
 

Worship in Schools: 

THE FACTS ABOUT A.8800A / S.6087A 
 

 
 

Pending state legislation would require school districts to allow religious worship services in public 
school buildings. This legislation attempts to circumvent a recent federal appeals court ruling that upheld 
a city policy prohibiting worship services in public schools. During the 2010-11 school year, about 160 
religious congregations – almost all Christian churches – held Sunday worship services in New York City 
schools. 

 

 New York State law already allows a wide range of religious activity in public 
schools. 

 
The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that public schools may be used for religious extra-curricular activities, 
including prayer and religious study. Schools in New York City have long permitted this kind of activity. 
A.8800A / S.6087A goes much further. It essentially requires our schools to subsidize churches and 
privileges the Christian church over other religions, which violates the core constitutional principle of 
separation of church and state.     

 
 Allowing worship services in public schools sends the message to the community 

 – and to children – that the government favors Christian churches. 
 
School buildings are not equally available to all faiths. Jews and Muslims generally cannot use  
school facilities during their days of worship, since schools are largely unavailable on Fridays and 
Saturdays. Since Christian churches worship on Sundays, they have greater access to schools.  

 
―I have been advised that at least one school has actually been in the position of granting a permit for regular 
Christian worship services on Sundays; and rejecting a request to use the school for Jewish worship services on 
Saturday, because of the school‘s Saturday academic programs.‖  

– From an affidavit of a New York City Department of Education official   
 

The church that gets to pray in school every week is likely to be viewed as the ―favorite‖ by the kids 
who go to the school and the community at large. That’s not good for kids who have a different 
religion, or who don’t go to church. It gives kids the impression that one religious group is favored 
over others and risks creating a climate of intolerance, bigotry and animosity that has no place in our 
public schools.  

 
―A congregation‘s presence in a school may be particularly confusing to children. I know this from my 
training and experience that children—especially elementary or middle school children—think in absolutes, 
and are unlikely to understand that a church that uses their school for its religious worship services is not 
sponsored or supported by the school. . . . Young children who see that a church or other religious institution 
is using the school as the place for its regular worship services, or who themselves attend the services could 
easily and understandably conclude that the religious institution is supported by the school.‖  

–A former principal and DOE official 
 



 
 

 Allowing church services in public schools invites discrimination. 
 
While extracurricular student clubs are open to all people and all faiths, worship services are often closed 
to the general public. Only believers can participate or attend:  

 
―Bronx Household, for example, had acknowledged to the court that it excluded people from full participation in its 
services if they were not baptized, were excommunicated, or if they ‗advocate the Islamic religion‘.‖  

– U.S. Court of Appeals, Second Circuit opinion upholding the city‘s policy  

 
 Taxpayers should not subsidize churches. 

 
Churches that use New York City schools for worship services do not pay rent or utility fees (electricity, 
heat, gas, etc.). They pay a nominal fee for janitorial services—an amount far below average fair market 
rents in some of the city’s most expensive neighborhoods. This led the federal appeals court to conclude 
that the city ―foots a major portion of the costs of operation of a church.‖ The First Amendment prohibits 
the government from subsidizing religious organizations in this manner.  

 
 Allowing churches inside public schools needlessly burdens school administrators, 

who should be focused on educating children. 
 

Principals are in charge of their schools seven days a week. They should not have to monitor how 
churches use their school buildings on Sundays.  

 
―The presence of the church in the school gets me involved in another area in which I do not believe school officials 
should be involved – monitoring what the church does, whether it is inside or outside the school building… [M]y 
responsibilities as principal of P.S. 89 require me to do so when a church is using a school for its worship services.‖ 
 – Excerpt of an affidavit from a principal of a Manhattan school that has hosted a church‘s Sunday worship services 

 
 Worship services effectively convert public school buildings into neighborhood 

churches. 
 

The federal appeals court observed that churches ―tend to dominate the schools on the day they use 
them.‖ They use the largest rooms, often for the entire day. Church members distribute fliers and post 
signs outside the buildings. The appeals court concluded that ―on Sundays certain schools ―effectively 
become churches.‖ 

 
Some churches use the school address on their letterhead and website, and some blanket the surrounding 
community with postcards listing the school as the church’s address. Both congregants and members of 
the public come to identify the schools as churches.  

 
Children are most susceptible to mistaking a school for a church, and a church for a school:  
 
―I am concerned that children who attend services with their families perceive the building as both their school and 
their church. I am also concerned about the impact of having church services in the school on the students who do not 
attend Mosaic Manhattan‘s services.‖ 

 – A principal of a Manhattan school that has hosted Sunday worship services 



 


