Extensions on Grounds of Religious Observance
For consideration by EDI Faith and Belief Sub-Committee

Updates from Academic Policy

The Exceptional Circumstances policy does not cover religious observance [it is not exceptional and is known about in advance]. The changes made are to the assessment regulations, which do offer flexibility in this area, and this is to be agreed directly with the School.

Academic Policy has updated the relevant regulation for this year onwards to cover not only exams, but also other forms of assessment:
 
25.2 Students who believe that religious reasons or participation in elite-level sport
prevent them from completing an assessment (including examinations) at the 
scheduled time or venue should contact their Student Adviser and Student Support 
Team. Their case is considered by the relevant Dean and Student Administration in 
consultation with the Convener of the Board of Examiners. Further information 
regarding flexibility which may be offered to students taking part in elite-level sport 
is provided in the Performance Sport Policy.
 
Additional recently published guidance:
 
https://www.ed.ac.uk/staff/student-support/student-support-training/toolkits-for-supporting-students/religious-observance-guidance
 
This guidance had previously only covered situations where there was a risk to health and safety, e.g. due to fasting, but Academic Policy suggested that it would be relevant to other situations where religious observance affected a student’s participation in assessment so it was expanded to cover this. It is possible that making the School aware of the revised regulation and guidance may prompt a change in their position. If it doesn’t, the guidance does allow for the student to approach the Head of School to ask them to review the decision.

***
A student’s experience
We have a case before us, where the student spoke to their Director of Students, and the case was taken to the Dean. The decision was made, not on religious grounds but on the grounds of delay in getting back to the student, that the student would be given two extensions. The student had asked for three, because they had three assessments. 

An extension is four days long, and the student was off for 13 days (10 days of religious obligation, plus prep days because you cannot cook during the days of obligation, so need to do the shopping, cooking and other labour-prep beforehand). The student did not ask for equal time, but asked for extensions for each assessment. They were given two extensions, which amounts to eight days.

Initial response when student spoke to a member of the Student Support Team was:
‘Muslims never ask for Ramadan off’
A tutor likened the day of obligation to a children’s birthday party, and then to Easter Monday.

The student reports that: ‘People keep insisting that we are not a religious university. At first I ignored this, but now feels the message is “leave, you don’t belong here”.’
The student’s view is that ‘This wouldn’t happen if you were celebrating Christmas, because Christmas is always during a vacation because the academic year broadly follows a Christian year.’

The student said to their School, ‘I’m going to do this next year, too’ (i.e., I will be applying for extensions next year, too).
The response was: ‘Because you know this, you will not get an extension.’

A particular problem arises when the assignments come early in the academic year, at the same time as days of religious obligation. In such cases, for a student to do the assignments in advance, would be to do them before receiving the teaching.

Institutional Needs: 
· Religious literacy training
· Confidence in having conversations
· Awareness that days of obligation are not the same, requirement-wise, across different traditions 
· EDI clarification that we are not looking to treat faith and belief traditions as like for like, but looking to enable people equally to remain true to their conscience in the different ways that different traditions are practised
· Awareness that conscience is a factor. 
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