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UNDERSTANDING THE LANDMARK CASE: ABINGTON
SCHOOL DISTRICT V. SCHEMPP

In the landscape of American constitutional law, few cases have
shaped the relationship between religion and public education as
profoundly as Abington School District v. Schempp. Decided
by the United States Supreme Court in 1963, this pivotal ruling
addressed the constitutionality of mandatory Bible reading and
the recitation of the Lord’s Prayer in public schools. The decision
remains a cornerstone of the Establishment Clause jurisprudence
and  continues  to  influence  debates  over  religious  expression  in
public  institutions.  For  educators,  legal  scholars,  and  citizens
alike,  grasping  the  nuances  of  Abington  School  District  v.
Schempp is essential to understanding the boundaries between
state-sponsored religiosity and individual freedoms.

Background of the Case
The case originated in Pennsylvania, where a state law required
that “at least ten verses from the Holy Bible be read, without
comment, at the opening of each public school day.” The law

stipulated that  any child  could be excused from the exercise
upon  written  request  from  a  parent  or  guardian.  Edward
Schempp, a Unitarian parent, challenged the statute on behalf of
his children, arguing that the mandatory Bible reading violated
the First Amendment’s Establishment Clause, which prohibits the
government from making any law “respecting an establishment
of religion.”
At the same time, a similar case from Maryland was consolidated
with the Pennsylvania challenge. In the Maryland case, a student
named Madalyn Murray (later known as Madalyn Murray O’Hair)
objected to the required reading of the Bible and recitation of the
Lord’s  Prayer  in  Baltimore  public  schools.  Her  son,  William J.
Murray  III,  was  subjected  to  religious  exercises  that  she
contended were coercive and unconstitutional. Together, these
two challenges formed what the Supreme Court would decide as
Abington School District v. Schempp.

The Legal Arguments
The  plaintiffs  in  Abington  School  District  v.  Schempp  built  their
argument on the principle that government-sponsored religious
exercises in public schools, even if voluntary in theory, effectively
coerce students into participating or create a hostile environment
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for those of minority faiths or no faith. They cited the Court’s
earlier ruling in Engel v. Vitale (1962), which struck down state-
written  prayers  in  public  schools.  The  plaintiffs  contended  that
Bible reading and the Lord’s Prayer were essentially prayer-like
rituals that promoted a particular religious viewpoint.
Defendants, including the Abington School District, argued that
the  exercises  were  not  religious  in  nature  but  rather  served
secular purposes such as moral education and cultural literacy.
They  also  emphasized  the  opt-out  provision,  asserting  that
students who objected could be excused without penalty. The
district asserted that the Founders never intended to strip public
schools of all religious references, and that the Bible reading was
a non-denominational practice that respected diversity.

The Supreme Court
Decision
On June 17, 1963, the Supreme Court delivered its opinion in
Abington  School  District  v.  Schempp,  ruling  8–1  that  the
Pennsylvania  law  (and  the  comparable  Maryland  practice)
violated  the  Establishment  Clause.  Writing  for  the  majority,
Justice Tom C. Clark articulated a clear standard: the government
must remain neutral in matters of religion, neither advancing nor
inhibiting religious practice. The Court applied the “Lemon test”
(later formalized in Lemon v. Kurtzman), which required that a
law must have a secular purpose, its primary effect must neither
advance nor inhibit  religion,  and it  must  not  foster  excessive

government entanglement with religion.
The majority found that the Bible reading and Lord’s Prayer in
public  schools  failed  these  criteria.  They  lacked  a  legitimate
secular  purpose,  instead  serving  a  plainly  religious  function.
Moreover,  even  with  an  opt-out  provision,  the  exercises  put
pressure on students to conform, creating an environment that
favored religious participation. Justice Clark wrote, “The place of
religion in our society is an exalted one, achieved through a long
tradition of reliance on the home, the church, and the inviolable
citadel  of  the  individual  heart  and  mind.  We  have  come  to
recognize through bitter experience that it is not within the power
of government to invade that citadel.”
Justice Potter Stewart dissented, arguing that the majority had
misapplied the Establishment  Clause and that  voluntary  Bible
reading was permissible as long as no student was compelled to
participate.  He  believed  the  opt-out  provision  sufficiently
protected  individual  conscience.

