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“Every community needs to know about this strategy!”
- Jon Gordon, 14x Best Selling Author
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WHY and HOW LifeWise Academy
is reinstalling religious education
into the public school day.

Joel Penton, Founder & CEO of LifeWise Academy



CHAPTER _

T

Not long ago, |
had breakfast
with alocal
superintendent.

He had a reputation for being opposed to
religious programs in his district, so I was
intrigued by his request. I had no idea what
he wanted to discuss.

At breakfast, we chatted about football,
some mutual friends, and OSU (Go Bucks!),
and then he shifted abruptly to his point.

“‘Joel, what is your vision for LifeWise Acad-
emy in my district?”

I took a moment to answer. “Well, there is
no vision for your district, really. We don’t
have any hidden agenda. LifeWise Academy
is a tool we offer to all communities. If your
community wants to use LifeWise, we're

ready to help.”

His response floored me. “Well, we're ready,”
he said.

I must have looked stunned because he
continued, “Our students need values, Joel.
Other administrators I know have nothing
but good things to say about LifeWise and
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its influence in their districts. So just tell me my next steps. I'll do
whatever I can to get it running in my district.”!

THE (NOT SO) HIDDEN TRUTH

I have talked to a lot of administrators, both as a public school
speaker and as the founder of LifeWise. While I was not expect-
ing that particular administrator’s response, to be honest, I was not
surprised at all that this was the feedback he had gotten.

At that point, LifeWise Academy was live in over twenty local
school districts, and literally dozens more were in the works. We
already knew that our program is effective. Administrators have
seen these positive trends in every district that LifeWise serves.

Let me give you just one example. One school district served by
LifeWise recently reviewed the data on the students who were
most frequently referred to the principal’s office for behavioral
reasons. The students who did not attend LifeWise had increased
numbers of office referrals from the first to second semester while
the office referrals for students who did attend LifeWise dropped
by more than 60%.

But these effects are not new or surprising. The positive impact of
religion and religious education has been recognized for decades.
And while researchers do not agree on exactly why the positive re-
sults exist,” they are almost unanimous that religion and religious
education have a clear, significant, and positive impact on students.

Let me break that down.

The link is clear because it exists even when researchers control
for other variables. And it isn’t just measurable; it is significant. The
positive influence of religion on education is highly correlated. And
the link is positive, meaning that the students and their outcomes
are better when religion is included in their education.

Most powerfully, this clear, significant, and positive impact ap-
pears in exactly the four major areas that administrators, teachers,
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parents, and community members are already deeply concerned
about—character education, mental health, academic outcomes
and community involvement.

BEFORE WE START

I should warn you now, though, there is a lot of information in this
chapter. And there’s so much more that I had to leave out.

Many of these studies are academic in tone. The results are filled
with percentages and citations and references to even more stud-
ies. And this is the longest chapter in the book.

So you may be seriously tempted to skim, but I encourage you to
take the time to let it all sink in.

Because these studies, numbers, and research do not lie. Religious
education has a very powerful and positive impact on students and
schools. And seeing it all laid out like this is actually very exciting.

So let’s get started with those four areas of impact.

AREA OF IMPACT #1: CHARACTER EDUCATION

As we saw in Chapter 2, we want our students to thrive, but to do
that, they need to develop good character.

Character ... provides the foundation for everything else.
Without qualities such as good judgment, responsibility, the
ability to overcome difficulties, and self-discipline ... students
will be handicapped in all areas of their lives. Character un-
derlies personal relationships and personal achievement.®

Character is particularly necessary in today’s digital society, where
our kids face opportunities and dangers that have never existed be-
fore.* In our fast-paced, online world, where both information and
decisions are presented to students at top speed, character is what
will anchor them and help them cope—wisely and effectively.®
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LifeWise has already seen practical evidence of
character change. Not long ago, some students at
a school that LifeWise serves got in a bit of trouble
during recess. While the teacher was dealing with
one of the students who'd been involved, a second
young man came back to confess that he, too, had
been involved. “We just talked about honesty at
LifeWise,” he told her, “so | knew | needed to tell
the truth about what I'd done.”
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Unfortunately, many students now have to develop good character,
as well as math and reading, at school.

