowledge. “[S]ome of the stuff I didn’t
know about my religion and my parents didn’t know either because
they weren’t from India, they’re from Fiji,” she told us, “so it’s completely
different from our religion and they didn’t know everything from the past”
(Modesto Student Personal Interviews. Modesto, California. January 10–
14, 2005). Modesto’s conservative Christians seemed convinced that the
course would inform even committed Christians about their faith. Paul
Zeek, associate pastor of Modesto’s First Baptist Church, expressed satis-
faction that students in his evangelical Baptist congregation who had taken
the course “have a clearer understanding of the distinctiveness” about reli-
gion and Christianity (Paul Zeek. Personal Interview. Modesto, California.
October 13, 2004).

Threat

Numerous studies establish a link between perceived threat to one’s person
and one’s family and intolerance toward the threatening group (Feldman
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and Stenner 1997; Haney and Wagner 1999; Huddy et al. 2002). We test
this hypothesis with reference toward fears about Muslim attack following
September 11. Figure 2 indicates that the number of students who thought
they or their families would likely be victims of a terrorist attack within the
next six months decreased from 16.8 percent before taking the course to
12.9 percent after (N = 340; p < 0.10). We lack a control group for this
period so we cannot determine whether students’ sense of threat decreased
because of the effects of the course or simply because of the passage of
time since the terrorist attacks of 2001.13

THE VALUE OF THE COURSE AND THE RESEARCH

On average, five to eight percent more students provided “tolerant”
answers to questions about their attitudes and behavior after taking the
course than before. We consider this result meaningful because it supports
our theory and because the difference is statistically significant. At the
same time, the increase is small. The course’s short-term increase in tol-
erance serves the important goal of creating a more tolerant public
school environment for students of all faiths. But the major logistical pro-
blems of tracking students after they took the course mean that we were
not able to measure the long-term persistence of the course’s effects.14

In a conversation about the course’s long-term benefits, Superintendent
James Enochs (Personal Interview. Modesto, California. October
11, 2004) compared the course to “an unseen harvest” and speculated
that students would be better citizens in the long run than if they had
not taken the course. Given that the effect of the course on knowledge

FIGURE 2. (Color online) Threat Percent of students who thought they or their
families would likely be a victim of a terrorist attack within the next six
months. N = 340, p < 0.10.
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and tolerance lasted four months after the course ended, Enochs’s specu-
lation appears reasonable, but our research does not enable us to make a
definitive claim.
In addition, the Modesto course was relatively short. Accommodating

themselves to political realities and resource restraints, Modesto adminis-
trators designed a course that devoted only one week to each major reli-
gious tradition. While our research was designed to yield insights on
issues relating to religious tolerance, we were interested simultaneously
in performing applied research on an important public policy innovation.
Applied research on a hotly disputed topic such as how to discuss religion
in public schools cannot wait for an ideal program to study, but must focus
on innovations currently in place. Modesto is the only school district in the
nation to require a course in world religions. That said, the course’s dur-
ation made it unlikely that it would have a very profound impact on stu-
dents’ tolerance. Modesto’s caution in designing the course was
understandable, but almost all advocates of including world religions
courses in the required curriculum have argued it should last at least a
full semester (Nord and Haynes 1998; Prothero 2007). Our results
suggest that a more extended, required course could have a quite signifi-
cant and long-term impact on students’ tolerance levels,15 but until such a
course is put into effect we just cannot know. This study should be seen as
exploratory and provide a guide for future research and for lessons that
might be applied in future studies. We hope that more extensive studies
can track individual students over a longer period than the four months
after taking the course that this survey includes.
Given these qualifications, we find that the course had a positive impact

