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Collective worship in schools 
The National Secular Society believes inclusive assemblies where school communities come 
together for a shared purpose can play an important role in school life. However, the law in England 
and Wales requires that children at all maintained schools “shall on each school day take part in an 
act of collective worship”. Northern Ireland and Scotland have similar laws, and worship must 
usually be Christian. Where these laws are enforced, they cause division and discrimination, as well 
as opening the door to inappropriate evangelism and proselytization. 

Worship should be voluntary. Imposing it is a violation of young people’s freedom of belief. It is 
neither appropriate nor practical for the state to impose worship on anyone, whether adult or child. 

Collective worship and the law 
Collective worship is a statutory requirement 
introduced by the 1944 Education Act, known 
as the Butler Act. Schools can apply for a 
“determination” to replace Christian worship 
with that of another faith, however there is no 
opportunity for there to be no worship at all. 

• Under Section 71 of the School Standards 
and Framework Act 1998, parents can 
withdraw their children from RE lessons and 
collective worship at all maintained schools, 
including faith schools. 

• Section 55 of the Education and Inspections 
Act 2006 amended the 1998 Act to include 
the right of sixth-form pupils to be excused 
from attendance at religious worship if they 
so request. The NSS was instrumental in 
securing this right for young people. 

• The same rules apply to academies and free 
schools, through those schools’ contractual 
funding agreements with the DfE. 

• In community ethos schools, teachers 
cannot be required to attend or lead 
collective worship. In faith schools 20-100% 
of teaching staff can be “reserved 
teachers“, and be required to take part. 

Guidance on collective worship 
The law on collective worship is clarified by 
guidance, including Circular 1/94 (1994) which 
remains the most up to date, and states: 

• “Worship is not defined in the legislation 
and the absence of any such definition it 
should be taken to have its natural and 
ordinary meaning. It must in some sense 
reflect something special or separate from 
ordinary school activities and it should be 
concerned with reverence or veneration 
paid to a divine being or power.” 

Policy recommendations 

• The legal requirement for schools to 
provide worship, and for pupils to take part 
should be removed. 

• All aspects of the school day should be 
inclusive for pupils of all backgrounds and 
beliefs. Shared experiences such as 
assemblies should not be platforms for 
proselytization. Any worship should be 
entirely voluntary and opt-in. 

• In the meantime, Circular 1/94 should be 
withdrawn and new guidance published 
following public consultation. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo6/7-8/31/contents
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2021/08/schools-mustnt-replace-worship-with-secular-assemblies-insists-minister
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2021/08/schools-mustnt-replace-worship-with-secular-assemblies-insists-minister
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1998/31/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1998/31/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/40/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/40/contents
https://www.secularism.org.uk/opinion/2014/09/sixth-formers-you-have-the-right-to-withdraw
https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/what-types-of-school-are-there.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/end-employment-discrimination.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/end-employment-discrimination.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/collective-worship-in-schools
https://www.secularism.org.uk/end-compulsory-worship/
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The case for inclusive assemblies 
Replacing collective worship will reform and 
revitalise school assemblies. This will enhance 
pupils’ freedom of religion or belief, while 
enabling schools to foster a shared sense of 
belonging. Assemblies based on moral and 
ethical principles can also support pupils' 
spiritual, moral, social and cultural 
development. Acts of religious worship are 
neither necessary nor desirable to achieve 
these valid educational goals.  

Arguments against compulsory worship 
It’s not the role of the state to impose worship 
on children and young people. In doing so, it 
undermines their fundamental rights. 

• Children have the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience, and religion under 
both Article 9 of the European Convention 
on Human Rights and Article 14(1) of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

• The UN Committee on the Rights of the 
Child have called on the UK and devolved 
governments to “repeal legal provisions for 
compulsory attendance at collective 
worship in publicly funded schools and 
ensure that children can independently 
exercise the right to withdraw”. 

• Parliament's Joint Committee on Human 
Rights have pointed out that the UK is under 
an obligation to assure to the child who is 
capable of forming his or own views the 
right to express those views freely in all 
matters affecting the child and to give those 
views due to weight in accordance with the 
age and maturity of the child. 

• The latter obligation finds expression in UK 
law in the concept of “Gillick competence“, 
according to which a child should be treated 
as legally competent to make their own 
decisions if they have “sufficient maturity 
and intelligence” to understand the nature 
and implications of their decision. 

Compulsory worship is outdated and 
unpopular 
Fewer than 2% of people in England regularly 
worship at Church of England churches, yet 
millions of children are compelled to attend its 
school services, or Christian services at non-
faith schools. There are more children (1.16m) 
in CofE schools than people (1.11m) in their 
entire worshipping community. 

The requirement for schools to conduct a daily 
act of Christian worship in which students are 
expected to ‘take part’ is widely flouted. 

