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Faith Collides with Oregon Law
continued ¿ ^ fro m  Front

K. Kublis, an anti-Catholic who sym ­
pathized with the Kian.

At the tim e, R om an C atholic 
priests and nuns were asserting the 
right to teach in public schools, and 
the law was a c lear jab  at them.

But i t ’s been rarely applied The 
last tim e a teacher cam e into contact 
with the law was in 1983, when Janet 
Cooper, a Eugene special education 
teacher, becam e a Sikh.

C ooper changed her nam e to 
Karta Kaur Khalsa and began w ear­
ing a turban and white clothing to 
school in adherence w ith her new 
faith.

T he state  T each ers  S tandards 
and  P rac tic es  C o m m iss io n  re ­
voked  K h a lsa ’s teach ing  c red en ­
tial a fte r being  susp en d ed  by her 
d is tric t..

K halsa sued, taking her case all 
the way to the O regon Suprem e 
Court in 1986, claim ing that her right 
to practice her religion, protected 
by the Oregon and U.S. constitu­
tions, had been violated.

T he cou rt ru led  against K halsa, 
a rgu ing  that a teach e r w earing  re ­
lig ious dress cou ld  leave  an im ­
p ressio n , co n sc io u s  o r o therw ise , 
on studen ts, and  th rea ten ed  the 
re lig io u s  n eu tra lity  o f  the c la ss ­
room.

Zahedi- a native o f  Iran who 
teaches language arts and social 
studies at the Islam ic School o f 
Portland, a private school, which 
isn ’t covered under the ban- sup­
ports reform ing the law because she 
feels it will be good for students to 
see what a M uslim  wom an looks 
like, especially  as society becom es 
m ore diverse.

“A t least they  w ill see there  are 
o th e r  k in d s  o f  p e o p le ,” sa id  
Z ahed i, w ho added  that she has 
o v erh eard  ch ild ren  ask  th e ir p a r­
ents i f  she is w earing  a costum e 
w hile  in public .

The Oregon Education A ssocia­
tion is neutral on the issue, but 
support for repealing the law is grow ­
ing  e lse w h e re . O reg o n  H o u se  
Speaker Dave H unt, D -G ladstone, 
supports the repeal and a legislative 
hearing has already been held on it 
in preparation for next m onth’s leg­
islative session.

In N ovem ber, state Labor C om ­
m issioner Brad A vakian, and state 
Superintendent o f  Public Instruc­
tion Susan Castillo, sent a letter to 
legislative leaders calling for its re­
peal.

In th e ir  le tte r, A v ak ian  and 
Castillo argued that the law is unfair, 
and schools already have the means 
to prevent teachers from proselytiz­
ing their students.

The letter points out that the law 
was applied very narrow ly in the 
C ooper case, but is still broad  
enough to ensnare teachers with 
less overt religious garb.
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Language arts and social studies instructor Laleh Zahedi covers her head in the religious tradition 
other Muslim faith. Zahedi supports reforming Oregon law to allow public school teachers to wear 
religious clothing, saying the freedom to dress as a Muslim woman would help students understand 
cultural differences and embrace cultural diversity.

In addition to not defining what 
“religious dress” is, the letter a r­
gues, it could be appled so gener­
ally as to affect teachers w earing 
som ething as inconspicuous as a

small cross or Star o f David. 
Oregon is poised for another law ­

suit, argued A vakian and Castillo, 
with such a vague and all-encom ­
passing law on its books pertainaing
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to an already touchy subject.
But the O regon C hapter o f the

American Civil Liberties Union wor­
ries that hastily repealing the law in 
a short legislative session will ju s t
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create new problem s.
“If the law is repealed, you open

the door to religious expression in 
O re g o n  s c h o o ls ,” s a id  D a v id  
Fidanque, executive director o f  the 
Oregon ACLU.

Fidanque argued that teachers 
will be able to w ear clothing clearly 
aim ed at creating a religious env i­
ronment in the classroom  if Avakian 
and Castillo have their way.

For instance, a teacher could  
wear a shirt saying “Em brace Jesus,” 
he said.

Fidanque also points out that 
there m ight have been bigoted m o­
tivations behind the law when it was 
it was passed in the 1920s, but was 
reaffirm ed in 1965 by the Oregon 
Legislature and then-G ov. M ark 
Hatfield, one o f the state’s cham pi­
ons o f  equality.

B ut E ric  H a ll- a p a r tn e r  at 
Rothgerber, Johnson, and Lyons, a 
law firm that specializes church and 
state issues- said that O regon could 
be vulnerable to another civil suit 
because it puts people w ho express 
their religion on unequal footing 
with others.

He said that schools can im pose 
a dress code on teachers, but it gets 
prickly once it begins targeting reli­
gious belief.

“You can ’t pick out the religious 
expression,” said Hall.

1 Survey
1 Temporary concrete barrier, 

reflectorized
Temporary illumination/traffic 

signals
Temporary striping 
Traffic control/flagging

http://www.oregon.gou/ODOT/CS/CONSTRUCTION/Alternatiue_Contracting.shtml
mailto:larry.lewter@obdp.org