Immediate Impact and
Public Reaction
The decision  in  Abington  School  District  v.  Schempp sparked
immediate controversy. Many religious groups and conservative
politicians condemned the ruling, accusing the Court of removing
morality and tradition from American classrooms. Some school
districts initially resisted, but the ruling quickly became binding
precedent. Public schools across the country ended mandatory
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Bible reading and organized prayer, though some attempted to
retain  devotional  practices  under  the  guise  of  “moments  of
silence” or voluntary student-led prayer.
The  case  also  energized  a  broader  movement  for  secular
education.  Organizations  such  as  the  American  Civil  Liberties
Union and Americans United for Separation of Church and State
saw the ruling as a crucial victory for religious freedom for all,
including non-believers.  Meanwhile,  opponents  of  the decision
eventually  organized  to  support  school-sponsored  religious
activities, leading to ongoing litigation over issues like prayer at
football games, graduation ceremonies, and the posting of the
Ten Commandments in classrooms.

Long-Term Legacy of
Abington School District v.
Schempp
The legacy of Abington School District v. Schempp extends
far  beyond  the  1960s.  The  case  established  a  robust
interpretation  of  the  Establishment  Clause  that  has  guided
countless rulings on religion in public life. For example, the Court
later relied on Schempp to strike down a Kentucky law requiring
the  posting  of  the  Ten  Commandments  in  schools  (Stone  v.
Graham, 1980) and to invalidate a Louisiana law mandating the
teaching of creationism alongside evolution (Edwards v. Aguillard,
1987).  The  principle  of  government  neutrality  remains  the

touchstone of modern First Amendment law.
However,  the  decision  also  faced  continued  backlash.  In  the
decades since, the Supreme Court has sometimes retreated from
the strict  neutrality  test.  In  cases  like  Kennedy v.  Bremerton
(2022), the Court allowed a public school football coach to pray
on  the  field  after  games,  suggesting  that  the  Establishment
Clause  does  not  require  the  complete  exclusion  of  religious
expression by individual school employees. Yet Abington School
District v.  Schempp still  stands for the proposition that public
school authorities cannot sponsor or mandate religious exercises.

Contemporary Relevance
In today’s polarized climate, the debate over religion in public
schools remains alive. Some states have passed laws requiring
the display of the national motto “In God We Trust” or allowing
student-led prayer at school events. Courts have continued to
parse whether such measures violate the principles set down in
Abington School District v. Schempp. Moreover, issues such as
teaching about religion in comparative religion or history classes,
versus  devotional  Bible  reading,  often  arise.  The  Schempp
framework helps to  distinguish between permissible  academic
study of religion and impermissible religious indoctrination.
For educators, understanding the distinction is vital. A teacher
may discuss the role of the Bible in Western literature or history
without  endorsing  it  as  sacred  truth.  Similarly,  a  moment  of
silence,  if  genuinely  neutral  and  not  tied  to  a  specific  religious
practice, may pass constitutional muster. The key, as emphasized
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in  Schempp,  lies  in  the  government’s  purpose  and  effect—if  a
practice  serves  to  advance  or  endorse  religion,  it  is  likely
unconstitutional.

Conclusion
Abington School District v. Schempp remains one of the most
important Supreme Court decisions on the separation of church
and state in public education. By striking down mandatory Bible
reading and prayer,  the Court  affirmed that  public  schools  must
remain neutral, protecting the religious freedom of students of all
backgrounds—and none. While the ruling generated controversy
and remains contested today, its core principle—that government
s h o u l d  n o t  u s e  s c h o o l s  t o  p r o m o t e  r e l i g i o u s
observance—continues  to  shape  American  jurisprudence  and
cultural debates. Understanding this case is essential for anyone
interested in the constitutional boundaries of religious expression
in public institutions.

Key Takeaway 1: Abington School District v. Schempp
(1963) ruled that mandatory Bible reading and the Lord’s
Prayer in public schools violate the Establishment Clause.
Key Takeaway 2: The case established the standard that
government must remain neutral toward religion, neither
advancing nor inhibiting it.
Key Takeaway 3: The decision has been cited in
numerous subsequent cases concerning religious displays,
prayer at public events, and the teaching of religion in
schools.
Key Takeaway 4: While the ruling is still good law, recent
Supreme Court decisions have signaled a more permissive
approach to individual religious expression by school
employees.

For  further  reading,  consider  exploring  the  full  text  of  the
Supreme Court opinion, along with analyses from constitutional
law scholars. The case also serves as a valuable case study for
understanding how the judiciary balances religious liberty against
the establishment clause under the U.S. Constitution.


