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Religious Observance Policy

1 Purpose and Scope of the Policy

Purpose

UEL is one of the most religious universities in the UK with over 80% of our
students choosing to tell us that they have a religious identity (compared with a
UK average of 46%). UEL is also one of most religiously diverse universities:
around a quarter of our students are Hindu, another quarter Christian, nearly a
fifth are Muslim and about 1% of our students are of Buddhist, Sikh or Jewish
faiths respectively. There are smaller numbers of students from Baha’i and Jain
traditions.

For many students, their religious faith or belief makes an immensely important
contribution to their spiritual health, mental wellbeing, sense of belonging, self-
confidence, and their ability to flourish during their time at university.
Furthermore, UEL recognises that religious identity is a protected characteristic
under the Equality Act 2010. (For this Policy’s definition of religion and belief
please see Section 5 below.)

The purpose of the Religious Observance Policy is to demonstrate how UEL
values the spiritual and religious health of students through the support the
University offers to students in observing their religious beliefs.

The Policy contributes to creating an inclusive culture which cherishes diversity
and in which the practice of religious faith is not only tolerated but celebrated.
UEL strives to be a compassionate university marked by an empathetic approach
to the religious and belief needs and commitments of all its students.

The University wishes be able to respond positively to students’ religious
observance obligations. Planning the schedule of examinations and
assessments will seek to be sensitive to the most significant festivals of the
major faiths represented in the student community. Also key to enabling a
positive response is for students to give as much notice as possible about when
their course requirements will conflict with their pattern of obligatory religious
observance.

The Policy sets out clearly the expectations that students and the University may
have of one another and provides guidance as to how reasonable adjustments
can be considered.
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Scope

This policy applies to students who are studying at UEL (those students studying
at academic partner institutions, or who are Apprentices will follow the
principles of this policy, but there may be differences in the implementation
depending on their context). It covers the types of religious observance that can
be anticipated in advance. Unforeseeable events, such as attending a funeral,
will come under the Mitigating Circumstances Policy. The Mitigating
Circumstances Policy also covers times when religious observance eg. fasting
has a demonstrable impact on student wellbeing or performance.

The Policy applies to obligatory religious observance over a restricted period of
no more than 3 days. It does not apply to religious observance over an extended
period eg. Ramadan, nor does it apply to pilgrimages.

The focus of this policy relates to four main areas:

e Timetabling

e Teaching

e Examinations/Assessments
e Placements

Policy Statement

Religious Observance

UEL Is an inclusive institution and recognises the important role that religious
faith and belief plays in the lives and wellbeing of many of its students.

Wherever possible, UEL will make reasonable adjustments to support students
to fulfil their religious obligations.

As a large diverse community, UEL recognises that it may not always be possible
to support the religious obligations of each individual student.

The Policy notes the reasonable adjustments that the University may make to
support the observance of religious and belief commitments among students
studying at UEL.

The focus of the current policy is restricted to timetabling, teaching,
examinations/assessment, and placements. It is recognised that the influence of
religious faith or belief on student learning and experience is much broader.

Itis the student's responsibility to confirm they can meet the requirements of
their course alongside practicing their religious faith.
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Procedure

Timetabling

The Chaplaincy department will produce and publish a list of religious festivals
that is separate to the academic calendar but will support it.

The Academic Calendar is confirmed 3 years in advance and in 3-year cycles (i.e.
2025 -2028 calendar is agreed in January 2025). The timetable for the
forthcoming year is published in the first week of August and is made available to
students on UEL calendar systems.

The standard teaching day is from 0900 to 1800, Monday to Friday. Teaching may
be scheduled outside these hours and/or at weekends to increase accessibility
for those who work. UG and PG evening provision is normally scheduled until
2100.

Students have a responsibility to check their timetable as soon as it becomes
available and to note whether any examinations/assessment/teaching is likely to
conflict with their religious observance.

If any potential conflicts are identified, students should discuss them with their
module leader. If the impact on attendance is significant, they should also reach
out to the Student Engagement & Retention Team (SERT). SERT work with
students to overcome any barriers to learning at the earliest available
opportunity.

Examinations and Assessments

The Academic Registry and Course module leaders will always attempt to avoid
setting examinations or Course in-person assessments on major religious
holidays.

The University also attempts to avoid setting in-class assessments and
examinations on Friday afternoons, mindful of the religious observance needs of
some students.

Examination scheduling also seeks to recognise the demands of fasting and the
challenges to students’ concentration levels in the afternoons. Therefore,
whenever possible the examination timetable schedules any three-hour
examinations in the morning.
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The examination timetable is published well in advance. It is the student’s
responsibility to see whether there are any examinations which will clash with
their religious obligations.