• The latest Ofsted Report on collective 
worship (1993) found that 40% of schools 
didn’t comply with legal requirements and 
in the remainder, there were “tensions and 
difficulties”. The report stated that a 
detailed examination of the evidence from 
ninety-six full inspections revealed that 
none complied fully with the law. 

• Revealingly, the report highlighted one 
school in greater London where, instead of 
having to withdraw their children from 
worship, parents were asked to opt-in. This 
resulted in 89% of the nine hundred pupils 
withdrawing from collective worship. 

• The law as it stands is the legacy of a society 
unrecognisable from the pluralistic, liberal 
Britain of today where citizens hold a wide 
variety of religious and nonreligious beliefs. 
UK church membership halved between 
1930 and 2013. Between 1983 and 2018 
Britain’s nonreligious population grew from 
31% to 52%, with just 12% (only 1% of young 
people) affiliated to the CofE. 

• The compulsory act of Christian worship in 
schools is outdated and out of step with the 
attitudes of most of the population. 

The right to withdrawal 
Parents have the legally right to withdraw their 
children from worship. But for many, this is 
unsatisfactory due to the unfair implications 
which lead to children being seen as ‘different’. 

https://www.echr.coe.int/LibraryDocs/DG2/HRFILES/DG2-EN-HRFILES-20(2005).pdf
https://www.echr.coe.int/LibraryDocs/DG2/HRFILES/DG2-EN-HRFILES-20(2005).pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2016/06/un-childrens-rights-committee-calls-on-uk-to-abolish-compulsory-worship-in-schools
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/jt201415/jtselect/jtrights/144/14404.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/jt201415/jtselect/jtrights/144/14404.htm
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo6/7-8/31/contents
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/child-protection-system/gillick-competence-fraser-guidelines
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2019/07/just-12-percent-of-brits-are-affiliated-to-c-of-e-major-survey-reveals
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2020/10/regular-c-of-e-worshippers-form-less-than-2-percent-of-englands-population
https://www.secularism.org.uk/opinion/2019/08/the-government-must-respond-to-pressure-to-end-compulsory-school-worship
https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/ofsted-report-on-re-and-collective-worship-1992-3.pdf
https://faithsurvey.co.uk/download/csintro.pdf
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2019/07/just-12-percent-of-brits-are-affiliated-to-c-of-e-major-survey-reveals
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1998/31/part/II/chapter/VI/crossheading/exceptions-and-special-arrangements-etc
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• Schools can try to block or discourage 
families from withdrawing pupils and 
usually do not have an alternative option. 

• There should be no reason for parents to 
feel the need to withdraw children from any 
part of the school day on grounds of their 
religious or non-religious beliefs. 

• Withdrawing children from collective 
worship is often impractical because pupils 
must be found alternative activities and 
may miss important parts of the assembly. 

Cohesion 
Assemblies provide an excellent opportunity to 
come together and create community. 

• The collective worship element of 
assemblies is counter cohesive, particularly 
in multicultural areas, where community 
cohesion is needed most. Rather than 
emphasise that which most divides us, we 
would prefer to see secular school 
assemblies where pupils of all faiths and 
none can participate and be valued equally. 

• In 2018, NSS commissioned research by 
Censuswide found that 52% of the public 
say that school assemblies should be about 
moral issues, whereas only 26% agree that 
they should feature religious worship. 

• Assemblies for All by Paul Stanley is just one 
positive example of what inclusive and 
relevant secular assemblies look like. These 
plans covers a wide range of issues. 
However, schools following such an 
approach are in a legal grey area. 

The discriminatory determination 
Given that schools can apply for 
‘determinations’ to replace specifically 
Christian collective worship with another 
religion, it is discriminatory the same provisions 
cannot allow no worship at all. Non-Christian 
worship, may reflect the background of some 
pupils, but imposing it raises the same 
fundamental problems. 

• Until laws mandating worship are repealed, 
a determination to opt-out of worship is 
necessary for many schools who recognise 
that inclusive, educational assemblies 
dealing with ethical issues can be held 
without the need for directed worship. Such 
schools recognise that religious worship can 
be divisive or at odds with the beliefs of 
many pupils within their community. 

• Without the ability to opt-out of worship, 
headteachers, acting in the best interests of 
their pupils, are being forced to act outside 
of the law. Despite this, there remains an 
high level of non-compliance with the law 
on collective worship, particularly in 
community ethos schools. Such widespread 
flaunting of unnecessary obligations brings 
the law itself into disrepute. 

Schools that agree religious worship is not 
appropriate for their community should have 
the freedom to organise their assemblies 
accordingly. 

Scotland 

• The Education (Scotland) Act 1980 sets out 
that in all state-funded schools, the practice 
of ‘religious observance’ should occur at 
least six times a year. Though 
nondenominational schools may replace 
this with time for reflection. 

• Unless a resolution to discontinue this has 
been passed by the local education 
authority and approved by the electors in 
that local authority area. 

