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T H E  C H A R G E RT H E  C H A R G E R

The school board voted 4-1 
to adopt the “Respect Project” 
in its meeting Monday night. 
The Charger staff has serious 
concerns about whether the 
program is necessary or appro-
priate for our district.

A statement released by 
superintendent Brad Starnes 
stated that “the RESPECT 
program is to provide teachers 
and staff guidance regarding 
religion at school.” 

The current plan includes a 
30-minute professional devel-
opment video to train staff how 
to handle school issues regard-
ing faith according to the U.S. 
Department of Education’s 
federal guidance on religious 
expression. The project would 
also include the displaying of 
posters concerning student’s 
constitutional first amend-
ment rights regarding religious 
expression in school. 

You’d be hard pressed to find 
anyone who supports the first 
amendment more than journal-
ism students, and in that sense, 
we absolutely support some of 
the program’s goals. Students 
should be aware of their rights, 
staff members should seek 
to support those rights and 
everyone should feel secure 
exercising their faith, whether 
it’s the dominant faith in their 
community or not.

However, we are not com-
fortable in the specifically 
Christian focus of Gateways to 
Better Education, the organiza-

tion cited in documents about 
the project. Our research on 
the organization’s site uncov-
ered several trou-
bling things, includ-
ing anti-evolution 
literature and guides 
for parents seeking 
to ban books from 
the school. 

It’s not the role 
of a public school 
district to promote 
any specific reli-
gion. If the project 
were to promote 
freedoms without promoting 
a specific religion, that might 
be acceptable, but we have 
our doubts about that happen-
ing in our community. This 
risks alienating non-Christians 
and non-religious students. 
High school kids already face 
so many challenges, another 
opportunity for alienation is 
something we should avoid.

We also have an issue with 
the way this project was pre-
sented to the district and the 
secrecy that seemed to sur-
round it. 

The website gogateways.
org is linked with the program, 
unfortunately the address was 
not included in the explana-
tory statement released by the 
district. Superintendent Starnes 
provided the link to the Char-
ger after the meeting, and the 
Charger published the website 
in our article covering Mon-
day’s board meeting — but as 

much as we would like to be-
lieve everyone in the commu-
nity reads our work, we know 

that it is not the 
reality. This infor-
mation should have 
also been released 
on an official district 
platform like the 
website or Twitter 
account as to inform 
a much larger audi-
ence of citizens. 

One board mem-
ber noted feedback 
he had received 

from a few families as sup-
port for the program, but as 
far as we can tell, there was no 
attempt to cast a wider net for 
feedback. 

In the discussion Monday 
night, we don’t feel that the 
board adequately explained the 
need for this program in our 
schools. Have there been com-
plaints from students about 
violations of their religious lib-
erties? It seems like we already 
allow and support religious ex-
pression. The high school hosts 
two Christian non-curricular 
clubs: Fellowship of Christian 
Athletes and Rooted in Christ. 

Our policies show defer-
ence to religion in other ways 
as well — we avoid scheduling 
activities on Wednesday nights 
because of religious classes, we 
serve meatless meals on Fri-
days during Lent and we have a 
four-day weekend for Easter. 

As for the Bible being used 

in the classroom, that’s already 
happening. One of our Eng-
lish teachers has used both 
the Bible and the Quran in 
literature lessons. Our social 
studies teachers discuss world 
religions in multiple grades. 
This program doesn’t empower 
anything that isn’t already in 
place.

Board member Justin Frank 
asked if there was a Bible in the 
school library. There are four 
in the WHS library, which have 
never been checked out accord-
ing to librarian Kristin Berroth. 
There are currently no other 
holy books in the library, but 
Berroth noted that the library 
does accept donations, which 
are subject to board approval.

Members of the Wabaunsee 
staff also had a strong response 
to the proposed program. The 
Wabaunsee Education Associa-
tion sent a letter to the board 
questioning both the need for 
the program and the process 
by which it was approved. We 
hope other stakeholders don’t 
hesitate to express their feel-
ings as well.

