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It’s a challenging time to be raising
children. Education is under assault
from several angles, kids are glued to
their devices, parents are stressed.
Could more religion help, or make the
situation worse?
Some believe that more religion in

public schools is the answer. Let’s be
honest.DowehearBuddhists,Muslims,
Jews andHindus demandingmore faith
to be included in school lessons? No.
One loud and angry segment of be-

lievers hasmade it theirmission to push
their dogma into classrooms. They de-
mand biblical commands be posted in
classrooms and they call for prayers, Bi-
ble readings and “chaplains” in schools.
Fearful of secular educational programs
that welcome everyone regardless of
beliefs, these folks fight for preference
and privilege in the public square, in-
cluding schools. And they have found
ways of forcing the rest of us to fund
their private religious schools through
“school choice” vouchers.
Consider the accusation that chil-

dren are being “indoctrinated.” To “in-
doctrinate” is literally to “teach (a per-
son or group) to accept a set of beliefs
uncritically.” The key word is “uncriti-

cally.” It also refers to proselytizing (try-
ing to convert to your beliefs) or re-edu-
cating (which can be a good thing). The
fear is that young people are having
their minds shaped by teachers who
openlyor secretlywant tofill their heads
with “secular culture.”Most often these
worries are based on issues of sexuality
(there’s a certain obsession with sex).
And they don’t want their children to
hear things from teachers or classmates
that might shake the beliefs taught at
home and church. They discourage
critical thinking.
One “defender of education” de-

scribes their work “to restore schools at
all levels from activists imposing harm-
ful agendas …we fight indoctrination in
classrooms and on campus to promote
the reestablishment of a quality, non-
political education for all students.”
They claim “your children” are being
“bombarded with political bias, ideolo-
gy and activism” so they work to “re-
store free exchange of ideas.” They say
“education should be about learning,
not activism.”
Look closer at these fear-based

claims. Isn’t this group engaged in “ac-
tivism”? Don’t they have an “ideology”
and their own “political bias”? It sure
looks that way.
As they see it, America is on fire, un-

der attack fromsecular forces seeking to
expose children to…difference—differ-
ent ideas, different beliefs, different
people. “Diversity” in backgrounds, life

experience, beliefs and views frightens
them. Their concerns should be heard,
yet we wonder if they’ve ever sat down
to listen to what teachers are actually
doingandsaying in the classroom. It ap-
pears they only want to agitate and
propagate an agenda of fear. “They” are
out to get our children and control their
minds! Really? Though these alarmists
shout their fear about “DEI,” the fact is, a
school district’s policy to encourage di-
versity in teachers and students, wel-
coming people from all backgrounds
and beliefs, only strengthens a commu-
nity.
We should be supporting efforts to

bring communities together through a
wide, stimulating education for every
student. This is an intelligent “ideology”
based on a realistic understanding of a
country learning from a variety of social
and religious perspectives, as well as
the good and bad of our past, in order to
move forward with eyes and minds
open.
Fortunately, there are many who are

standing up, speaking out and pushing
back on these forms of religious bully-
ing. Americans United, Interfaith Alli-
ance, Freedom from Religion Founda-
tion, and other coalitions of concerned
faithful and secular people, are chal-
lenging what feels like a takeover of
schools welcoming to all children. Local
parents’ groups and legal organizations
are resisting this activist agenda by
supporting and defending the pluralis-

tic foundation of the country. These ad-
vocates for freedom, including religious
freedom, aren’t motivated by fear but a
rational commitment to work together
for the common good.
When my daughter was a child, I en-

rolled her in a school in our diverse
neighborhood with a large immigrant
community. She enjoyed classes with
friends who were Black, Asian, Latino
and white, like my daughter. School
events included many languages. Vari-
ous holidays were recognized present-
ing opportunities to learn about other
cultural expressions. We always
thought this environment reflected a
wonderful, colorful America. Teachers
invited parents to visit classrooms, to
have conversations about lessons, in-
viting any questions a parentmay have.
If there was any “ideology,” it was the
guiding principle that a well-balanced
education should welcome and cele-
brate difference.
There is a kind of religion, or belief,

that might enhance education. It’s the
form of faith that chooses not to fill a
child’s mindwith fear of “the other,” not
to imagine secular public education is
the enemy, but a creative force for good.
Reasonable people, religious or not, can
help “re-educate” those who have been
indoctrinated by uncritical doctrines of
fear.
Chris Highland, a humanist teacher

and writer, lives in Asheville, NC. See
“Friendly Freethinker” (chighland.com)
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Kindergarten teacher Tracey Robin-
son has witnessed a shift in her class-
room over the three decades she has
taught in Akron, Ohio.
Before technology entered class-

rooms, she said learning was more
hands-on. Young kids went to the park
after school, practiced a sport or played
with their dolls.
These days, kids tell her they are go-

ing to play a video game or scroll on their
phoneswhen theygethome fromschool.
Robinsonsaid theshift tomorescreen

time has correlated with a reduction in
someofherstudents’attentionspans.To
adapt, she has begun teaching shorter
lessons, givingher studentsmorebreaks
throughout the day and coming up with
new ways to keep their attention.
“It’s disappointing because our brain

is a muscle, and it needs to work, and it
needs to be stimulated to have that
stamina to be able to sit and listen and
access learning,” said Robinson, who
was Akron Public Schools’ 2025 district
teacher of the year.
Back-to-school season is in full swing

across the country, but it often takes stu-
dents awhile to reacclimate to the class-
room and refocus after a long summer
break that may have included lots of
video games and television.
According to Common Sense Media’s

