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is wrong. There’s another possibility: both of
us could be wrong. [Laughter] That’s the way
it is in human affairs.

But what I want to say to the American
people and what I want to say to you is that
James Madison and Thomas Jefferson did
not intend to drive a stake in the heart of
religion and to drive it out of our public life.
What they intended to do was to set up a
system so that we could bring religion into
our public life and into our private life with-
out any of us telling the other what to do.

This is a big deal today. One county in
America, Los Angeles County, has over 150
different racial and ethnic groups in it, over
150 different. How many religious views do
you suppose are in those groups? How many?
Every significant religion in the world is rep-
resented in significant numbers in one Amer-
ican county and many smaller religious
groups in one American county.

We have got to get this right. We have
got to get this right. And we have to keep
this balance. This country needs to be a place
where religion grows and flourishes.

Don’t you believe that if every kid in every
difficult neighborhood in America were in a
religious institution on the weekends, the
synagogue on Saturday, a church on Sunday,
a mosque on Friday, don’t you really believe
that the drug rate, the crime rate, the vio-
lence rate, the sense of self-destruction
would go way down and the quality of the
character of this country would go way up?

But don’t you also believe that if for the
last 200 years we had had a State governed
religion, people would be bored with it, think
that it would—[laughter]—they would think
it had been compromised by politicians,
shaved around the edges, imposed on people
who didn’t really cotton to it, and we
wouldn’t have 250,000 houses of worship in
America? I mean, we wouldn’t.

It may be imperfect, the first amendment,
but it is the nearest thing ever created in
any human society for the promotion of reli-
gion and religious values because it left us
free to do it. And I strongly believe that the
Government has made a lot of mistakes
which we have tried to roll back in interfering
with that around the edges. That’s what the
Religious Freedom Restoration Act is all
about. That’s what this directive that Sec-

retary Riley and the Justice Department and
I have worked so hard on is all about. That’s
what our efforts to bring in people of dif-
ferent religious views are all about. And I
strongly believe that we have erred when we
have rolled it back too much. And I hope
that we can have a partnership with our
churches in many ways to reach out to the
young people who need the values, the hope,
the belief, the convictions that comes with
faith, and the sense of security in a very un-
certain and rapidly changing world.

But keep in mind we have a chance to
do it because of the heritage of America and
the protection of the first amendment. We
have to get it right.

Thank you very much.

NOTE: The President spoke at 10:58 a.m. In his
remarks, he referred to Superintendent Robert
Spillane, Fairfax County School System; Principal
Robert Clark; Assistant Principal Linda Lubetkin;
Student Council President Danny Murphy; Mayor
Charles A. Robinson, Jr., of Vienna; Chairman
Katherine Hanley, Fairfax County Board of Su-
pervisors; television producer Norman Lear; and
conservative spokespersons Bill Bennett, Phyllis
Schlafly, and Rev. James Dobson.

Memorandum on Religious
Expression in Public Schools
July 12, 1995

Memorandum for the Secretary of Education,
the Attorney General
Subject: Religious Expression in Public
Schools

Religious freedom is perhaps the most
precious of all American liberties—called by
many our ‘‘first freedom.’’ Many of the first
European settlers in North America sought
refuge from religious persecution in their na-
tive countries. Since that time, people of faith
and religious institutions have played a
central role in the history of this Nation. In
the First Amendment, our Bill of Rights rec-
ognizes the twin pillars of religious liberty:
the constitutional protection for the free ex-
ercise of religion, and the constitutional pro-
hibition on the establishment of religion by
the state. Our Nation’s founders knew that
religion helps to give our people the char-
acter without which a democracy cannot sur-
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vive. Our founders also recognized the need
for a space of freedom between government
and the people—that the government must
not be permitted to coerce the conscience
of any individual or group.

In the over 200 years since the First
Amendment was included in our Constitu-
tion, religion and religious institutions have
thrived throughout the United States. In
1993, I was proud to reaffirm the historic
place of religion when I signed the Religious
Freedom Restoration Act, which restores a
high legal standard to protect the exercise
of religion from being inappropriately bur-
dened by government action. In the greatest
traditions of American citizenship, a broad
coalition of individuals and organizations
came together to support the fullest protec-
tion for religious practice and expression.