The Charger staff would also 
like to applaud board member 
Kelly Oliver for voicing her 
concerns on the project, even 
though no one else in the room 
took her side. Oliver was the 
only board member to vote 
against the program (Callie 
Meinhardt was not present at 
that point of the meeting, and 
Jim Vopata has resigned from 

the board). Oliver seemed to 
have researched the program 
and raised legitimate concerns. 
The fact that other members 
were dismissive of those con-
cerns is troubling.

We hope that teachers, 
parents and community mem-
bers take time to research the 
Respect Project for themselves, 
and be proactive about contact-
ing board members when you 
make up your mind. If any stu-
dent or staff member feels that 
their rights are being violated, 
we want them to feel supported 
in reporting those issues to 
administrators.

We also think that some of 
our concerns could be easily 
avoided. The cost of the pro-
gram is $1 per staff member. 
Surely such a small amount can 
be raised from a private dona-
tion. If taxpayer dollars aren’t 
used, and the professional de-
velopment is optional, some of 
our issues would be lessened.

In Monday’s meeting, board 
member Justin Frank said 
“The church and state line has 
gotten so thick that people 
don’t walk it at all. I think this 
is helping to maybe blur that 
line.” 

Whether we’re Christian or 
not, it isn’t the school’s role 
to promote one religion over 
the other. The line between 
church and state exists for a 
reason, and we hope that our 
public institutions don’t seek 
to remove it.

The editorial is the opinion 
of the Charger staff. 
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whscharger.com.

Editorial | 'Respect Project' unnecessary and inappropriate for district

Our generation of high school stu-
dents faces so many challenges, from 
mental health issues to struggles with 
interpersonal relationships.

Giving students an opportunity to 
strengthen their relationship with God 
is one way that we can seek to help 
students address those issues.

I joined two other students, Baylie 
Tharman and Ally Garst, to found a 
new student club, “Rooted in Christ,”  
with hopes that girls at Wabaunsee 
High School, who want to grow in their 
relationship with God, will join us in 
trying to make the school a more posi-
tive place. 

We feel like our school systems des-
perately need God, and this is one way 
to bring Him back into the picture. This 
is also a way for girls to experience God 
in a practical way outside of a church 
setting, and hopefully share Him with 
others at school. 

The school does have a faith-based 
student group already, Fellowship of 
Christian Athletes. While we appreci-
ate the feeling of fellowship and the 

diversity of FCA’s membership at WHS, 
our goal for Rooted in Christ is to dive 
deeper into God’s word and to make a 
lifelong impact on the membership.

Ten girls joined our first meeting to 
talk about some goals and get ideas for 
fundraisers. It was rewarding to see a 
strong initial interest in the club, and 
we hope that grows as more people 
learn about us.

Our goals include sponsoring the 
Bibles used at Camp L.I.T. (Living in 
Truth), a small summer camp for foster 
teens, go on hikes as a group, do Bible 
studies, put positive messages up 
around the school and grow closer in 
our relationships with God and each 
other. If you’re interested in getting 
involved or have any questions, you can 
contact Payton Wurtz, Baylie Tharman, 
and Ally Garst! You can also follow us 
on Instagram @whs.rootedinchrist.

We’re inspired by a verse, Matthew 
5:13-16: “You are the salt of the earth; 
but if salt has lost its taste, how can 
its saltiness be restored? It is no longer 
good for anything, but is thrown out and 
trampled under foot. “You are the light 
of the world. A city built on a hill cannot 
be hidden. No one after lighting a lamp 
puts it under the bushel basket, but on 
the lampstand, and it gives light to all in 
the house. In the same way, let your light 
shine before others, so that they may see 
your good works and give glory to your 
Father in heaven.”

Our hope is to be the salt and light 
at WHS, and we hope others will join 
our mission.

‘Rooted in Christ’ student club an 
opportunity to strengthen faith
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COMMENCEMENT

Top: The class of ‘22 throws caps in the air at the 
conclusion of graduation. WHS graduated 29 stu-
dents at Sunday’s ceremony. Above: Kyndal Maike 
hugs her grandma during the flower presentation. 
Right: Board member Kelly Oliver hugs her son 
Cade after presenting his diploma. Member Tony 
Conrad was also able to present a diploma to his 
daughter Kaelyn. Photos by Kaytlyn Meseke.


