
 

February 2010 

 

Statement of The Sikh Coalition in Support of Equal Opportunity 
 

The Sikh Coalition, a national civil rights organization, through its affiliates in Oregon, respectfully urges 

the Oregon Senate to mark the start of a new decade in the 21st century by repealing ORS 342.650 and 

ORS 342.655 without delay and giving religious minorities in Oregon an equal opportunity to pursue 

careers as public school teachers.  As you know, ORS 342.650 was originally enacted almost 90 years ago 

by supporters of the Ku Klux Klan in the Oregon legislature. 

 

Three documents are respectfully submitted for your consideration: 

 

(1) The first enclosure is a fact sheet that concisely refutes the main arguments put forth by supporters of 

the status quo. 

 

(2) The second enclosure is a letter signed by seventeen (17) state and national organizations urging this 

legislature to repeal Oregon’s ban on religious dress for public school teachers.   

 

(3) The third enclosure is a statement by Mr. Ajeet Singh, a PhD candidate at Columbia University and 

alumnus of Teach For America.  Ajeet wears a turban in accordance with his Sikh religious beliefs 

and served as a teacher, with distinction and without incident, in the public schools of New York.  

Despite his excellent credentials, under current law, Ajeet would be banned from working as a public 

school teacher in Oregon. 

 

We wish to emphasize that Oregon is one of only three (3) states in the United States that categorically ban public 

school teachers from wearing religious dress in the classroom; that the North Dakota legislature repealed its ban 

on religious dress for public school teachers in 1998
1
; and that status quo supporters have failed to emphasize that 

several courts have, at various times, supported the right of public school teachers to wear religious dress.
2
  We 

hope that the Oregon Senate will take a strong stand for equal opportunity by finally repealing ORS 342.650 and 

ORS 342.655 and definitively burying one of the last vestiges of the Ku Klux Klan.   

 

Should you require additional information or resources, please contact Rajdeep Singh, The Sikh Coalition’s 

Director of Law and Policy, at rajdeep@sikhcoalition.org or by telephone at (202) 747-4944.   

 

Thank you for your service and consideration.  

 

                                                 
1
 See Minutes of the Education Services Committee, North Dakota Legislative Council, Monday and Tuesday, 

February 23-24, 1998, at http://www.legis.nd.gov/assembly/55-1997/interim-info/minutes/es022398.html. 
2
 See, e.g., Hysong v. Gallitzin Borough School District, 30 A. 482 (Pa. 1894) (There can be, in a democracy … no 

higher penalty imposed upon one holding to a particular religious belief than perpetual exclusion from public 

station because of it.”); City of New Haven v. Town of Torrington, 43 A.2d 455, 459 (Conn. 1945);  State v. Boyd, 28 

N.E.2d 256, 266 (Ind. 1940); Rawlings v. Butler, 290 S.W.2d 801, 807 (Ky. Ct. App. 1956); Gerhardt v. Heid, 267 

N.W. 127, 135 (N.D. 1936); Moore v. Board of Educ., 212 N.E.2d 833, 841-42 (Ohio Ct. C.P. of Mercer County 1965).   
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Equal Opportunity for Oregon Teachers 
Repealing the Ban on Religious Dress for Teachers in Oregon Public Schools 

 

 

Status Quo Fiction  Just the Facts, please… 
 
“Allowing public school teachers to 
wear distinctively religious dress in the 
classroom will inevitably lead to 
conflicts with students and parents 
whose religious faith is different from 
that of the teacher.” 
 

 
 
There is a nearly unanimous national consensus that religious 
dress does not lead to conflict in the classroom. In 1946, 
thirty-eight (38) states banned religious dress for public 
school teachers.  Today, Oregon is one of only three (3) 
states that have the dubious distinction of preserving an 
antiquated  ban on religious dress for public school teachers.    

 
“The purpose of the [original] 1923 
statute was to maintain the religious 
neutrality of the public schools, 
regardless of which religious groups it 
might affect.  If the effect of the 
statute was felt primarily by Roman 
Catholic priests and nuns in 1923, it 
was because it was those groups who 
were, at the time, asserting the right 
to teach in the public schools while 
wearing [religious dress].” 
 

 
 

According to the Oregon Blue Book, an official publication by 
the State of Oregon about its own history, the religious dress  
ban was designed to suppress Catholics and was actively 
supported by the Ku Klux Klan during a time of bigotry 
toward racial and religious minorities.  Other laws enacted by 
the Oregon legislature during this period included the 
Compulsory Education Act (a measure designed to close 
parochial schools) and the Alien Property Act of 1923 (a law 
that prohibited Japanese immigrants from purchasing or 
leasing land in Oregon).  Oregon‟s ban on religious dress for 
teachers is an antiquated vestige of the Ku Klux Klan. 

 
“The 1965 Oregon legislature did not 
act casually in reaffirming the [religious 
dress] statute; it was deliberate and 
intentional in rewriting it.” 

 
 
ORS 342.650 was casually revised in 1965.  The 1965 revision 
was part of Chapter 100 of Oregon Laws, 1965.  This omnibus 
bill amended 354 laws and repealed 304 others.  These were 
technical revisions, not deliberate ones. 
  