Northern Ireland 

• The law states that in Northern Ireland, 
according to order 1986 articles 21-22 ‘The 
school day in every grant-aided school must 
‘include collective worship whether in one 
or more than one assembly’. 

• The right to withdraw children from 
collective worship is available to parents. No 
independent right of withdrawal is available 
to pupils. 

https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2018/06/british-public-opposes-religious-influence-in-education-poll-finds
https://www.secularism.org.uk/opinion/2021/11/a-vision-for-inclusive-assemblies-for-all
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1980/44/contents
http://collectiveschoolworship.com/documents/CollectiveWorshipReligiousObservanceAHRCNetworkReport13November2015.pdf#:~:text=The%20Statutory%20Rules%20and%20Orders%20of%20Northern%20Ireland%2C,aims%20and%20nature%20of%20the%20required%20collective%20worship.
http://collectiveschoolworship.com/documents/CollectiveWorshipReligiousObservanceAHRCNetworkReport13November2015.pdf#:~:text=The%20Statutory%20Rules%20and%20Orders%20of%20Northern%20Ireland%2C,aims%20and%20nature%20of%20the%20required%20collective%20worship.
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Campaign: what have we done? 
We have long campaigned for an end to 
compulsory worship in schools and use every 
opportunity to challenge the existing 
legislation. In 2019 we released new guidance 
for parents seeking to challenge collective 
worship and/or secure a meaningful 
alternative. We provide advice for schools on 
how to hold more inclusive assemblies, while 
making worship voluntary.  

The NSS supports legislation like the Education 
(Assemblies) Bill, which would repeal the 
requirement for schools in England without a 
designated religious character to provide daily 
acts of collective religious worship.  

• We were instrumental in persuading the 
United Nations Committee on the Rights of 
the Child to recommend that the UK repeal 
legal provisions for compulsory collective 
worship. We again raised the human rights 
implications of collective worship during the 
UK's latest Periodic Review (UPR), a process 
that involves a review of the human rights 
records of all member states. 

• We have extensively lobbied key influencers 
and all UK governments to abolish 
mandatory worship in schools. We have 
also urged the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission to consider the equality 
implications of a legal requirement on 
schools to provide, and for pupils to “take 
part in”, a daily act of collective worship. 

Support we provide 
If you have been affected by any issues covered 
by this briefing or feel you have been 
discriminated against because of your religion 
and belief we would like to hear from you. 

• We offer advice on education-related issues 
for pupils, parents, and teachers much 
related to withdrawing from collective 
worship, issues with religious education, 
school admissions, or evangelism in schools.  

Campaign: what can you do? 
Please contact your MP to express your 
objections to compulsory worship in schools. 
Writing to your MP is a fantastic way to get our 
message across. 

• Scan social media such as Twitter and the 
wider internet for any articles about undue 
religious influence in schools.  

• The local media are also always looking for 
stories, particularly those with a specific 
community angle. Taking part in radio 
phone-ins and writing letters to the local 
paper is a great way of making sure a 
secularist point of view is heard.  

• Case studies can form a powerful part of our 
campaigns as they serve to demonstrate 
that the issues that concern us are not just 
theoretical but disadvantage real people. 

• Speak with fellow parents and your school 
about their collective worship policy, and 
whether it can be more inclusive. Can the 
right to withdraw or an inclusive alternative 
be better provided? Can your school follow 
others in holding inclusive assemblies 
without directed worship? 

Who supports the campaign? 

• A wide and diverse range of parents, 
teachers, and individuals support this 
campaign, based on shared values of 
fairness and equality.  

• Find out more about our range of 
supporters and their experiences with 
collective worship, on our supporter 
comments page. 

Get in touch 
For more information on this issue please visit 
our campaign page. If you have any questions 
or need advice, please contact our education 
team via education@secularism.org.uk 

https://www.secularism.org.uk/end-compulsory-worship/guide.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/end-compulsory-worship/guide.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/end-compulsory-worship/inclusive-secular-assemblies-and.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/end-compulsory-worship/inclusive-secular-assemblies-and.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2021/11/bill-to-end-compulsory-worship-in-non-faith-schools-progresses
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2021/11/bill-to-end-compulsory-worship-in-non-faith-schools-progresses
https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/uncrc-pswg72-nss-submission.pdf
https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/nss-upr-submission-on-uk-sept-2016.pdf
https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/nss-upr-submission-on-uk-sept-2016.pdf
https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/ehrc-review---nss-response-final.pdf
https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/ehrc-review---nss-response-final.pdf
https://www.secularism.org.uk/contact.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/advice.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/mp-letter-compulsory-worship-in.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/end-compulsory-worship/#form199289
https://www.secularism.org.uk/end-compulsory-worship/comments.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/end-compulsory-worship/comments.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/end-compulsory-worship/
mailto:education@secularism.org.uk