not only on students’ respect for the rights of other religions and their will-
ingness to act on behalf of vulnerable religious minorities, but also on stu-
dents’ respect for the First Amendment and political rights in general.
Students’ knowledge about the religious traditions of their fellow students
and citizens increased significantly, most students found the course
material interesting, and many students expressed a desire to learn even
more about world religions. The increase in students’ willingness to
take action to protest insults based on religion and the lessening of dis-
comfort experienced by students provide evidence that the course has
made Modesto schools safer and more comfortable for members of all reli-
gions. While the Modesto case provides crucial evidence that a course on
world religions can increase respect, future studies should compare how
courses with different content shape respect for religious rights and
liberties.
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Modesto’s course was able to accomplish these goals without causing
the problems feared by those who object to extended discussion of religion
in schools. Most notably, the course did not encourage students to change
their religious beliefs or abandon religion altogether, a chief concern of
some religious leaders. Students increased their appreciation for the simi-
larity of the moral foundations of major world religions without conclud-
ing that the differences among religions are negligible or that choices
about religion are arbitrary. Indeed, the interviews provide examples of
students taking a greater interest in their faith traditions after taking the
course than before. Modesto’s course thus provides evidence that a
liberal democratic society is capable of avoiding the potential
paradox of religious tolerance. If public schools carefully design courses
on world religions, they can encourage active respect for religion
without illegitimately encouraging acceptance of the truth value of alterna-
tive beliefs.

WHY DID TOLERANCE AND RESPECT INCREASE?

Knowing that world religions courses increase tolerance and respect is
valuable, but our research contains more far-reaching implications.
America today struggles to accommodate exploding ethnic, racial, and cul-
tural diversity as well as religious diversity. Public schools bear the burden
of preparing young people to accommodate this diversity. Battles over
multicultural education attest to the conflicts about the best way to
promote diversity. Social science research has a crucial role to play in
this debate. It can help to shape school policy about diversity by telling
us what factors and strategies best promote tolerance. Civic education lit-
erature has begun to grapple with this issue, but results so far are incon-
clusive. Tolerance scholars agree that education is the strongest
predictor of tolerance (Citrin et al. 2001). But competing explanations
exist for exactly why education increases tolerance. Education provides
knowledge of facts and strengthens critical thinking abilities. The sub-
stance of knowledge affects response to framing and priming (Ottati and
Isbell 1996). That is, greater knowledge can dispel false stereotypes and
make people more resistant to the media and politicians foisting false
stereotypes on them. Since the Modesto course’s primary goal was to
increase students’ knowledge of other religious traditions, our research is
well-situated to address the crucial theoretical and practical question of
why education in general and an increase in knowledge increase tolerance.
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We thus begin by presenting the results of regression analysis for one
particularly important variable, students’ willingness to defend persecuted
students, in order to illustrate the relationship between religious knowl-
edge and other independent variables. Our results show that scores on a
five-question religious knowledge quiz increased 29 percent after taking
the course and remained higher than the original score in another
survey four months later. When we use religious knowledge to predict tol-
erant behavior, we find results similar to what researchers have discovered
in other contexts: religious knowledge consistently predicted tolerant be-
havior, including both passive respect for basic rights, and liberties and
willingness to actively defend the rights and liberties of others. Table 3
below shows how religious knowledge compares to the other factors
that might predict tolerant behavior in explaining one particular behavior,
students’ willingness to come to the defense of religiously persecuted
students.16

The question asks: Imagine that you lived in a place where most people
disrespect members of a small religious group. How likely would you be
to … Defend the small religious group when talking to friends? The
answers “definitely would” and “probably would” are coded as 1, and
“probably would not” and “definitely would not” are coded as 0. We
were not confident that respondents viewed “probably” and “definitely”
as equidistant, so we coded the results as a dichotomous variable.
Religious knowledge explains more of the variance than any other

single factor; it is statistically significant at the 0.05 p value level when
observed alone, and it remains at an acceptable level of statistical signifi-
cance when included with other variables. People who strongly identified
as a member of a religious community were also more likely to say they
would come to the aid of a disrespected religious group. In addition,
people who believed that all religions share the same basic moral values
were more likely to come to the aid of the group. The belief that all reli-
gions share the same moral values was correlated with religious knowl-
edge, however.
Still, our model explains only a small proportion of the variance.

Increasing religious knowledge contributes to students’ willingness to
defend the rights and liberties of others as well as to a general level of pol-
itical respect.17 Nevertheless, much of the difference observed between
students’ attitudes before and after taking the course remains to be
explained by something other than their increase in factual knowledge
about world religions and the American tradition of religious liberty. As
we will explain in the next section, our interview evidence suggests that
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the course’s ability to model civil exchange about a sensitive topic pro-
moted understanding.