“[L]aws like ORS 342.650 respect and 
contribute to the child’s right to the 
free exercise and enjoyment of its 
religious opinions or heritage, 
untroubled by being out of step with 
those of the teacher.” 
 

 
Laws like ORS 342.650 remind religious minorities that they 
can never aspire to pursue teaching careers in the public 
schools of Oregon because of the way they look.  Not wearing 
religious dress is as much a statement of „heritage‟ as 
wearing religious dress, and we believe that ORS 342.650 is 
based on a sad assumption that the world is one-dimensional.  

 
“[I]n the Cooper case the Oregon 
Supreme Court definitively held that 
ORS 342.650 does not violate the free 
exercise guarantees in the Oregon 
Constitution, and the U.S. Supreme 
Court definitively held that ORS 
342.650 does not violate the Free 

Exercise Clause of the First 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.” 

 
 
The 1986 Cooper decision is riddled with inconsistencies, and a 
narrow majority of a divided U.S. Supreme Court declined to 
take an appeal only on technical grounds.  In fact, courts have 
supported the right of public school teachers to wear religious 
dress in Pennsylvania, Connecticut, Indiana, Kentucky, North 
Dakota, and Ohio.  According to one court in Pennsylvania, 
“[t]here can be in a democracy … no higher penalty imposed 

upon one holding to a particular religious belief than perpetual 
exclusion from public station because of it.” 

 
 
 
 
 

 

End Discrimination Now. Repeal ORS 342.650. 
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February 4, 2010 

 

Senate President Peter Courtney 

900 Court St. NE, S-201 

Salem, OR 97301 

 

House Speaker Dave Hunt 

900 Court St. NE, H-269 

Salem, OR 97301 

 

Re: Oregon’s ban on religious dress for public school teachers 

 

Dear Senate President Courtney and House Speaker Hunt: 

 

We, the undersigned interfaith,  civil rights, and Bar association organizations, represent millions of 

diverse constituents around the nation in the cause of promoting robust workplace religious freedom 

legislation consistent with our constitutional heritage and values.  In this context, we join together to 

urge an immediate repeal of ORS 342.650 and 342.655 (hereinafter referenced collectively as “ORS 

342.650”), an Oregon law that forbids teachers from wearing religious dress in Oregon public schools. 

 

ORS 342.650 originated in the 1920s as an anti-Catholic measure and was supported by the Ku Klux 

Klan at a time of overt hostility toward racial and religious minorities.  Other laws enacted by the 

Oregon legislature during this period included the Compulsory Education Act (a measure designed to 

close parochial schools); the Alien Business Registration Act of 1923 (a law that required immigrants 

operating hotels and grocery stores to display signs declaring their nationality); and the Alien Property 

Act of 1923 (a law that prohibited Japanese immigrants from purchasing or leasing land in Oregon).  

Although most of these laws have since been repealed, Oregon has missed several opportunities to 

repeal ORS 342.650 over the course of several decades and is currently one of only three states in the 

nation that forbid public school teachers from wearing religious dress in the classroom.    

We strongly dispute the suggestion put forth by supporters of the status quo that ORS 342.650 was 

“carefully examined” when it was revised in 1965.  The 1965 revision was part of Chapter 100 of 

Oregon Laws, 1965.  This omnibus bill amended 354 laws and repealed 304 others.   

During the passage last summer of the Oregon Workplace Religious Freedom Act (“Oregon 

WRFA”), we expected a long overdue repeal of ORS 342.650 but were dismayed to learn that the 

Oregon WRFA specifically exempts public school districts, education service districts, and public 

charter schools from its coverage.  By its own terms, the Oregon WRFA is subordinate to ORS 

342.650.  This discriminatory exemption denies equal employment opportunity to religious 

minorities and simply cannot be reconciled with the spirit behind workplace religious freedom 

legislation.  Repealing ORS 342.650 and subsequently amending the Oregon WRFA will ensure that 

public school teachers in Oregon are afforded meaningful protection. 
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Supporters of the status quo have argued that allowing public school teachers to wear religious dress 

will disrupt religious neutrality in the classroom and lead to proselytization of students.  Both 

propositions are factually incorrect.  The private act of wearing religious dress in adherence to faith is 

distinguishable from the public act of asserting a proselytizing message.   The Establishment Clause of 

the U.S. Constitution affords sufficient protection against state endorsement of religion; banning all 

forms of religious dress for teachers is a prohibitively overbroad approach to the issue.  This explains 

why the legislature of North Dakota repealed its ban on religious dress for public school teachers in 

1998, and why it is increasingly common to find teachers wearing yarmulkes (headcoverings), hijabs 

(headscarves), and dastaars (turbans) in public schools throughout our diverse nation. 

