
Public School Prayer 
School prayer in the United States IF organized by the school is largely banned from public 

elementary, middle and high schools by a series of Supreme Court decisions since 1962 (Engel v. 

Vitale in 1962), the court declared that public prayer in public schools violated the establishment 

clause. 1st Amendment prohibits the establishment of religion by Congress.) 

 

Students may pray privately, and join religious clubs in after-school hours. 

 
 Public schools are those operated by government agencies, such as local school districts. They are banned from 

conducting religious observances such as prayer. Private and parochial schools are not covered by these rulings, 

nor are colleges and universities.  
 
Elementary and secondary schools are covered because students are required to attend. 

 

Since 1962, the Supreme Court has repeatedly ruled that school-mandated prayers in public schools are 

unconstitutional. The Supreme Court has also ruled that so-called "voluntary" school prayers are also 

unconstitutional, because they force some students to be outsiders to the main group, and because they subject 

dissenters to intense peer group pressure. 

 

In the 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries, it was common practice for public schools to open with an oral prayer or 

Bible reading.  
 
 In 1955, the New York Board of Regents developed a prayer recommended (but not required) for the school 

districts under its purview. The prayer was relatively short: "Almighty God, we acknowledge our dependence on 

Thee, and we beg Thy blessings upon us, our parents, our teachers, and our country. The board stated that 

the prayer would "combat juvenile delinquency and counter the spread of Communism."  
 
7 years later, Steven I. Engel, a Jew, was upset to see his son’s hands clasped and his head bent in prayer. He told 

his son that this was “not the way we say prayers.” Engel, a founding member of the New York Civil Liberties Union, 

brought action along with others, all parents of children in the Long Island, New York public school system, 

against Union Free School District No. 9 for its adoption and subsequent prescription of the so-called "Regent's 

prayer", arguing that it constituted the state-sponsored establishment of religion in violation of citizens’ First 

Amendment rights via the Fourteenth Amendment.[9] 
 
The Court's decision in Lemon v. Kurtzman (1971), a ruling that established the Lemon test for religious activities 

within schools. The Lemon test states that, in order to be constitutional under the Establishment Clause, any 

practice sponsored within state-run schools (or other public state-sponsored activities) must adhere to the following 

three criteria. 

1. Have a secular purpose; 

2. Must neither advance nor inhibit religion; and 

3. Must not result in an excessive entanglement between government and religion. 

 

Some reaction to Engel and Abington was negative, with over 150 constitutional amendments submitted to reverse 

the policy. None passed Congress  
 
Despite ongoing debate, there are some instances when religious freedom and secular stability have been 

temporarily balanced. In the United States, some administrations have introduced a "moment of silence" or "moment 

of reflection" in which a student may, if they wish to, offer a silent prayer. 
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Officials in a rural north Florida county must remove a granite monument of the Ten Commandments 

from the front of its courthouse because it violates the constitution, a federal judge 
 

Should public schools allow school prayer? 

 

Do you think this has hurt our country? 

 

Why has GOD disappeared from Government institutions? 

 

Why remove the 10 commandments from government building? 

 

Why are public school students not compelled to recite the Pledge of Allegiance? 