A POSSIBLE MISSING LINK: MODELING RELIGIOUS
TOLERANCE AND CIVIL DISCUSSION

When statistical models and analyses based on surveys fall silent, alterna-
tive research methods must be heeded. Our interviews not only with stu-
dents but also with teachers, administrators, and outside consultants who
helped prepare the course, and our observation of the course’s implemen-
tation help fill in the blanks.
There are several possible alternative explanations for the increase in

tolerance.18 One particularly noteworthy and plausible missing link,
which could not be easily measured in survey research, was Modesto’s
emphasis on modeling civil discussion about religion. Teaching students
to engage members of other religions respectfully by modeling civil dis-
cussion was a pervasive and persistent concern of administrators and tea-
chers from the alpha of the course’s construction to the omega of its
classroom implementation. The main purpose of the course, according
to school Modesto school board president Gary Lopez, was to teach that
“[i]f you’re raised Catholic, not everyone thinks like a Catholic or if
you’re raised a conservative Christian not everyone thinks like a conserva-
tive Christian” (Gary Lopez. Personal Interview. Modesto, California.
January 11, 2005).
The course’s designers intended to provide information about other reli-

gions to improve students’ mutual respect through knowledge. They
specifically avoided designing a course that emphasized the disagreements
between religions and the religious practices that violate liberal norms and
values. Few students complained about biased treatment of religion by
their teachers, probably because of the course’s historical orientation
and because of the weeks of training that the school district provides
teachers.
Students begin the nine-week course by learning about the rights and

responsibilities of the First Amendment, and this early discussion of reli-
gious freedom frames later discussions of seven major world religions.
Educational consultants prepared teachers for the course by teaching
how to mediate controversies and navigate difficult classroom situations.
Teachers learned how to discuss religious traditions in a civil and impartial
manner. Beginning the course with an extended discussion of the First
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Amendment and religious liberty shaped students’ attitudes to the reli-
gions they subsequently studied. Even the precise placement of the
course in the curriculum reflected a careful concern for promoting respect-
ful deliberation. Study of the less controversial topic of world geography
preceded study of world religions. This gave the freshmen taking the
course time to develop the emotional maturity and familiarity with rules
of high school classroom discussion necessary to deal with the more con-
troversial topic of world religions (Linda Erickson. Personal Interview.
Modesto, California. May 12, 2004).
The students we interviewed understood that the course was created so

that they might use their newfound knowledge about religion as a tool for
respectful engagement with members of other religions. “It helps to know
about other people’s religion when you talk to them,” one student told us,
“because you don’t want to say something bad about their religion that
affects them.” A Hispanic Catholic student told us she “really want[s]
to learn about other religions than my own” because “[t]here are certain
things that they may not agree with and in your own religion it’s not
really that bad.” Learning about other religions, she concluded, “helps
you treat them with the respect that they want and that they deserve”
(Modesto Student Personal Interviews. Modesto, California. January
10–14, 2005).
Modesto realized that public schools are in an unique position to play a

crucial role in modeling civil dialogue about religion. No other authority —

whether journalists, politicians, religious leaders, or parents — regularly
stresses the importance of respectful discussion about religion or, more
importantly, teaches young people how to engage in such deliberation.
On the contrary, these authorities more often model and encourage civic
vices. The media favor extremists who shout at each other and discourage
religions besides their own. Many politicians exploit religious differences
for partisan gain. Perhaps, however, we should not judge these voices of
disrespect too harshly. Unlike Modesto’s students, their schools never
taught them differently.
These observations fall short, of course, of allowing us to confirm that the

modeling of civil discussion was the primary factor in explaining the var-
iance between students’ views on tolerance in the pre-test and post-tests.
But the plausible relationship between the modeling of civil discussion
and increase in tolerance contributes an important hypothesis that future
general and religious tolerance research should take into account. Greater
thought needs to be devoted to a consideration of how to operationalize
and test the modeling of civil discussion as an independent variable. One
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central aspect of this research is clear, however. Research on civil discussion
must focus on public schools because they are the primary institutions that
model civil discussion for a diverse audience.
The stakes for research on how civic education might promote demo-

cratic values are high. The founders of the discipline of political science
were motivated by concerns about how to improve civic values through
education, and that concern remains (Leonard 1999; Schachter 1998).
Tolerance for religious liberty is an important social goal that is often neg-
lected, and the distinctive paradox of religious tolerance this article
describes suggests that modeling a civil discussion that respects the
rights of religious minorities and the intolerant is difficult. Modesto’s
course and our research about it do not resolve debates or discussions
about how to further tolerance through public school policy — far from
it — but they do serve as significant starting points in addressing these
essential issues.

