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Mandatory silence sends loud
message

Published March 27, 2007

Well, |, for one, am not going to be silent about the bill that passed the
lllinois Senate last week that requires public school students to start each
day with a moment of silence:

I'll say it loud: The proposal is rotten -- sneaky, unnecessary and intrusive.

Democratic senators who unanimously supported the bill should be
ashamed of themselves for advancing the pet Trojan horse of the religious
right, which has promoted moment-of-silence requirements nationwide as
a way to encourage students to pray without offending the Constitution.

Republican senators should also be ashamed. Their party usually decries
the busybody impulses of government and extols the virtues of local
control of schools, yet all but one of them voted Wednesday to send the
moment-of-silence mandate to the lllinois House.

Sen. Dan Rutherford (R-Chenoa) is the only member of the upper chamber
who can hold his head high.

"State law already allows schools or teachers to start the day with a
moment of silence if they want to," Rutherford said Monday. "That's
important. If they feel the need to do it or believe it's a good idea, the law
says they may."

Amending the Silent Reflection and Student Prayer Act to change "may" to
"shall," the legislative brainchild of Sen. Kimberly Lightford (D-Maywood),
"isn't necessary," Rutherford said. "That's not what government should be
doing."

The law permitting moments of silence has been on the books since 1969.
The lllinois State Board of Education does not know how many districts or
classrooms take advantage of the opportunity, a spokesman said.

Like most such laws, it specifies that the moment "shall not be conducted
as a religious exercise but shall be an opportunity for silent prayer or for
silent reflection on the anticipated activities of the day."

But, in truth, moment-of-silence laws have long been the favored ruse of
those who remain outraged by the Supreme Court's 1962 ruling banning
organized prayer in public schools.

In 1985, the high court struck down a moment-of-silence mandate in
Alabama as unconstitutional, noting that state legislators freely admitted
during debate that it was an attempt to get prayer back in the classroom.

After that that ruling, though, lawmakers nationwide have been careful to
add a secular gloss to moment-of-silence legislation.

In Virginia in 2000, for instance, sponsors purred that their mandatory
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moment of silence was simply a response to school shootings around the
nation; a hope that students who took time to reflect, meditate or pray each
morning would be less likely to ventilate one another.

Yeah, public safety -- that's the ticket!

Arguments don't get more transparent than that. Yet the Supreme Court
went along, refusing in October 2001 to re-examine a lower court ruling

that upheld the Virginia mandate, similar to mandates now reportedly on
the books in a dozen states.

In lllinois, Lightford said Monday that her proposal is about "requiring
children to have a moment of reflection for the day's activities and
whatever they might have to deal with. There are a lot of behavior issues,
overcrowded classrooms and so on. This gives teachers an extra incentive
to gather the class and get the students focused."

It might help. But of course maybe, depending on the kids, they'd get a
better start to the day if they spent that moment singing a happy song,
stretching, listening to a good poem, or hey, here's an idea, getting right to
work learning the material. Constitutional issues aside, that's a decision for
their classroom teachers, not a crew of idle moralists in Springfield with
their one-size-fits-all fantasies and their ill-concealed pro-prayer agenda.

| asked Lightford: Why should the legislature make this educational
decision instead of the teachers?

"It will allow for more uniformity," she said. "Here in the General Assembly
we open every day with a prayer and Pledge of Allegiance. | don't get a
choice about that. | don't see why students should have a choice."

The sad thing is, | believe Lightford absolutely when she says she doesn't
see. Almost no one in Springfield seems to.

Post comments to the Web at http:// chicagotribune.com/zorn.

You can search for more columns in our archives.
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