Religious Expression in Public Schools

I share the concern and frustration that
many Americans feel about situations where
the protections accorded by the First
Amendment are not recognized or under-
stood. This problem has manifested itself in
our Nation’s public schools. It appears that
some school officials, teachers and parents
have assumed that religious expression of any
type is either inappropriate, or forbidden al-
together, in public schools.

As our courts have reaffirmed, however,
nothing in the First Amendment converts
our public schools into religion-free zones,
or requires all religious expression to be left
behind at the schoolhouse door. While the
government may not use schools to coerce
the consciences of our students, or to convey
official endorsement of religion, the govern-
ment’s schools also may not discriminate
against private religious expression during
the school day.

I have been advised by the Department
of Justice and the Department of Education
that the First Amendment permits—and pro-
tects—a greater degree of religious expres-
sion in public schools than many Americans
may now understand. The Departments of
Justice and Education have advised me that,
while application may depend upon specific
factual contexts and will require careful con-
sideration in particular cases, the following

principles are among those that apply to reli-
gious expression in our schools:

Student prayer and religious discussion:
The Establishment Clause of the First
Amendment does not prohibit purely
private religious speech by students.
Students therefore have the same right
to engage in individual or group prayer
and religious discussion during the
school day as they do to engage in other
comparable activity. For example, stu-
dents may read their Bibles or other
scriptures, say grace before meals, and
pray before tests to the same extent they
may engage in comparable non-disrup-
tive activities. Local school authorities
possess substantial discretion to impose
rules of order and other pedagogical re-
strictions on student activities, but they
may not structure or administer such
rules to discriminate against religious
activity or speech.

Generally, students may pray in a
nondisruptive manner when not en-
gaged in school activities or instruction,
and subject to the rules that normally
pertain in the applicable setting. Specifi-
cally, students in informal settings, such
as cafeterias and hallways, may pray and
discuss their religious views with each
other, subject to the same rules of order
as apply to other student activities and
speech. Students may also speak to, and
attempt to persuade, their peers about
religious topics just as they do with re-
gard to political topics. School officials,
however, should intercede to stop stu-
dent speech that constitutes harassment
aimed at a student or a group of stu-
dents.

Students may also participate in be-
fore or after school events with religious
content, such as ‘‘see you at the flag
pole’’ gatherings, on the same terms as
they may participate in other non-
curriculum activities on school prem-
ises. School officials may neither dis-
courage nor encourage participation in
such an event.

The right to engage in voluntary pray-
er or religious discussion free from dis-
crimination does not include the right
to have a captive audience listen, or to
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compel other students to participate.
Teachers and school administrators
should ensure that no student is in any
way coerced to participate in religious
activity.
Graduation prayer and baccalaureates:
Under current Supreme Court deci-
sions, school officials may not mandate
or organize prayer at graduation, nor or-
ganize religious baccalaureate cere-
monies. If a school generally opens its
facilities to private groups, it must make
its facilities available on the same terms
to organizers of privately sponsored reli-
gious baccalaureate services. A school
may not extend preferential treatment
to baccalaureate ceremonies and may in
some instances be obliged to disclaim
official endorsement of such cere-
monies.
Official neutrality regarding religious
activity: Teachers and school adminis-
trators, when acting in those capacities,
are representatives of the state and are
prohibited by the establishment clause
from soliciting or encouraging religious
activity, and from participating in such
activity with students. Teachers and ad-
ministrators also are prohibited from
discouraging activity because of its reli-
gious content, and from soliciting or en-
couraging antireligious activity.
Teaching about religion: Public schools
may not provide religious instruction,
but they may teach about religion, in-
cluding the Bible or other scripture: the
history of religion, comparative religion,
the Bible (or other scripture)-as-lit-
erature, and the role of religion in the
history of the United States and other
countries all are permissible public
school subjects. Similarly, it is permis-
sible to consider religious influences on
art, music, literature, and social studies.