NOTES

1. Even those who agree about the importance of teaching about religion cannot agree about what
form it should take. Many school districts are satisfied with injecting the “natural inclusion” of more
religious subject matter into the teaching of core curriculum subjects such as social studies, history,
biology, and economics (Douglass 2000; Nord 1995). Other school districts have introduced elective
classes focusing on the Bible (Blumenthal and Novovitch 2005), and Stephen Prothero (2007) has
recently called for required Bible classes for all. Still, others support elective or required courses on
world religions (Nord and Haynes 1998; Wexler 2004). Students may opt out of the course if they
object to it, but, according to a Modesto school administrator Linda Erickson (Personal Interview.
Modesto, California. May 12, 2004), only approximately 1 in 1000 students annually chooses to
opt out.
2. Since this article is primarily concerned with presenting the empirical results of our Modesto

research, it does not have the space to provide a more robust theoretical defense of toleration for
the religiously intolerant. For a more elaborate treatment of this issue, see Lester and Roberts (2006).
3. We all possess inalienable rights that no human authority can revoke, Beauchamp told teachers,

and our responsibilities not only to tolerate but to actively defend others’ freedoms flow from the exist-
ence of these rights. But respecting students’ rights, Beauchamp cautioned, does not mean eliminating
differences. Robust deliberation is the life-blood of American democracy as long as it is respectful.
Teachers we interviewed found themselves returning repeatedly to Beauchamp’s advice in the midst
of trying situations.
4. Teachers were not free to deviate from this sequence. Administrators were concerned that some

community members would object that the course favored one religion over another. Opting for an
approach protective of all religions, administrators felt, would prevent critical discussions of religion
that might single out minority religions.
5. A small minority of students in this survey iteration had trouble understanding the “least-liked

group” political tolerance question referred to on p. 11. The question asked students to choose their
“least-liked group” in their mind (the district did not allow us to ask students to write the groups
on the survey) before answering questions about whether that group was entitled to four basic First
Amendment rights. These students did not realize that the four questions referred to their least-liked
group. For future iterations of the survey, we asked teachers to carefully explain the question before
students began work on the survey.
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6. The data presented below primarily contrasts the results between the October 2004 pre-test and
the January 2005 post-test. The results for the May 2005 post-tests were generally very similar to the
results of the January 2005 post-tests. In addition, our n for the January 2005 post-test was 392 while
the n for the May 2005 post-test was 308 due primary to teachers’ less vigorous urging of participation
in the May survey. Readers might find it confusing that the pre-test before the course began took place
in October 2004 since public schools usually start in September. Modesto’s course, however, lasted for
9 weeks or half a semester, and thus began in November 2004. A course on world geography preceded
the world religions course.
7. Students were allowed, of course, to opt out of the survey, but approximately 70 percent of stu-

dents in each class chose to participate in the October 2004 pre-test and January 2005 post-test. Polls
for political races are considered valid when they have between a 20 and 40 percent response rate.
Scott Keeter et al. (2000), “Consequences of Reducing Nonresponse in a Large National Telephone
Survey.” Public Opinion Quarterly 64:125–48; Claudia Deane (2003), “About Washington Post
Response Rates.” Washington Post 7 July. The reliability of our survey was enhanced by the
serious manner in which students approached the survey. Unlike most surveys of adults, the students
had authority figures — teachers — who repeatedly stressed the survey’s importance.
8. Although school regulations required that an administrator be present for the interviews, the stu-

dents’ teachers were not present. The selection of students was made by teachers. We instructed tea-
chers not to select the students with the highest grades or the greatest interest in the course material, but
a representative sampling of their overall classes.
9. We began the study with a control group in Stockton, California, a neighboring district with