To request alternative arrangements for centrally organised exams, students
must complete the Religious Observance Application form as soon as possible,
this includes the request to leave an examination for prayer. For courses
governed by Professional Statutory Regulatory Bodies it may not be possible to
offer alternative arrangements.

In principle, as an inclusive university, Module Leaders will try to accommodate

requests whenever it is practicable to do so. Module Leaders will seek specialist advice
from the Chaplaincy if necessary.

3.2.8

3.2.9

3.3

3.3.1

3.3.2

When an application is approved, the University will make every effort to provide
alternative arrangements within the same examination or assessment period. If
this is not possible and the student is offered an alternative date at the next
available opportunity, this may have implication for their future progression in
the course. Itis the student’s responsibility to discuss the implications of this
with their School.

For Schools in-person assessment, students should contact their Module
Leader as soon as the assessment dates are published. The Module Leader and
Course Leader will consider with the student what adjustments might be
possible.

For coursework assessment deadlines that coincide with religious festivals,
students should preferably plan in good time for the impact of their religious
obligations. If necessary the self-certification route under the Mitigating
Circumstances Policy may be used provided the assessment is eligible.

Teaching

Itis the student’s responsibility to look at the course timetable in advance and to
alert their lecturer as soon as possible to any potential conflict between their
religious observance and their attendance at taught sessions.

As a minimum courtesy, a student who wishes leave part of a teaching session
for religious reasons should request this at the beginning of the session (and
preferably in advance). The student should take care when leaving to cause as
little disruption as possible to fellow students and should return to class after
the period of religious observance. Time for religious observance may be
accommodated within a more general break for all students.
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Some contexts eg. laboratory experiments may make it difficult orimpossible for
students to leave for any reason.

Itis important to note that a lecturer cannot simply excuse a student from
attending taught sessions and that the learning outcomes from the module must
still be fulfilled.

Lecturers are not responsible for monitoring attendance. Student attendance is
monitored by the Student Engagement and Retention Team.

If students are absent from teaching, they should record their absence for
reasons of religious observance on the absence form (in line with the Attendance
and Engagement Policy). Recording absence does not mean that the absence is
authorised.

Lecturers will always respond sympathetically to requests for reasonable
adjustments for religious observance when agreed in good time.

Itis the student’s responsibility to address how they are to make up any teaching
time that they have missed. This might include listening to recordings of lectures,
use of handouts, Moodle resources, structured/annotated reading. Under the
Attendance policy, these options do not count as a replacement for attending
the session in person.

Placements

Students may have a work placement as part of their course of study. This may
be in a business or industry, a school or college, or a hospital/healthcare setting.

Some workplaces have well-developed policies and facilities to facilitate
religious observance. For example, in an NHS healthcare context, there is
detailed advice and guidance on a range of religious observance issues that may
arise in this setting. In addition, there will typically be a chaplaincy departmentin
a hospital who frequently advise on matters of staff religious observance.

Other contexts may have less well-developed policies, or indeed no policy, as
regards religious observance. In such contexts, the following general principles
should be followed to support any requests for reasonable adjustments.

As a generalrule, the policy and expectations which govern staff working at the
institution will also apply to students whilst on placement.

Students should take care on their Placement Forms to highlight any particular
religious observance that is important to them and might have an impact on their
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placement. The Programme’s Placement Officer or appropriate member of the
Course Team may then alert a placement to the student’s religious needs.

The pattern of work at some placements (eg. a school or college) may well be
different from studying at UEL and have different demands. It is not reasonable
to expect that placements will always be able to make the same adjustments as
the University. The placement will also need to fulfil the requirements of an
Professional, Statutory and Regulatory Bodies professional accrediting body (eg.
the Department of Education & Teaching Regulation Authority for teacher
training).

Any report/feedback on the placement should include the ease/difficulty with
which any requests for religious observance could be accommodated.

Links to other Institutional Policies and Procedures

Internal Policies

e Assessment and Feedback Policy

e Attendance and Engagement Policy

e Equality and Diversity Policy

e Mitigating Circumstances Policy

e Placement and Work-Based Learning Policy
e Teaching Timetable and Room Booking Policy

Definitions

Religion and Belief

The Policy covers the observance/obligations required by all religious faiths and
beliefs. For the purposes of this policy, the definition of a belief (under the
Equalities Act 2010) is the one set out in the Grainger Test.

The Employment Appeal Tribunal found in the Grainger/Nicholson case that to
qualify for a philosophical belief under the Equality Act 2010 it must:

be genuinely held;

be a belief and not an opinion or viewpoint based on the present state of
information available;

be a belief as to a weighty and substantial aspect of human life and behaviour;
attain a certain level of cogency, seriousness, cohesion and importance;
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e be worthy of respect in a democratic society and not incompatible with human
dignity and or conflict with the fundamental rights of others.



