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Joyful Noise: Religious Freedom Restoration

II t is time to reclaim our religious 
freedoms in the public arena! 

Freedom, including our freedom 
to worship, is the very heartbeat of 
America. For the last fifty years, 
court rulings have placed strict re-
strictions on the practice of religion. 
The judiciary had a hostility to reli-
gious expression, using the miscon-
ception that the state and church were 
required to be separated. 
		 In 1971, the U.S. Supreme Court 
unanimously ruled in Lemon v. Kurtz-
man that public monies could not be 
used in religious schools, which had 
the effect of stopping prayer in pub-
lic schools. The three-prong “Lemon 
Test” stipulated that any law must:

1.	 Have a secular, non-religious 
purpose.

2.	 Its primary effect must not ad-
vance or inhibit religion.

3.	 It must not create excessive 
entanglement between the 
government and religion.

		 We have reaped the whirlwind of 
the last fifty years when our govern-
ment removed God from the public 
square.  The result of the courts’ can-
celling the public expression of faith 
has been fifty years of worshiping the 
state instead of worshiping God.

		 In 2022, the U.S. Supreme Court 
overturned the “Lemon Test” from 
Lemon v. Kurtzman, which restored 
religious freedoms that had been 
unnecessarily restricted. Prayer can 
be back in 
school. This 
major event 
was largely 
unreported, 
and most 
A m e r i c a n s 
still believe their freedom to wor-
ship is exceptionally limited in public 
spaces. 
		 Kelly Shackelford, JD of First 
Liberty, argued against the “Lemon 
Test” and won in Kennedy v. Bremer-
ton School District, in which a foot-
ball coach was fired for praying with 
his team. Shackelford said, “When 
you look at why our founders estab-
lished this country, they wanted to 
be able to worship and exercise their 
religion in public, in their daily life, 
in every way, without the government 
telling them that they cannot do those 
things.”
		 “Separation of church and state, 
those words are not in the Constitu-
tion. Anywhere the government is, 
religion cannot be. But, of course, the 
government is everywhere. It pushed 

religion to the corners of society. It 
became a weapon,” said Shackel-
ford. The Lemon decision was a total 
change in the time-tested values of 
our country. Nature abhors a vacuum, 
so when God was removed from the 
public square, a very different mo-

rality filled the 
void. Historical-
ly and culturally, 
America is reli-
gious, and now 
that fact can be 
recognized and 

celebrated. Every school or public 
place where a cross, nativity scene, 
or posting of the Ten Commandments 
has been removed, now all of those 
expressions of faith can be restored.
		 The First Amendment in our U.S. 
Constitution establishes five free-
doms, and the first one is religion: 
“Congress shall make no law respect-
ing an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise there-
of”. The first statement, known as 
the Establishment Clause, prohibits 
the government from enforcing a na-
tional religion. The second statement, 
known as the Free Exercise Clause, 
prohibits the government from con-
trolling our practice of faith.
		 So, don’t be a coward or embar-
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rassed about your public displays 
of faith. Yet, in the name of “toler-
ance”, we have allowed faith in God 
to be permitted only on the inside of 
a church or temple. For our national 
self-preservation, we must display 

and teach our faith to our children. 
For example, no one can understand 
the wealth of western civilization and 
our heritage, including art, music, 
and literature, without understanding 
the Bible.

		 Eagle Forum of Alabama has produced a Religious Liberty Initiative with two four-minute videos to disseminate 
this crucial information. These videos explain the restored legal landscape. It directs action to reclaim America’s 
religious liberty; for example, through posting the Ten Commandments, which instill respect for life and for property. 
To counter evil, we must both punish its perpetrators and advance America’s Constitutional principles so that Americans 
can once again express their faith without fear of being shot on a college campus or while worshipping in their Christian 
school. Our duty is to pass on to the next generation the legacy that people lived and died for.

		 Please visit https://alabamaeagle.org/issues/religious-liberty/ to watch the videos and send to everyone you 
know.

		 Eagle Forum of Alabama has compiled this useful list of our restored freedoms:

	Some of the Many Religious Activities That Can Be Lawful In A Public Setting Under The Kennedy Case

1.	 A public school district cannot be 
hostile toward religious beliefs.

2.	 Students can speak about their 
faith even when teachers must 
be neutral. Schools cannot treat 
religious activity differently than 
other activities.

3.	 Students can pray during lunch, 
recess, or other designated free 
time.

4.	 Students can read the Bible or oth-
er religious materials at school.

5.	 Students can share their faith with 
fellow students.

6.	 Schools can acknowledge religion 
when teaching various subjects.

7.	 Students can pray, either indi-
vidually or as a group, at school 
athletic competitions, student as-
semblies, or other extracurricular 
activities when school officials 
are not involved. In many cases, 
a school district can allow stu-
dent-led prayer before an athletic 
competition (such as a football 
game), a student assembly, or 

other extracurricular event.

8.	 Students can pray at graduation 
ceremonies or include religious 
content in their speeches.

9.	 A public school can actually re-
fer to “Christmas” again and have 
a “Christmas party” if the intent 
is not to advance religion. And 
yes, a public school can display 
Christmas decorations such as a 
Nativity scene.

