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Public-school tradition of pledging allegiance
to the flag: a history

Students recite the "Pledge of Allegiance" in a classroom in Hancock, Vermont. AP Photo

"I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, and to the republic, for which it

stands, one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all."

The "Pledge of Allegiance" is pretty short. The whole pledge is just 31 words long. Its history,

however, is long. The history of the pledge goes back many years.

Purchasing Flags

Francis Bellamy wrote the pledge in 1892. Bellamy was a Christian minister. He wrote the pledge

to celebrate the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus' arrival in the Americas. 

At the time, Bellamy wrote for a magazine called the Youth's Companion. The magazine published

the pledge. Its editors wanted to encourage schoolchildren to recite the pledge each morning.

Shelly Lapkoff is a pledge expert. She explained that schools would have to purchase flags

so students could say the pledge to it. And the Youth's Companion magazine sold flags. 
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Patriotism In The Public School

The magazine wanted students to say the pledge each day for two reasons, Lapkoff said. First, the

magazine wanted its readers to be patriotic. When you are patriotic, you feel a strong love for your

country. Second, Lapkoff said, selling the flags helped the magazine's business.

Lapkoff believes flags are so common in our culture thanks to the "Pledge of Allegiance" and the

magazine's marketing campaign.

It's still a public-school tradition to say the pledge each morning. Today, when kids say the pledge,

they place their hands over their hearts. This salute did not begin until the 1940s, though.

Elizabeth Brown is a librarian. She works at the Library of Congress. Brown said that the original

salute was an outstretched arm. This was similar to a salute used in Nazi Germany. To avoid

confusion, Congress changed the Flag Code. They said schools should teach the hand-over-heart

salute. 

Brown says that the pledge is a big part of America. "We all grew up with it in our schools and our

scout meetings," she said.

Changes To The Words

The pledge has changed over time. It used to start with, "I pledge allegiance to my flag." Today, we

pledge allegiance to "the flag of the United States of America." 

This was not Bellamy's choice. He wanted any country to be able to say the same pledge. But the

1923 National Flag Conference decided to change the wording. They wanted to increase American

patriotism, Lapkoff said. 

"Under God" are the pledge's most disputed words.

They were added in 1954. At the time, tensions were

high between the United States and the Soviet Union.

The Soviet Union was a group of nations. It included

Russia and all its territories. The Soviets practiced a

kind of government known as communism. The

communists did not support religion. 

In 1952, a group called the Knights of Columbus urged

Congress to add "under God" to the pledge. The

Knights wanted to show that the U.S. government

practiced a different idea than the communists. Congress did not agree to do this right away. Then,

two years later, a reverend named George Docherty brought up the idea again. He preached about

it at his church in Washington, D.C. There was a special guest in the crowd that day. It was

President Dwight Eisenhower. 

Support for adding "under God" grew quickly. Soon enough, Congress had passed a bill to add the

words. Eisenhower signed it into a law. That was on June 14, 1954. June 14 is Flag Day.

Separation Between Church And State

Not everyone likes the part of the pledge that mentions God. The U.S. Constitution says there must

be separation of church and state. That means people have the right to practice any religion they
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choose. The government cannot favor one religion over another.

Some people have argued in court that students should not say a pledge that mentions God. The

courts have mostly dismissed that idea. They say the pledge and saluting the flag is voluntary. No

one can make you do it. The Supreme Court ruled on that issue in 1943.

Lapkoff said she is grateful for the pledge. It makes people think about what it means to be

American.

"I think people have different ideas about patriotism now," Lapkoff said. The pledge pushes people

to think about love of country, and also about freedom of speech, she said.
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Quiz

1 Read the paragraph below from the section “Patriotism In The Public School.”

The magazine wanted students to say the pledge each day for two reasons, Lapkoff said. First,
the magazine wanted its readers to be patriotic. When you are patriotic, you feel a strong love for
your country. Second, Lapkoff said, selling the flags helped the magazine's business.

What conclusion can the reader make based on this paragraph?

(A) The magazine only cared about readers being more patriotic.

(B) The magazine only cared about making money by selling flags.

(C) The magazine cared about both patriotism and making money.

(D) The magazine cared about neither patriotism nor selling flags.

2 Which sentence MOST CLEARLY shows that some people are upset with changes to the pledge?

(A) At the time, tensions were high between the United States and the Soviet Union.

(B) The Knights wanted to show that the U.S. government practiced a different idea than the communists.

(C) The U.S. Constitution says there must be separation of church and state.

(D) Some people have argued in court that students should not say a pledge that mentions God.

3 Why did Congress change the salute to the pledge?

(A) They wanted to have a special salute that no one else in the world had.

(B) They did not want to have a salute that looked just like the Nazi salute.

(C) They wanted to have a salute that children would like to do at school.

(D) They did not want the magazine editors to decide the salute to the flag.

4 Complete the sentence.

Because of groups like the Knights of Columbus, ____.

(A) The United States started to have problems with the Soviet Union.

(B) President Eisenhower started going to a church in Washington, D.C.

(C) Congress decided not to change the words to the pledge.

(D) The words “under God” are now part of the U.S. "Pledge of Allegiance."
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Answer Key

1 Read the paragraph below from the section “Patriotism In The Public School.”

The magazine wanted students to say the pledge each day for two reasons, Lapkoff said. First,
the magazine wanted its readers to be patriotic. When you are patriotic, you feel a strong love for
your country. Second, Lapkoff said, selling the flags helped the magazine's business.

What conclusion can the reader make based on this paragraph?

(A) The magazine only cared about readers being more patriotic.

(B) The magazine only cared about making money by selling flags.

(C) The magazine cared about both patriotism and making money.

(D) The magazine cared about neither patriotism nor selling flags.

2 Which sentence MOST CLEARLY shows that some people are upset with changes to the pledge?

(A) At the time, tensions were high between the United States and the Soviet Union.

(B) The Knights wanted to show that the U.S. government practiced a different idea than the communists.

(C) The U.S. Constitution says there must be separation of church and state.

(D) Some people have argued in court that students should not say a pledge that mentions God.

3 Why did Congress change the salute to the pledge?

(A) They wanted to have a special salute that no one else in the world had.

(B) They did not want to have a salute that looked just like the Nazi salute.

(C) They wanted to have a salute that children would like to do at school.

(D) They did not want the magazine editors to decide the salute to the flag.

4 Complete the sentence.

Because of groups like the Knights of Columbus, ____.

(A) The United States started to have problems with the Soviet Union.

(B) President Eisenhower started going to a church in Washington, D.C.

(C) Congress decided not to change the words to the pledge.

(D) The words “under God” are now part of the U.S. "Pledge of Allegiance."


