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Ten Commandments Display Proposal Overview & FAQs

Overview

The Kern County Board of Education is considering a proposal to display the Ten
Commandments in the lobbies (or a similar public area) of six schools governed by the Board as
part of a broader collection of historical documents. The stated intent of the proposal is to
present the Ten Commandments within a historical and educational context, alongside other
significant texts such as the U.S. Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and the Declaration of
Independence. The proposal has sparked significant public debate regarding the separation of
church and state.

It is important to note that the Kern County Board of Education and the Kern County
Superintendent of Schools (KCSOS) are separate entities.

The Kern County Board of Education is a seven-member elected body whose responsibilities
are defined by the California Education Code. Its primary roles include:

o Setting policy for the six Alternative Education schools operated by KCSOS.

e Approving the annual KCSOS budget and Local Control and Accountability Plan (LCAP)
for county-operated programs.

e Hearing appeals on student expulsions and interdistrict transfers.

e Approving or denying charter school petitions that come before the Board.

o Representing the public’s educational interests for county-run schools and programs.

The Kern County Superintendent of Schools is a separately elected official who serves as the
administrative head of the County Office of Education. The Superintendent’s role is to provide
fiscal oversight, accountability, and support services to Kern County’s 46 independent school
districts and to oversee programs directly operated by the county office.

While the Superintendent works closely with the Board and provides recommendations and
information to support its decision-making, the Superintendent does not vote on Board matters
and has no authority to set or approve Board policy.

Moreover, any decision made by the Kern County Board of Education applies only to the six
schools under its direct governance — it has no authority over the county’s 46 independent
school districts. Each of these districts has its own elected Board of Trustees responsible for
setting policy for their schools.
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Frequently Asked Questions

. What exactly is being proposed?

The proposal would authorize the display of the Ten Commandments in the lobbies (or a
similar public area) of the six Alternative Education schools governed by the Kern
County Board of Education. Each display would also include a selection of historical
documents representing the nation’s founding principles and moral heritage.

. Who is making this decision?

The Kern County Board of Education oversees policy matters that impact schools under
its direct jurisdiction — specifically, the county’s six Alternative Education schools. The
Board will review the proposal, hear public input, and vote on whether to move forward
with the display project, including details on the exact documents to be displayed. The
Kern County Superintendent of Schools and KCSOS staff do not make or vote on these
policy decisions.

. Why is the Ten Commandments included?

Supporters argue that the Ten Commandments have played an influential role in shaping
Western legal and moral traditions and that including them provides historical context.
Critics argue that displaying a religious text in a public school constitutes government
endorsement of religion, which raises constitutional concerns.

. What does the law say about displaying religious materials in public schools?

Under the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, public schools may not promote or
endorse any particular religion. However, courts have allowed certain educational or
historical displays that include religious texts if they are presented within a broader
secular, educational framework and not for devotional purposes.

Has this issue come up before in other places?

Yes. Similar proposals have been debated nationwide. In some cases, courts have ruled
that Ten Commandments displays violated the Establishment Clause, while in others,
displays were upheld when placed in clear historical or educational contexts. The key
legal consideration is whether the purpose and presentation are secular rather than
religious.

How are community members responding?

Opinions are divided. Some community members view the proposal as a way to honor
history and moral values. Others see it as a violation of the separation of church and
state and exclusionary to students and families who do not share the Judeo-Christian
tradition.
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What are the next steps in the process?

The Board will hear public comments and deliberate on the proposal at its upcoming
meeting on Thursday, Nov. 13 at 6:00 pm. The public agenda will be available no later
than 72 hours prior to the meeting, at www.kern.org/board-of-education.

How can the public share feedback?

Community members can share comments by attending the public meeting, submitting
written comments through the official Board website, or contacting trustees directly at
kern.org/board-of-education.

What happens if the proposal is approved?

If approved, the displays would be developed and installed according to Board direction
and legal guidelines.

Does this affect other schools in Kern County?

No. The decision applies only to the six Alternative Education schools governed by the
Kern County Board of Education. Kern County’s 46 school districts each have their own
locally elected boards of trustees that set policy independently. Any decision by the
County Board does not apply to or affect schools outside its jurisdiction.

Where can | learn more about this topic?

U.S. Constitution, First Amendment

U.S. Supreme Court decisions: Stone v. Graham (1980) and Van Orden v. Perry (2005)
California Department of Education: Guidelines on Religious Expression in Public
Schools
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