
The First Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution says that everyone in the
United States has the right to pprraaccttiiccee
hhiiss  oorr  hheerr  oowwnn  rreelliiggiioonn,,  oorr  nnoo
rreelliiggiioonn  aatt  aallll.

Our country’s founders – who were of
different religious backgrounds
themselves – knew the best way to
protect religious liberty was to kkeeeepp
tthhee  ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt  oouutt  ooff
rreelliiggiioonn. So they created the First
Amendment – to guarantee the
separation of church and state. This
fundamental freedom is a major reason
why the U.S. has managed to avoid a lot
of the religious conflicts that have torn
so many other nations apart. 

The EEssttaabblliisshhmmeenntt  CCllaauussee of the
First Amendment prohibits government
from encouraging or promoting
(“establishing”) religion in any way.
That’s why we don’t have an official
religion of the United States. This
means that the government may not
give ffiinnaanncciiaall  ssuuppppoorrtt  ttoo  aannyy
rreelliiggiioonn. That’s why many school
voucher programs violate the
Establishment Clause – because they
give taxpayers’ money to schools that
promote religion.

The FFrreeee  EExxeerrcciissee  CCllaauussee of the
First Amendment gives you the right to
worship or not as you choose. The
government can't penalize you because
of your religious beliefs. 

In 1971, the Supreme Court decided
Lemon v. Kurtzman which created three
tests for determining whether a
particular government act or policy
unconstitutionally promotes religion. 

The Lemon test says that in order to be
constitutional, a policy must:

1. HHaavvee  aa  nnoonn--rreelliiggiioouuss
ppuurrppoossee;

2. NNoott  eenndd  uupp  pprroommoottiinngg  oorr
ffaavvoorriinngg  aannyy  sseett  ooff  rreelliiggiioouuss
bbeelliieeffss; aanndd

3. NNoott  oovveerrllyy  iinnvvoollvvee  tthhee
ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt  wwiitthh  rreelliiggiioonn..

No. The public schools are run by the
government. Therefore, they must obey
the First Amendment. This means that
while they can teach about the
influences of religion in history, literature
and philosophy – they ccaann’’tt  pprroommoottee
rreelliiggiioouuss  bbeelliieeffss  oorr  pprraaccttiicceess
aass  ppaarrtt  ooff  tthhee  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm.
Since private and parochial schools
aren’t run by the government, the First
Amendment doesn’t apply to them.

Also, ssttuuddeennttss  ccaann  bbee  eexxccuusseedd
ffrroomm  ssoommee  sscchhooooll  aaccttiivviittiieess  iiff
tthheeyy  ccoonnfflliicctt  wwiitthh  tthheeiirr
rreelliiggiioouuss  bbeelliieeffss.

No. Prayers, scriptural readings and
loudspeaker devotionals violate the First
Amendment because they promote
religion. This is true even if the prayer is
""nnoonn--ddeennoommiinnaattiioonnaall"" (not of any
particular religion.) Moments of silence
might be unconstitutional – it depends
on whether or not the real reason
they’re being held is to encourage
prayer. 

GGeettttiinngg  aann  eedduuccaattiioonn
iissnn’’tt  jjuusstt  aabboouutt  bbooookkss
aanndd  ggrraaddeess – we’re also
learning how to participate
fully in the life of this nation.
(Because one day wwee  aarree
ggooiinngg  ttoo  bbee  iinn  cchhaarrggee!!)

But in order to really
participate, we need to know
our rights – otherwise we may
lose them. The highest law in
our land is the U.S.
Constitution, which has some
amendments, known as the
Bill of Rights. The Bill of
Rights guarantees that the
government can never deprive
people in the U.S. of certain
fundamental rights including
the right to freedom of
religion and to free speech
and the due process of law.
Many federal and state laws
give us additional rights, too.

The Bill of Rights applies to
young people as well as
adults. And what I’m going to
do right here is tell you about 

RREELLIIGGIIOOUUSS  FFRREEEEDDOOMM..

ASK
ASK

about
about

yyoouurr  rriigghhtt  ttoo

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

We spend a big part of our life in school, so let’s get involved! Join the student
government! Attend school meetings! Petition your school administration! Talk about
your rights with your friends! We can make a difference!

WHAT IS RELIGIOUS
FREEDOM EXACTLY?

HOW DO YOU KNOW THE
GOVERNMENT IS
“ESTABLISHING RELIGION”?

IS IT CONSTITUTIONAL
TO TEACH RELIGION IN
PUBLIC SCHOOLS?

CAN MY TEACHER
START THE DAY OR A
MEETING WITH PRAYER?
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No. In 1992, the Supreme Court
decided in Lee v. Weisman that
ggrraadduuaattiioonn  pprraayyeerrss  aarree
uunnccoonnssttiittuuttiioonnaall  iinn  ppuubblliicc
sscchhoooollss. Think about it: graduation
prayers would give non-believers or kids
of other faiths the feeling that tthheeiirr
ppaarrttiicciippaattiioonn  iinn  pprraayyeerr  iiss
rreeqquuiirreedd. It doesn’t matter who
leads the prayer – a minister, a priest,
a rabbi, whoever, or whether the prayer
is non-denominational – some kids
would feel left out.

