
 In the United States, we have a constitutional separation of church and state. This exists 

in France as well. Here, it is what keeps our public school system out of the scope of any one 

religion. In France, though, it is what keeps religion of any kind outside of all public schools, to 

an extent that would never be impossible in the U.S. today. In March of 2004, the French senate 

passed a bill prohibiting “conspicuous” religious symbols from being worn in public schools; 

however, this was more of a reemphasis on the neutrality enforced in schools than a change in 

policy. This is because the church-state separation was implemented by law in 1905. This law 

was implemented in order to protect the democracy of the state from the then-dominant Catholic 

Church, while our church-state separation was aimed at protecting churches from state influence. 

Due to this traditional secularity, religious neutrality in schools has been a cornerstone of the 

French republic. ***Thus, when the education minister introduced the “Charte de La Laïcité” in 

September 2013, school rules did not change, but rather were reinforced and further explained. 

However, some religious minorities felt targeted by this crack down on faith displays at school, 

particularly Islamic groups. The most noticeable dispute that has come about due to these rules is 

what has become known as the “headscarf controversy.” A student in France explained to me 

that, though headscarves are seen being worn in public frequently, they are never spotted at 

school. More traditional Islamic groups have lashed out about the fact that girls will be unable to 

wear hijabs at school, while more unorthodox groups claim that the girls will be appreciative of 

the newfound freedom. This sentiment of being targeted is exacerbated by the fact that many 

schools loosely keep with Catholic traditions by doing things like serving fish on Fridays. While 

the government argues that the policy is aimed at integration, critics argue that this chart makes 

that integration impossible. I traveled to Chauny, France to further understand this system and 



how it impacts the daily life of the student, along with comparing this policy to our own. 

Through survey results from students at the high school in Chauny and those at Westmoore High 

School in Moore, Oklahoma, observations, and specific questioning, I got very clear answers. 

 On a survey distributed to students in both Chauny and Moore, I asked about their 

opinions on religion in life, religion in school, and religion in relationships with others. Not 

surprisingly, the Oklahoman students mostly responded in favor of religion in society, while 

those of France claimed the opposite reply. When asked if religion is important in their daily 

lives, 62% of the French students questioned said no, while 49% of surveyed Westmoore 

students replied affirmatively.  This difference became very apparent to me over the two weeks I 

was in France. Despite the plethora of churches and cathedrals in the region, no one I came into 

contact with mentioned attending one for worship. On the other end of the spectrum is 

Oklahoma, where teenagers post pictures on Instagram of youth group activities every 

Wednesday evening. 

 ***Students were presented with the statement, “You prefer the idea of very strict 

secularism.” 62% of the French students surveyed agreed, whereas 56% of the students surveyed 

at Westmoore disagreed. It is clear that the rigidity of the church-state separation in France is 

appreciated by its people, while the leniency of the separation policy in the United States is 

approved of by its citizens. 

 ***When presented with the statement, “You think students should be able to express 

religious preferences in school,” a decisive 67% of surveyed French students disagreed, while 

56% of those surveyed at Westmoore agreed. This could either be interpreted as the students’ 



liking of the reinforcement of secularism in France or simply compliance to it. I think, however, 

it is appreciation, as students I spoke to on the subject conveyed that religion is much more of a 

private aspect of one’s life in France than it is in the southern United States. 

 ***Interestingly, though, the majority of each group of students disagreed with the 

assertion that religion should affect how a government is run. Clearly, young people in both 

nations agree at least with the idea of separation of church and state and the secularity of 

government. ***Both groups also disagreed with the assertion that the religions of others affect 

their opinions of those others, so we can see that the youth of France and the youth of the United 

States both find religion to be a poor qualification for judgment. 

 Again, the surveyed students were presented with a statement. “Restricting students’ 

displays of their religions in schools is conducive to a respectful environment.” 59% of the 

French students agreed with this while 43% of their American counterparts disagreed. This adds 

another layer to the approval the youth of France seem to feel with regard to the enforced 

religious neutrality of schools; it provides a buffer for an entire type of possible harassment 

criteria. Though it is true that I have never witnessed actual bullying at school because of 

religious differences, I have definitely seen religious arguments, and not infrequently. This is 

something that is close to impossible within the French school system because of “la laïcité.” In 

the two weeks I was there, I saw nothing that was anywhere near a religious argument, in school 

or outside of the school setting, and although I was only there for a relatively short time period, 

the social atmosphere felt like nothing that could be conducive to that kind of disagreement. 



 ***Interestingly, as a general trend, the surveyed students of the French high school were 

rather apathetic to the educational importance of religious awareness. Contrastingly, within those 

of Westmoore, a majority felt that this awareness of different religions and beliefs is important to 

one’s thorough education. Evidently, the forced lack of religion in schools leads to a lack of 

desire for that aspect of cultural knowledge, whereas the incorporated religious learning that 

comes with most history classes in the United States leads to an interest in it. 

 Talking informally to students, I discovered that most of them are very aware of the 

religious policy at their school. One student explained to me that, if a girl shows up wearing a 

purity ring with a small cross on it, her colleagues are shocked and less than pleased. ***The 

best friend of my second host sister chose to get a small cross tattoo on her wrist, meaning that 

she now must wear long sleeves everyday and be sure that it stays hidden. It was frequently 

emphasized to me, though, by all the students and the one teacher I spoke with on the subject, 

that religion is held as an extremely personal thing in France.  The interviewed teacher provided 

that as the most important argument in favor of la laïcité in schools, telling me that people tend 

to stay away from the subject in public, so it is only logical that it would be kept quiet at school 

as well. 

 ***Although Oklahoma may not be the most accurate representative of the entirety of the 

United States, the opinions of the students here can give us an idea about the differences and 

similarities between religion’s place in the schools of this nation and those of France. It is 

undeniable that the French government is more involved in keeping the institution of the church 

and the institution of education separate, and this is appreciated by its people. On the other hand, 

Oklahoman students appreciate the presence of religious discussion in school because they 



appreciate the presence of religion in general life. The politics of this aspect of both school 

systems, it seems, are rooted in culture. Despite this cultural difference, though, most of the 

students could at least agree that religion should not lead to harsh judgment, and that’s pretty 

beautiful. Thank you. 

 