similar demographic characteristics that lacks a required course on world religions. We were not
able to obtain the access to students in Stockton necessary to negotiate a proper study. We began a
survey of Stockton students in May 2004 but our N (120) was very small, and we were not certain
whether we had a representative group since we were unable to select the students or administer the
survey ourselves. Future work should revisit Stockton or similar districts and attempt to survey students
not exposed to the course. We decided to publish our results so far because we cannot go back in time
to survey a proper control group outside Modesto exposed to the same environmental influences as the
Modesto students. We hope that our findings will provide useful data for future researchers. We
attempted to control for variation among teachers by assigning a dummy variable to each teacher in
the regression results. With nine different teachers, however, we did not have a large enough N for
each to observe effects. In other words, we did not see evidence for the effects of teacher difference
on attitudes. Nevertheless, theory leads us to suspect that researchers may find such effects with further
investigation. We also lack information about the characteristics of students who did not take the
survey. We have no reason to believe that those who took the survey vary in any meaningful way
from those who did not, and the race and ethnicity of our sample resembled the district as a whole
(see Table 1). More students in our sample reported speaking a language other than English in the
home than were classified as “English learners” by the district. The students we surveyed were profi-
cient enough in English that they were not in English as Second Language classes or in Specially
Designated Academic Instruction in English classes.
10. The questions were: (1) Which of the following is not one of the world’s ten largest religions?

A. Hinduism B. Zoroastrianism C. Judaism D. Buddhism E. don’t know; (2) Which of the following is
the holiest city of Islam? A. Baghdad B. Afghanistan C. Madrid D. Mecca E. don’t know; (3) The
United States Constitution’s third amendment guarantees the separation of Church and State. A.
true B. false C. don’t know; (4) Which religion was founded by Siddharta Gautama? A. Islam B.
Buddhism C. Sikhism D. Russian Orthodox E. don’t know, and (5) Which of the following figures
is most responsible for the Protestant Reformation? A. Thomas Jefferson B. Maimonides C. Martin
Luther D. Erasmus E. don’t know.
11. Since our primary interest was in seeing how students’ views on religious tolerance correlated

with general tolerance, the question did not focus exclusively on students’ “least-liked” religious
group.
12. This question identifies those students who are “orthodox believers” or who believe in the ulti-

mate authority of their religious tradition (Layman 1998; Hunter 1991). We are interested in the effects
of the course on these students in particular because they are not predisposed to accepting the claims of
other traditions. Public schools transgress liberal democratic norms when they encourage these believ-
ers to accept the truth claims of other religious traditions.
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13. Among the students we surveyed four months after the post-test, 13.5 percent (N = 304) agreed
or strongly agreed with the question, suggesting a stable number of students who feel threatened by
terrorism. The question is: The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 were an important moment
for our country. With which of the following statements do you agree the most? It is important to
do everything possible to seek to understand our enemies. We need to strengthen our borders to
prevent future attacks. Don’t know.
14. We discussed the possibility of tracking students with the school, but since students would be

going to different classes the following year administrators thought that it would be disruptive to track
students. A mail survey or a computer survey with voluntary return would have led to significant self-
selection biases and a dramatically lower n.
15. A more extended course, however, might also be more likely to increase students’ level of

relativism.
16. We performed similar tests for other dependent variables as well as a general political tolerance

scale. The results were similar. Religious knowledge explained more of the change in the dependent
variable than any other factor.
17. In regressions predicting general levels of political tolerance, students’ scores on the religious

knowledge test were always significant at the 0.05 or 0.01 level.
18. Four possible alternative explanations seem plausible to us if far from certain. First, students

were older at the end of the course than at the beginning, and part of the intellectual maturation accom-
panying getting older could include a more serious treatment of students’ responsibilities as citizens.
At the same time, the time period between the surveys was less than a year and thus the increase in
tolerance resulting from aging is at most slight. Second, important historical events taking place
between the surveys could have caused a shift in views about religious tolerance. But the relatively
brief time period between the years also makes this explanation unlikely. No significant events
related to religious tolerance students would have been aware of such as a major terrorist attack by
a religious extremist group or a prominent national policy aimed at promoting religious tolerance
took place between the pre-test and post-tests. Third, the course could have reinforced the perception
among students that tolerance of religious differences is normative behavior; peer pressure in the form
of comments from fellow students could have reinforced tolerant attitudes among those leaning
towards intolerance. Finally, we found that students realized at the end of the course that their
schools and their community were more religiously diverse than they had previously understood. In
particular, students recognized the presence of worship sites of religious minorities they had previously
overlooked. The greater awareness of the presence of religious diversity around them may have made
students more sensitive to the demands of tolerating religious diversity.
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