10.	Students can give out Christmas 
gifts with religious messages at 
school parties.

11.	Students can incorporate their 
faith or religion in classroom 
and homework assignments 
under normal and appropriate 
circumstances.

12.	Teachers and public-school em-
ployees can discuss religion with 
students under many conditions.

13.	A public school or a teacher 
cannot limit religious speech by 
students unless they limit other 
speech.

14.	Students can have a religious club 
at their school.

15.	Religious student groups such as 
Young Life can meet on campus 
whenever other non-curricular 
clubs can meet.

16.	Religious clubs can use the same 
school resources available to 
nonreligious clubs (e.g., school 
facilities, bulletin boards, public 
address system) to promote or fa-
cilitate club events.

17.	Teachers or public-school em-
ployees may attend religious 
clubs in a supervisory role.

18.	Churches can rent public schools 
for worship services.

19.	A rabbi can light a menorah in the 
park and a Ten Commandments 
monument can be displayed.

20.	Finally, make a joyful noise: 
Christian bands and Christian 
music can be played in schools or 
parks just like any other form of 
music.
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by OpenTheBooks.com

Bloated Bureaucracies

DD ebates about public school 
funding sometimes include 

an underlying assumption that more 
funding results in better student out-
comes. Available data tells a more 
complex story. Our review of 12,531 
school districts across the country 
shows a negative correlation between 
overhead and student performance. In 
other words, districts that spent more 
on teacher and administrative pay 
saw their students’ standardized test 
scores drop.
		 Using the Open the Books pro-
prietary database of government sal-
aries across America, we calculated 
how much each state increased its 
total public school payroll from 2019 
to 2023. We compared that number 
to the change in each state’s ranking 
on the National Assessment of Edu-
cational Progress, which measures 
reading and math skills for 4th and 
8th graders.
		 By plotting the percentage change 
in payroll, state by state, versus the 
percentage change in the national 
rankings of its districts, a surprising 
picture emerges. Growing payrolls 
are not closely correlated with im-
proved performance among districts 
in a given state. In fact, the opposite 
correlation appears. There is a mild 
inverse relationship between these 
two data sets. Higher overhead costs 
are associated with lower test scores. 
		 In layman’s terms, that means 
while schools may hope that increas-
ing their payroll will help their stu-
dents outperform other states, there is 
little evidence in the data to support 
that claim. Again, the opposite seems 
to be true.
Diving Deeper into Payrolls
		 There were six states that in-
creased their school payrolls by at 

least 23% from 2019 to 2023. Four 
of them saw student performance 
decrease, and one saw no change. 
Only Utah moved up in the NAEP 
rankings.
		 A negative correlation does not 
prove causation, but it raises anoth-
er important question: Is the negative 
correlation more likely the result of 
increased teacher pay or is higher 
pay for administrators a 
factor?
		 The relationship be-
tween teacher pay and 
student performance 
has been studied for 
decades. A 1986 study 
from the Journal of Ed-
ucation Finance found that while the 
relationship between increased school 
spending and student outcomes is 
“minimal,” some “direct instructional 
expenditures” like teachers’ salaries 
do have a positive impact. Research-
ers at Stanford University and the 
University of California at Davis es-
timated in 2000 that increasing teach-
er pay by 10% reduces high school 
dropout rates by 3% to 4%.
		 This research suggests that an in-
crease in administrator pay is a more 
likely cause of the negative correla-
tion with student achievement.
		 Administrative bloat in public 
schools is not new. Benjamin Scafidi, 
an Economics of Education professor 
at Kennesaw State University, found 
that the number of non-teaching staff 
at U.S. schools increased by 702% 
from 1950 to 2009, while the number 
of teachers increased by only 252%. 
Meanwhile, student scores on the 
NAEP fell.
		 Scafidi wrote that this “irrespon-
sible use of taxpayer dollars is in-
defensible,” and that was before the 

surge in salaries over the last few 
years. From 2010 to 2022, the num-
ber of administrative staff rose by an-
other 41%, while overall school em-
ployment rose by only 10%.
		 In 2023, 8,884 public school em-
ployees across the country earned 
salaries of at least $200,000, costing 
$2.08 billion, according to Open the 
Books’ database. California had 2,758 
of the employees, and New York had 
1,457. California’s students ranked 
43rd on the NAEP; New York’s stu-
dents ranked 31st.