Although public schools may teach
about religious holidays, including their
religious aspects, and may celebrate the
secular aspects of holidays, schools may
not observe holidays as religious events
or promote such observance by stu-
dents.
Student assignments: Students may ex-
press their beliefs about religion in the

form of homework, artwork, and other
written and oral assignments free of dis-
crimination based on the religious con-
tent of their submissions. Such home
and classroom work should be judged
by ordinary academic standards of sub-
stance and relevance, and against other
legitimate pedagogical concerns identi-
fied by the school.
Religious literature: Students have a
right to distribute religious literature to
their schoolmates on the same terms as
they are permitted to distribute other
literature that is unrelated to school cur-
riculum or activities. Schools may im-
pose the same reasonable time, place,
and manner or other constitutional re-
strictions on distribution of religious lit-
erature as they do on nonschool lit-
erature generally, but they may not sin-
gle out religious literature for special
regulation.
Religious excusals: Subject to applicable
State laws, schools enjoy substantial dis-
cretion to excuse individual students
from lessons that are objectionable to
the student or the students’ parents on
religious or other conscientious
grounds. School officials may neither
encourage nor discourage students from
availing themselves of an excusal option.
Under the Religious Freedom Restora-
tion Act, if it is proved that particular
lessons substantially burden a student’s
free exercise of religion and if the school
cannot prove a compelling interest in re-
quiring attendance, the school would be
legally required to excuse the student.
Released time: Subject to applicable
State laws, schools have the discretion
to dismiss students to off-premises reli-
gious instruction, provided that schools
do not encourage or discourage partici-
pation or penalize those who do not at-
tend. Schools may not allow religious in-
struction by outsiders on school prem-
ises during the school day.
Teaching values: Though schools must
be neutral with respect to religion, they
may play an active role with respect to
teaching civic values and virtue, and the
moral code that holds us together as a
community. The fact that some of these
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values are held also by religions does not
make it unlawful to teach them in
school.
Student garb: Students may display reli-
gious messages on items of clothing to
the same extent that they are permitted
to display other comparable messages.
Religious messages may not be singled
out for suppression, but rather are sub-
ject to the same rules as generally apply
to comparable messages. When wearing
particular attire, such as yarmulkes and
head scarves, during the school day is
part of students’ religious practice,
under the Religious Freedom Restora-
tion Act schools generally may not pro-
hibit the wearing of such items.

I hereby direct the Secretary of Education,
in consultation with the Attorney General,
to use appropriate means to ensure that pub-
lic school districts and school officials in the
United States are informed, by the start of
the coming school year, of the principles set
forth above.

The Equal Access Act

The Equal Access Act is designed to en-
sure that, consistent with the First Amend-
ment, student religious activities are ac-
corded the same access to public school fa-
cilities as are student secular activities. Based
on decisions of the Federal courts, as well
as its interpretations of the Act, the Depart-
ment of Justice has advised me of its position
that the Act should be interpreted as provid-
ing, among other things, that:

General provisions: Student religious
groups at public secondary schools have
the same right of access to school facili-
ties as is enjoyed by other comparable
student groups. Under the Equal Access
Act, a school receiving Federal funds
that allows one or more student non-
curriculum-related clubs to meet on its
premises during noninstructional time
may not refuse access to student reli-
gious groups.
Prayer services and worship exercises
covered: A meeting, as defined and pro-
tected by the Equal Access Act, may in-
clude a prayer service, Bible reading, or
other worship exercise.

Equal access to means of publicizing
meetings: A school receiving Federal
funds must allow student groups meet-
ing under the Act to use the school
media—including the public address
system, the school newspaper, and the
school bulletin board—to announce
their meetings on the same terms as
other noncurriculum-related student
groups are allowed to use the school
media. Any policy concerning the use
of school media must be applied to all
noncurriculum-related student groups
in a nondiscriminatory matter. Schools,
however, may inform students that cer-
tain groups are not school sponsored.
Lunch-time and recess covered: A school
creates a limited open forum under the
Equal Access Act, triggering equal ac-
cess rights for religious groups, when it
allows students to meet during their
lunch periods or other noninstructional
time during the school day, as well as
when it allows students to meet before
and after the school day.

I hereby direct the Secretary of Education,
in consultation with the Attorney General,
to use appropriate means to ensure that pub-
lic school districts and school officials in the
United States are informed, by the start of
the coming school year, of these interpreta-
tions of the Equal Access Act.

William J. Clinton

Statement on Reforms to
Environmental Programs To Assist
Homeowners
July 12, 1995

I am pleased to announce significant re-
forms to the Endangered Species Act and
Clean Water Act wetlands programs to bene-
fit homeowners. Under these reforms, the
vast majority of all American homeowners
will never have to worry about endangered
species or wetlands requirements.

Specifically, for Endangered Species Act
programs, the Department of the Interior
will essentially eliminate restrictions on sin-
gle family homeowners with five or fewer
acres of land. Similarly, for wetlands pro-
grams, the Army Corps of Engineers will
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