Teachers and administrators have shared this reality with me over
and over. “You know Joel, these days it’s not enough to simply ed-
ucate students. You have to be their parent as well,” they say. Or, as
one principal admitted, “We have a crisis of character.”

To deal with this crisis, dozens of character education programs
have been created, each one claiming to instill character, promote
prosocial behaviors, or develop social-emotional maturity in our
students.

But religion and religious education have the same (or better) pos-
itive impact on character as any of these new programs, even in
the twenty-first century. We'll look at three areas where this is true:
general character, delinquency, and risk behaviors.

General Character

The lack of character often shows up as bullying, a loss of deci-
sion-making skills, and an inability to connect and engage with oth-
ers. However, the loss of “respect, trust and responsibility” can be
offset by adding religion to the equation.

When the National Council on Crime and Delinquency studied a
released time religious instruction program in Oakland, California,
they found that studying the Bible along with their school curricu-
lum helped the students develop good character.

According to the report, engaging with Bible lessons and positive
adult mentors introduced the students to “themes that support
positive character development that can lay a strong foundation for
healthy and moral behavior through adolescence and adulthood.””

Honesty

Because it is easy to pinpoint, honesty is often the focus of studies
on character. And it also demonstrates the positive impact of reli-
gion.
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In one study, for example, a professor purposely mis-graded a test.
After going over the answers, he asked students to let him know
if their grades were wrong. Based on an earlier questionnaire, the
results were clear: “45 percent of weekly [church] attenders were
honest, compared with 13 percent of those who never or rarely at-
tended church.”

Delinquency and Violence

Good character also combats the rising rates of truancy and school
violence,’ and once again, religion has a powerful impact.

Rodney Stark, a leading expert on religion and sociology, reports
that “religious American teenagers are more likely to attend school
regularly (rather than be truants)”® and that “religious Americans
are far less likely to have dropped out of school.™

Like truancy, violence is also reduced by religious engagement be-
cause religion tends to “crowd out negative influences™ and en-
courage good behavior, making its influence doubly effective.”

According to one study, a survey of 247 studies published over 60
years “reported a positive effect of religion on reducing crime, de-
viance, and delinquency—often a very strong effect.”

Risk Behaviors

For most schools, though, character is most important for discour-
aging risk behaviors and encouraging good decision-making skills.

From internet safety and the impact of social media to drug and
alcohol use and sexual activity, equipping students to make wise
choices has lasting and positive impact.

And again, study after study demonstrates that religious participa-
tion and education make a big difference. Here are just a few ex-
amples:
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4+ “Religious involvement is generally associated with great-
er wellbeing, less depression and anxiety, greater social

support, and less substance abuse.”*

+ The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse
at Columbia University reported that “rates of drug and
alcohol abuse have been found to be significantly lower
in those who are religious compared to their nonreligious
counterparts.”'®

+ One survey of studies, over half of which focused on teens,
found that “the research is almost unanimous in reporting
that religious persons are less likely to abuse alcohol or
take illicit drugs.””

Religion and good character go hand in hand. From encouraging
respectful behavior and avoiding negative or harmful ones, religion
and religious education have a powerful, positive effect that pro-
tects and empowers students to live a safer, healthier life.

AREA OF IMPACT #2: MENTAL HEALTH

It is one of the scariest statistics in education today—1 in 5 children
are dealing with some form of mental illness, and nearly 80% of
those children won't receive appropriate treatment.!®

This problem is significant, at all levels of education, and schools
are trying admirably to address this health emergency. Religious
education could be another powerful tool in that arsenal.

With only a few exceptions, decades of research have clearly
demonstrated that religious participation effectively lowers rates
of suicide as well as anxiety, depression, and other mental disor-
ders.

+ “84% [of studies] found lower rates of suicide or more neg-
ative attitudes toward suicide among the more religious.”’
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Students
often find real,
measurable
success when
their academic
studies are
paired with
religious
education.

+ “Research has shown that religion and spirituality are
generally associated with better mental health [as well
as] lower levels of depressive symptoms, fewer symptoms
of posttraumatic stress, fewer eating disorder symptoms,
fewer negative symptoms in schizophrenia, less perceived
stress, lower risk of suicide, and less personality disor-
der?