2025 census, 5- to 8-year-olds average
around 3.5 hours on screens every day.
The expected attention span for kids
ages6and7 isabout18minutesata time.
But studies show that spending exces-
sive time on technology may affect
young children’s attention spans, reduc-
ing their ability to focus while their
brains are still developing.
To determine when screen time be-

comes excessive, the American Acad-
emy of Pediatrics recommends “consid-
ering the quality of interactions with
digital media and not just the quantity.”
An advisory by the U.S. Office of the

Surgeon General warned children could

be spending more time on screens than
attending school or sleeping. It recom-
mends children ages 6 to 18 should only
haveup to twohoursof screen timedaily.
Kids with excessive screen time may

have a harder time paying attention in
school, learning and mastering what
they need to move on to the next grade
level, said Roxanne Crook, a first grade
teacher in Akron.
Sheworks to tie technology into what

she’s doing in the classroom.
“It’s going to get bigger than this,” she

said. “We need to embrace technology
because it’s not going anywhere.We just
have to learn how to work with it.”
When Crook notices her students be-

ginning to chat among themselves, tap
their pencils or lean back in their chairs,
she knows it’s time to refocus attention.
She said throughout the day, she

doesn’t keep kids in one spot for more
than about 20 minutes.
Lisa Heath, who has been an Akron

school counselor since 2005, conducted
a survey during the 2025-26 school year
with about 20 kids, asking them what
would happen if they weren’t allowed to
use their tech for a week.
They answered on a scale of 1 to 10,

with 1 indicating they would be fine and
10 meaning they wouldn’t be able to
function.
Four kids said they didn’t have a

phone or tablet they used consistently.
Four responded with 4 or lower, while a
dozen were above 5. Nobody said 10.

Kylee Collins, who is 6, said her favor-
ite part of the school day, other than
reading, is going on the computer. She
enjoys playing PBS Kids games and Ka-
hoot. Technology makes her happy, she
said.
But that’s not the case with all first

graders in Crook’s classroom. Three of
her classmates during the 2025-2026
school year said they would rather do
their homework on a piece of paper.
“It’s easier,” said Aniya Smith. “The

Chromebooks have way more buttons.”
With the advent of Chromebooks and

online homework, there is a certain ele-
ment of screen time that is unavoidable,
said Dr. Michael Redovian, a child and
adolescent psychiatrist with Akron Chil-
dren’s Hospital.
He said kids enjoy using technology

because it lights up their dopamine and
norepinephrine tracks, which regulate
motivation, focus and energy.
When scrolling through an app like

TikTok, a user gets dopamine hit after
dopamine hit. When they exit the app,
the brain goes back to its normal chem-
ical balance, which feels boring.
Redovian compared the feeling to go-

ing fromCedar Point amusement park in
Ohio to doing taxes.
“There’s definitely a high reliance on

technology,” Heath said. “I can see that
daily.”
Robinson said her kindergarten stu-

dents prefer hands-on learning in small
groupswith her over computer time. The

multi-sensory approach keeps them en-
gaged.
But in someways,Crook said technol-

ogy in the classroom actually helps the
kids pay attention better.
During the 2025-26 school year, she

taught her first graders a writing unit on
nonfiction. Every student had an animal
they studied for five weeks.
Crook taught the students how to use

Google to search for pictures of their ani-
mals.
“I’ve never seen them so excited to

write, because they were using the com-
puter,”she said. “Itwasmeaningful. That
was a way to keep their attention.”
One of theways Crook helps students

focus is to consistently remind themwhy
they’re at school, which is to advance to
second grade. She believes this motiva-
tion helps them stay on task, no matter
their attention span.
“[Students are] always working to-

wards something,” Crook said. “I think
that keeps them engaged and their at-
tention.”
Shemakessure to tell themhowmuch

they’ve grown to encourage them. She
does her best to understand their world
andwhat theycareaboutasfirst graders,
whether that is the latestTikTok trendor
what they’re watching on YouTube.
Crook has developed multiple meth-

ods to help her students refocus when
necessary. Here are some of her tips:

h Change locations, move and sing.
h Create a consistent daily structure

so the kids know exactly what is coming
next.

h Havestudentsput their headsdown
for a couple of minutes to gather them-
selves before coming back together as a
class.

h Assign leadership roles and jobs to
motivate students.

h Give out school money for atten-
dance, good grades and good behavior.

h Insert brain breaks, or movement,
throughout the day between 20-minute
learning sessions.

h Have “Fun Friday,” a 20-minute pe-
riod where the kids can play computer
games on their Chromebooks if they’ve
had good behavior throughout theweek.

h Do a TikTok dance to celebrate
throughout the day.
Crook said it can be exhausting hold-

ing her students’ attention, but seeing
their growth at the endof the yearmakes
it all worth it.
Lauren Cohen’s internship was fund-

ed through a grant from the Knight
Foundation.
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