 

During his election campaign, President Obama recognized the need for strengthening our workplace 

religious freedom laws, stating “that employers have an obligation to reasonably accommodate their 

employees’ religious practices,” 1 and emphasizing his support for “carefully drafted legislation that 

strengthens Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 to further protect religious freedom in the 

workplace.”2  In Cairo last year, President Obama unequivocally stated that “freedom in America is 

indivisible from the freedom to practice one's religion,”3 noting that the U.S. government has 

defended the right of individuals in this nation to wear religious dress. 4     

 

Given our nation’s growing commitment to the cause of workplace religious freedom, and our desire 

to give a greater measure of security to our constituents and people of all faiths by strengthening 

protections for religious freedom in the workplace, we respectfully urge you to repeal ORS 342.650 

and amend the Oregon WRFA so that all Oregonians have a fair opportunity to find self-fulfillment 

and economic security in any career they choose. 

 

Respectfully yours, 

 

American Islamic Congress 

American Islamic Forum for Democracy 

American Jewish Committee 

Anti-Defamation League 

Asian American Justice Center 

Asian Law Caucus 

Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty 

The Becket Fund for Religious Liberty 

Interfaith Alliance 

Japanese American Citizens League 

North American Religious Liberty Association 

North American South Asian Bar Association (NASABA) 

Portland Chapter of the National Lawyers Guild 

Sikh American Legal Defense and Education Fund (SALDEF) 

The Sikh Coalition 

South Asian Bar Association of Northern California 

Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America   

                                                 
1 See Barack Obama Responses to AJC Questionnaire, at http://www.ajc.org/site/c.ijITI2PHKoG/b.3878133; 2008 Presidential 

Elections: Voter Guide for Sikh Americans, at http://www.sikhcoalition.org/documents/SikhAmericanVoterGuide2008.pdf 
2 See id. 
3 See Obama Speech In Cairo (June 4, 2009), available at http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/NewBeginning (“[F]reedom in 

America is indivisible from the freedom to practice one's religion ... That is why the U.S. government has gone to court to protect 

the right of women and girls to wear the hijab, and to punish those who would deny it.”). 
4 See id. 

http://www.ajc.org/site/c.ijITI2PHKoG/b.3878133
http://www.sikhcoalition.org/documents/SikhAmericanVoterGuide2008.pdf
http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/NewBeginning


 

 

 Out of many, one 
 

 Our country was built on diversity. Our children 
deserve teachers from all walks of life. But outdated 

laws are keeping the best and the brightest 
Oregonians from giving back.  

My story 
February 5th, 2010 

 My name is Ajeet Singh and, on paper, I 

am just another ordinary American. I was born in 

a small town in California. I grew up playing on 

the school soccer team and participated in the 

spelling bee. Education is what enabled my Sikh 

parents to go from being born in tiny villages in 

India to immigrating and achieving the American 

Dream. I’ve worked hard and followed their ex-

ample. But there’s one problem: according to an 

out-of-date Oregon law, I’m different. 

 

 I am passionate about the debate in Oregon 

because I have a commitment to education. I re-

cently served as a high school history teacher with 

Teach For America in Brooklyn, New York, 

where I taught at the Brooklyn Academy for 

Science and Environment (2007-08) and the Ro-

nald Edmonds Learning Center (2006-07). I am 

currently pursuing my PhD in History at Colum-

bia University. When I first graduated college, I 

decided to give back to the country that has given 

so much to me by becoming a teacher. I chose to 

work in the toughest schools with the neediest 

students.  My students broke records on the annual 

New York State Regents examination. Young 

Oregonians have potential to contribute in this 

way.  Why are we keeping the best and the brigh-

test teachers out of the classroom on the basis of 

something so personal as their religion? 

 

 Citizens as well as lawmakers increasing-

ly agree that ORS 342.650—a 1920s era law 

passed under a wave of anti-Catholic hysteria—is 

outdated. By outlawing religious attire, this law 

not only discriminates against ordinary Ameri-

cans, but it also denies our children the benefits 

of diversity. If the goal of education is to enligh-

ten, then how can our children become able citi-

zens without an appreciation of diversity in its 

myriad forms—racial, cultural, and religious? 

It’s no wonder that the Oregon Department of 

Education opposes ORS 342.650. 

 As a New York City schoolteacher, I 

taught about the diversity of our world through 

the state’s World History curriculum.  Although I 

wear a turban in accordance with my religious 

beliefs, my Sikh identity did not offend my stu-

dents and did not prevent them from succeeding. 

I know from experience that there is a clear dis-

tinction between educating students and preach-

ing to them.   The view of New York policymak-

ers is that children who grow up in a diverse so-

ciety will become better citizens if they gain ex-

posure to people from different backgrounds. We 

know that only education can overcome ignor-

ance and promote a more tolerant society. In an 

increasingly globalized world, we cannot afford 

to remain blind to diversity.  It’s a fact of life. 

  In a country predicated on the motto, E 

Pluribus, Unum, we now can make it so. Some-

times outdated opinions are slow to change. In 

this case, we have an historic opportunity to right 

the wrongs of the past.  Please do your duty and 

repeal ORS 342.650. 

Ajeet Singh, New York, NY 

If the goal of education is to enlighten, 
then how can our children become 

able citizens without an understanding 
of diversity in its myriad forms? 

 