		 Skyrocketing expenses for staff 
benefits, which are not included in 
Open the Books’ payroll figures, are 
also redirecting resources away from 
students, as school districts spend 
more and more money paying off 
pension debts. Christian Barnard, as-
sistant director of education reform 
at the Reason Foundation, previous-
ly reported that per-pupil spending 
in the U.S. increased by almost 21% 
from 2002 to 2019, but 64% of the 
increased spending was used to pay 
benefits for instructional and support 
staff. Barnard found that if benefit pay 
had instead only kept pace with infla-
tion, U.S. schools would have saved 
nearly $70 billion in 2019 — enough 
to give every teacher in America a 
$20,913 raise.
		 The problem has only gotten worse 
since Barnard published his findings. 
School districts around the U.S. spent 
$4.36 billion on pensions in 2019, but 
that increased to $5.02 billion in 2023, 
according to our data. That’s still a 
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vast underestimate because 17 states 
have laws preventing the public from 
viewing pension payments.
		 From 2019 to 2023, school dis-
tricts in Maine increased their payroll 
spending by 19%. Yet, from 2019 to 
2024, no state saw its standardized 
test scores fall more than Maine. The 
state’s 4th and 8th-graders ranked 
22nd in the country in reading and 
math in 2019, but 38th in 2024.
		 A glance at the payroll of Port-
land Public Schools, Maine’s largest 
school district, shows where some 
of the money is going. In 2023, the 
school only paid six-figure salaries to 
30 people. In 2024, 137 people made 
six figures, but only 68 of them were 
teachers. The others were mostly 
principals or administrators like the 
Executive Director of Equity & Be-
longing and the Director of Social & 
Emotional Learning, many of whom 
got raises of $10,000 or more in a sin-
gle year.
		 Also in the Northeast, Maryland 
is making historic investments in 
education through its 10-year, $30 
billion Blueprint for Maryland’s 
Future plan. However, the plan 
has put such a strain on city and 
county finances that local legislator 
Joshua Stonko recently called it the 
“Blueprint to Bankrupt Maryland’s 
Future.” In Maryland, student 
performance has yet to improve. 
In fact, since the Blueprint bill was 
first discussed in 2019, Maryland’s 
ranking on NAEP exams has dropped 
eight spots.
		 In Maryland, the program may 
not be properly designed to increase 
reading and math scores. From 2020 
to 2024, six counties used $7 million 
of federal grant funds on the True 
You Maryland health class program. 
Teachers were told to help students 
embrace “fat pride” and “eat with-
out guilt and without rules, without 
restrictions,” according to records 
obtained by FOX45. Another teacher 

training session used a purple cartoon 
character called The Gender Unicorn 
to help teachers differentiate between 
gender identity, gender expression, 
and sex assigned at birth.
		 By contrast, Massachusetts 
schools are demonstrating it’s possi-
ble to do more with less. Their stu-
dents had the best exam scores in the 
nation in both 2019 and 2024, while 
payrolls across the state increased 
just 4% from 2019 to 2023.
Big Cities, Big Salaries
		 The NAEP maintains a list of 25 
“large city” school districts. Those 
with the best exam scores are not the 
ones spending the most on payroll.
		 Miami-Dade County Public 
Schools in Florida had the sec-
ond-best exam scores in 2024 while 
spending just $6,380 on payroll per 
student — the fifth-lowest among the 
25 large cities. Only sixteen employ-
ees earned $200,000 or more despite 
the district serving 335,500 students. 
Also in Florida, Hillsborough Coun-
ty spent only $5,330 on payroll per 
student, the second-lowest of the 
large cities. Its students’ exam scores 
ranked 5th.
		 Some districts that tried to raise 
test scores by increasing payroll have 
been unsuccessful. In 2019, Balti-
more City Public Schools’ test scores 
ranked 22nd. By 2024, Baltimore had 
increased its salaries by 43%, spend-
ing $12,520 per student on payroll, 
fourth-most among the large cities. 
Its students’ exam scores still ranked 
22nd.
		 Not coincidentally, Baltimore’s 
school district has arguably the most 
administrative bloat in the U.S. In 
2024, 13,023 employees earned 
$949.2 million, but less than half 
are listed as teachers or principals. 
There are 285 people with Manager 
in their job title; 58 Supervisors; 63 
Analysts; 80 Coordinators; 67 Direc-
tors and Assistant Directors; and 46 

Administrators.
		 The school district’s Senior Ex-
ecutive Director of Equity makes 
$213,550, but there is also a Director 
of Equity, a Director of Equity-Cen-
tered Principal Development, five 
Educational Specialists of Equity, 
and a Staff Associate of Equity. The 
school district has two Directors of 
Environmental Health each earning 
over $160,000, a Senior Project Man-
ager of Environmental Compliance, 
and a Supervisor of Environmental 
Compliance.
		 Similarly, the Los Angeles Uni-
fied School District spent $9,054 on 
payroll per student in 2024, with 29 
people earning $200,000 or more. 
Their students’ NAEP exam scores 
ranked 17th out of 25.
		 Eric A. Hanushek of Stanford 
University’s Hoover Institution ex-
plains that while increased spending 
may help student performance, the 
benefits are “highly variable” and 
depend on how the money is spent. 
Throwing money at a problem does 
not make the problem go away.
		 Increased transparency is also 
one of the most reliable avenues to-
wards reform. A 2019 survey by Edu-
cation Next found that 72% of Amer-
icans supported increasing school 
salaries, but only 56% supported it 
once they actually saw the salaries. 
North Carolina is currently consider-
ing House Bill 56, which would re-
quire school websites to publish the 
salaries and job descriptions of their 
administrators.


