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It would be risky to generalize about the state of teaching science and religion in schools in the United States, for ours is a large country with considerable local variation in educational matters. There are over 15,000 school districts, all of which have a significant degree of autonomy with respect to curriculum and instruction, although they are constrained by our constitutional separation between church and state.

A chief flashpoint for controversy is the issue of teaching evolution in public schools. The polarized positions in this country are well known. On the one hand, we have a high degree of scientific literacy and acceptance of evolution in the educated segment of the population. On the other hand, a substantial percentage of American adults appear to accept a relatively recent six-day creation of the universe, and a global flood survived by Noah and his family only a few thousand years ago.
Where schools are administered by local districts and funded by local property taxes, these positions on science often clash, although there is wide variation on a state-by-state basis. In some regions, state legislatures tilt in a more conservative direction, and periodically attempt to permit the inclusion within the curriculum of alternative explanations to evolution.   Constituents in other school districts – particularly in states with strong citizen groups supporting science – are quite vigilant about watching for religious influences creeping into public school science instruction.

There is no place in the standard American public school curriculum for religious education, which would be the most natural venue for a science-and-religion instructional unit. Insofar as there is any room for the study of the mutual influence of science and religion, it would probably be in history or social studies classes. These might offer a superficial treatment of a few salient incidents, such as the reception of the discoveries of Copernicus, Galileo, and Darwin. Entire courses dedicated to addressing issues at the interface between science and religion are unlikely to find a place in already-crowded school curricula. There is also reason for concern that such classes might become vehicles for proselytization, as has occurred in Bible-as-literature classes. The argument is not against having such classes at all, but rather for ensuring that they are responsibly developed and carefully taught to reflect the fair treatment of a variety of religious texts (e.g., the Bible, the Qur’an, the Bhagavad Gita, the Popol Vuh) with respect to their historical context and their influence on the development of cultures. In any case, in a time of economic crisis such as we are experiencing today, the obstacles standing in the way of teachers introducing science-and-religion units into public school instruction might be very difficult to overcome.


Private schools in the United States enjoy greater curricular flexibility. Fundamentalist Christian schools carry their agenda of young-earth creationism into their teaching of science and religion, as does much of the home-school movement. Other private schools – particularly those in the Roman Catholic tradition – often take a more scholarly approach. For example, the Convent of the Sacred Heart High School in San Francisco successfully focused its curriculum on Darwin and evolution during the 2009-2010 academic year. This well-formulated project developed teaching modules for use in twelve different departments, integrating them with a school-wide conference featuring invited speakers.  Interestingly, the Religious Studies Department played a key role in implementing this school-wide discussion of issues at the interface of religion and science.

In summary, it is unlikely that many students in most schools in the United States will receive instruction in the relationship between religion and the sciences, or in the ways in which these two foundational human endeavors have mutually influenced each other.  Some private schools already explore the intersection of science and religion.  It is conceivable that space might be set aside in the history or the social studies curricula of state-administered schools where this intersection could be taught as part of the history of ideas or as part of the respective histories of scientific and religious practice.