SSttuuddeenntt--lleedd  pprraayyeerr  iiss
uunnccoonnssttiittuuttiioonnaall  ttoooo. Just
because a student or group of
students leads the prayer, the
graduation ceremony is still a school-
sponsored event, right? 

You can choose to have a private
aalltteerrnnaattiivvee  eevveenntt that includes
prayer, like a baccalaureate. It just
can’t be sponsored by the school.
Student, parent or church groups can
organize it – but it still must be held
off of school grounds.

That doesn’t change anything. In the
United States, each individual has
certain ffuunnddaammeennttaall  ffrreeeeddoommss –
including freedom of religion. These
can’t be taken away, even by “majority
rule.”

Think about your friends who have
different faiths or no religious beliefs
at all. TThheeyy’’dd  ssttiillll  ffeeeell
eexxcclluuddeedd from their own graduation
exercises. Or worse, they’d feel like
the school thought your religion was
better than theirs. Put the shoe on the
other foot for a second and think
about how that would make you feel!

Sure. Individual students have the
right to pray whenever they want to, as
long as they ddoonn''tt  ddiissrruupptt
ccllaassssrroooomm  iinnssttrruuccttiioonn  oorr

ootthheerr  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  aaccttiivviittiieess
––  oorr  ttrryy  ttoo  ffoorrccee  ootthheerrss  ttoo
pprraayy  aalloonngg  wwiitthh  tthheemm. If a
school official has told you that you
can’t pray at all during the school day,
yyoouurr  rriigghhtt  ttoo  eexxeerrcciissee  yyoouurr
rreelliiggiioonn  iiss  bbeeiinngg  vviioollaatteedd..
Contact your local ACLU for help.

It depends. Making Christmas
stockings, Easter eggs or Hannukah
dreidels is probably okay because,
over the years, tthheessee  hhaavvee
bbeeccoommee  sseeccuullaarr  ccuussttoommss that
people of many different backgrounds
enjoy. But a Nativity pageant, which is
full of religious meaning, could be
considered unconstitutional.

SSttuuddeenntt--oorrggaanniizzeedd  BBiibbllee
cclluubbss  aarree  OOKK aass  lloonngg  aass
tthhrreeee  ccoonnddiittiioonnss  aarree  mmeett: 

(1) the activity must take place during
non-school hours; (2) school officials
can’t be involved in organizing or
running the club, aanndd  (3) the school
must make its facilities available to all
student groups on an equal basis. So
your Bible club couldn’t be the only
group allowed access to the school

grounds. Neither could your school let
other student groups use the building for
meetings and events and deny your Bible
club the same opportunity.

TThhee  oorrggaanniizzeedd  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn
ooff  BBiibblleess  oorr  aannyy  ootthheerr  hhoollyy
bbooookk  dduurriinngg  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ddaayy
iiss  uunnccoonnssttiittuuttiioonnaall,, even if
teachers aren’t the ones actually
handing out the Bibles, and even if
they’re not used as a part of the
school’s educational program. That’s
because the school building or
grounds are still being used to spread
a religious doctrine at a time when
students are required to be there.

TThhaatt’’ss  wwhhaatt  rreelliiggiioouuss
ffrreeeeddoomm  iiss  aallll  aabboouutt  ––  yyoouu
aarree  ffrreeee  ttoo  wwoorrsshhiipp  aass  yyoouu
cchhoooossee  ––  eevveenn  iiff  tthhaatt  mmeeaannss
nnoott  aatt  aallll..

your local ACLU is:

""CCoonnggrreessss  sshhaallll  mmaakkee  nnoo  llaaww  rreessppeeccttiinngg  aann  eessttaabblliisshhmmeenntt
ooff  rreelliiggiioonn,,  oorr  pprroohhiibbiittiinngg  tthhee  ffrreeee  eexxeerrcciissee  tthheerreeooff......""  ––
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YYoouu  hhaavvee  tthhee  rriigghhtt  ttoo  pprraayy  iinn  sscchhooooll  ––  

bbuutt  yyoouu  aallssoo  hhaavvee  tthhee  rriigghhtt  NNOOTT  ttoo  pprraayy

CAN MY SCHOOL
HAVE PRAYERS
AT GRADUATION?

WHAT IF WE PUT
IT TO A VOTE?

IS IT EVER OK TO
PRAY IN SCHOOL?

IS IT OK TO CELEBRATE
RELIGIOUS HOLIDAYS
IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS?

WHAT ABOUT
RELIGIOUS CLUBS OR
BIBLE DISTRIBUTION?