+ “Religion can ‘serve to ease dread and anxiety, reduce per-
sonal and group tension and aggressiveness, allay fears,
and moderate loneliness, depression, anomie, and/or
feelings of entrapment and inferiority.”*

Even better, religious participation also seems to have a direct cor-
relation to positive mental health.

+ “[Psychologists] not only were wrong to blame mental
illness on religion but were doubly wrong for failing to
realize that religiousness provides substantial protection
against mental illness. It can even make people happier.”?

+ “Nearly 80% [of studies] found religious beliefs and prac-
tices consistently related to greater life satisfaction, hap-
piness, positive affect, and higher morale.”

Amazingly, there doesn’'t seem to be any group for which religion
does not benefit mental health. “Studies of subjects in different set-
tings ... ethnic backgrounds ... age groups ... and locations ... find
that religious involvement is related to better coping with stress
and less depression, suicide, anxiety, and substance abuse.”**

The research is abundantly clear. In the face of rising rates of men-
tal illness among even the youngest school children, reinstalling re-
ligious education can reduce negative effects and increase positive
effects on students’ mental health.
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EXPLAINING AWAY

=— THE CONNECTION

"Wu/’ra fméﬂM] jMJ‘ gfml Kids.”

Some people think the connection is more about the
students than about religion. That students who are
more likely to be religious are also more likely to do
better in school.®? (Smith qtd Stark 135) However,
the “evidence [is] that these positive outcomes ...
are not simply a reflection of “selection effects” [or]
the likelihood that religious teens are also the kind
of youth who would perform well in school.”*?

Iy juad WM thing:”

Or perhaps it is just family support that makes

the difference? Again, no. A 2020 study of sibling
pairs found that personal religiosity was a positive
factor on GPA, college expectations, and education
completed, separate from family influence. While
good grades were somewhat connected to family
support, the study found that long-term measures
(college aspirations and degrees completed) were
more connected to personal religiousness.*4]

A QUICK BREAK

Are you still with me?

I get really excited when I see just how easily we can demonstrate
the measurable, positive impact of religion and religious education.

I hope you're seeing it and getting excited too.

Because our next section is one of the most significant in terms of
education. Contrary to popular belief, religious involvement actu-
ally has a positive impact on students’ academic performance.

AREA OF IMPACT #3: ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

Students often find real, measurable success when their academic
studies are paired with religious education. “It seems that religiosi-
ty instills values that when affirmed and reinforced, [create] an en-
vironment that motivates students to be successful academically.”*

Religion can help students stay “on track” academically. Being
on track means “maintaining an adequate GPA, keeping up with
homework, maintaining progress through grades, getting along
with classmates, avoiding disciplinary action, and refraining from
skipping class.

Other studies have found that “students who take the time to com-
mit to spiritual activities enhance their ability to excel academical-
ly**” and those “who participated in religious activities and/or had
spiritual beliefs had better academic performance.”®

Rodney Stark agrees: “Religious students have a superior level of
academic achievement, however it is measured.”” He continues:

Compared with less religious students, religious students
+ Score higher on all standardized achievement tests.

+ Get better grades.
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+ Are more likely to do their homework.
+ Are less likely to be expelled or suspended.
+ Are less likely to drop out of school.*

Christian Smith sums it up this way: “After controlling for ... fami-
ly and individual effects, a significant religious effect on academic
achievement remains.”™"

At-Risk Advantage

This positive influence of religion on academics seems to be even
stronger for at-risk and disadvantaged students.

Studies have shown that, “as the level of poverty rises within the
neighborhood, the relationship between church attendance and
being on-track in school becomes more positive, indicating a
uniquely protective influence of church attendance among youth
in more impoverished neighborhoods.”*

And according to Ivory Toldson, editor of The Journal of Negro Ed-

ucation, “religious involvement shows especially positive relation-
ships with achievement for students in lower-income neighbor-
hoods than students in higher-income neighborhoods.”**

This connection has been demonstrated in study after study for
decades.

