
World Religions: An Elementary Secular
Guide
A comprehensive 6-week independent study blueprint mapping out core concepts, cultural
frameworks, and open-source activities.

1. Course Framework & Secular Pedagogy

This self-study course approaches the study of world religions strictly from an academic, cultural, and historical

standpoint. It treats all belief systems with equal respect and neutrality, emphasizing their contributions to world

history, literature, art, and geography. The objective is to foster global literacy and empathy without endorsing,

promoting, or disproving any theological doctrines.

Core Curricular Focus Areas:

• Geography & Origins: Mapping where each religion began and how it expanded across regions.

• Golden Rules & Common Values: Discovering foundational human ideals shared across diverse groups.

• Holidays & Traditions: Exploring festivals, food, art, and music to make learning tangible for elementary

students.

• Narratives & Literature: Reading parables, folklore, and epic poems as foundational cultural texts.

Parent/Educator Tip for Secular Study:

Use active framing phrases like 'Hindus believe...', 'According to Jewish tradition...', or 'Historians note that...'.

This helps kids naturally understand that they are studying what people believe and practice historically, rather

than learning religious truths.
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2. 6-Week Curriculum Blueprint

Week Tradition / Topic Core Concepts Covered

Week 1 Introduction to Religion &

Culture

Understanding belief systems, symbols, archeology, and shared

moral rules.

Week 2 Hinduism The Indus Valley origin, Karma, Dharma, and Diwali (Festival of

Lights).

Week 3 Buddhism Siddhartha Gautama, mindfulness, compassion, and Vesak.

Week 4 Judaism Abrahamic roots, the Torah, Shabbat, and Hanukkah.

Week 5 Christianity Historical Jesus, the Bible, Christmas, and Easter traditions.

Week 6 Islam Prophet Muhammad, the Quran, the Five Pillars, and Ramadan.
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3. Detailed Lesson Outlines

Week 1: Introduction to Religion & Culture

Focus on what a religion is—a system of ideas, stories, and customs that help people understand the world.

Introduce the concept of global diversity.

• Activity: Symbol Scavenger Hunt. Look at various symbols (cross, crescent, wheel, star) and match them to

their cultures.

• Discussion Prompt: What are things all communities share? (e.g., rules about being kind, celebrating

family, marking seasons).

• Secular Resource: Read 'Everyone Prays' by Shelley Rotner or use free cultural videos from PBS

LearningMedia.

Week 2: Hinduism

Explore Hinduism as one of the world's oldest continuous religious traditions, rooted closely in the history and

geography of India.

• Activity: Rangoli Designs. Draw geometric or floral floor decorations using colored chalk or sand, commonly

made during Diwali.

• Core Concept: Karma (the idea that actions have consequences) and Dharma (living a good, balanced life).

• Literature Connection: Read simplified excerpts from the Ramayana or tales of Ganesha to study cultural

folklore.

Week 3: Buddhism

Learn about the life of Siddhartha Gautama and the universal values of mindfulness, emotional peace, and

deep empathy for living things.

• Activity: Mindfulness Breathing & Reflection. Practice a basic 2-minute quiet sitting activity to experience

secular mindfulness.

• Core Concept: The value of treating all people and animals with kindness (ahimsa).

• Visual Art: Look at depictions of the lotus flower and explain how it symbolizes growing into something

beautiful.

Week 4: Judaism

Examine the foundational monotheistic religion of the Jewish people, exploring its ancient historical records and

calendar traditions.

• Activity: The Shabbat Table. Create a paper model or illustration of a family meal setup, celebrating a

weekly day of intentional rest.
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• Core Concept: The Importance of History. Discuss how modern traditions trace back thousands of years to

ancient texts.

• Cultural Connection: Taste or bake traditional Challah bread, discussing the history of festive culinary

items.

Week 5: Christianity

Trace the historical roots of Christianity from its origins in the Roman Empire to its immense impact on Western

literature, art, and calendars.

• Activity: Architectural Comparison. Look at photos of historical cathedrals, focusing on stained glass

windows as a tool for storytelling.

• Core Concept: The Golden Rule. Highlight the emphasis on loving one's neighbor and helping individuals in

need.

• Literature Connection: Read simplified parables (like the Good Samaritan) as historical literacy examples.

Week 6: Islam

Discover the origins of Islam in the desert trading cities of Arabia and look at its contributions to world science,

math, and design.

• Activity: Geometric Tile Art. Design geometric mosaic patterns using graph paper, reflecting traditional

Islamic art which avoids human images.

• Core Concept: The Five Pillars. Break down the secular equivalent of the concepts (e.g., charity, reflection,

community gathering).

• Cultural Focus: Explore how Ramadan concludes with the Eid al-Fitr feast, focusing on charity and sharing

food with neighbors.

4. Capstone Project: The Cultural Festival Planner

To tie the course together, students will create an imaginative 'Global Cultural Festival Guide'. The student

will choose three different holidays studied over the past six weeks and compile a profile for each including: 1)

A hand-drawn map showing its historical origin, 2) A recipe or drawing of a traditional festival food, and 3) A

summary of the core positive human value celebrated by that holiday. This project shifts the focus away from

mystical tenets and centers it on community, art, and history.
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