A 1996 study concluded that “religious socialization was related to
educational attainment for younger blacks, regardless of whether
they enjoyed the positive influence of a two-parent home or a res-
idence outside the central city,”” a conclusion shared by Harvard
economist Richard Freeman in his study on religion and academ-
ic achievement for “African-American male youth in high-poverty
neighborhoods.”*
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Many school administrators that we meet
want to offer their students the opportunity
toreceive religious instruction and connect
with the faith community, but they often feel
their hands are tied. Recently, one inner-
city elementary school principal shared

with a LifeWise team member that she had
been looking for a church that would come
alongside the school to invest in her students.
In our meeting, she was overjoyed to learn
about the launch of a LifeWise Academy to
serve her students.
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Religion and
religious
education
positively
Impact
character,
mental health,
and academic
achievement.

Bridging the Achievement Gap

The research even indicates that religious education may help ad-
dress the achievement gap that “exists on every measure of achieve-
ment: standardized test scores, grades, being held back a grade,
and staying in school.”®

Patrick Fagan noted religion’s “wide-ranging capacity to boost the
academic potential of young people, especially for those who need
it most.™°

And David Hodge found that, rather than struggling on standard-
ized tests, Latino students in a released time program did equally
well as their peers who did not attend the program.* Many other
researchers have reported similar results.*?

William Jeynes, a leading expert on the positive effects of religion
on education is adamant that religion does positively address the
achievement gap.

“Of all the variables included ... religious faith [whether personal,
school-based, or a character-based curriculum] was the one that
produced the largest effect size [on the achievement gap].”** It’s sig-
nificant enough that, according to Jeynes, “religious faith can re-
duce the achievement gap by more than 50%.”**

AREA OF IMPACT #4: COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT—THE HOLY GRAIL
OF EDUCATION

Still tracking? I hope so, because we made it to the last point in the
chapter. And for many schools, this one may be the most important
of all.

Religion and religious education positively impact character, men-
tal health, and academic achievement, but they also correspond to
positive and effective community involvement.

Administrators and teachers have long recognized the influence
of community involvement on schools. “The positive impact of
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connecting community resources with student needs is well doc-
umented. In fact, community support of the educational process is
considered one of the characteristics common to high-performing
schools.”*

So what does this have to do with religion? Local churches and
church attenders often provide a powerful, positive community in-
fluence for many students.

Churches are highly committed to their communities. “[They] are
often among the last institutions of civil society to leave and first
to return to low-income urban neighborhoods and communities,™
making them a powerful “socializing agent” for students.*’

And they provide a highly positive influence.

Churches can “create an ‘umbrella of legitimacy’ for youth” by
creating “a place where social attitudes and behaviors, academic
achievement, and future-oriented planning is valued and encour-

aged.”

And they “can [provide] the sorts of social and cultural capital re-
warded by schools and teachers, and [promote] attitudes and prac-
tices conducive to positive educational outcomes.™*

Simply put, when community groups, including religious groups
and churches, invest in schools, positive outcomes result.

Religion helps to reinforce the importance of staying in
school, working hard to attain good grades, and achieving a
diploma. ... Youth in church communities are motivated to
excel (and behave properly, etc.) not simply by their own will,
but by their connection to others who expect it.*°

The NEA put it this way: “When schools, parents, families, and
communities work together to support learning, students tend to
earn higher grades, attend school more regularly, stay in school
longer, and enroll in higher level programs.”
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DID YOU START SKIMMING?

That was a lot. I get it. But I think it’s valuable to see all the evidence
laid out this way.

(I actually had even more info in this chapter that I chopped and
moved to Appendix 2 - “Even More Impact: Chapter 3 Deleted
Scenes.” For those who are interested in more, or who are just ma-
jor nerds, flip there for extra goodness.)

The evidence is clear. When we reinstall religious education during
school hours, schools and students benefit—in character, mental
health, academic achievement and community involvement.

Most people know it. Researchers can prove it. I've seen it.

I hope that you can see it now, too. I hope youre beginning to see
the value and benefits religious education could bring. But maybe
you still find yourself hesitating.

In that case, let’s push on to chapter 4 and hopefully we can lock in
the WHY of reinstalling religious education for you.
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