Religious observance and school attendance 

Guidance for schools and parents

Introduction

Religious belief invariably involves believers in duties such as the saying of prayers (sometimes at prescribed times), the keeping of fasts, and attendance at communal or family gatherings for worship or celebration. In the case of western Christianity the pattern of the school year already takes account of most needs for communal religious observance: schools do not open on Sundays, and Easter and Christmas—the major Christian festivals—fall within school holiday periods. 

For other religious believers there can be a conflict between consideration for a child’s education and concern that pupils and their parents should fully comply with the dictates of their conscience in regard to religious observance. For their part, schools need to know of pupils’ needs in regard to religious observance, and in particular any period when significant numbers of pupils are likely to be absent from school because of festivals. It would also be helpful for teachers if they knew of occasions when pupils are likely to be fasting or engaged in exceptional religious activity out of school hours so that internal tests, educational visits and heavy homework and coursework demands can be avoided.

Many Ealing schools already utilise the three days annually they are allowed to allocate as school holidays to mark days when significant numbers of pupils will be involved in religious activity. Typically this involves the school closing for Guru Nanak’s birthday and the first day of Eid-ul-Fitr and Diwali. Schools should be aware that religious communities often find it offensive and wholly inappropriate when schools choose to tack occasional days onto weekends or school holidays and claim that this is in honour of a religious holy day which in fact falls on another day. However, even with the best will difficulties can be caused when some pupils celebrate these holy occasions on days other than those set aside by the school. 

For many years some schools and LEAs have been asking for a definitive list of those days each religion regards as requiring essential attendance at communal worship and have been frustrated at the unwillingness of religious groups or other authoritative bodies to give such a list.
 This document sets out to explain some of the difficulties before making recommendations as to good practice. 

The legal position

Parents have a duty to ensure that their children receive an ‘efficient education.’ This may be done by sending their children to private schools, educating them otherwise than at school (e.g. at home) or sending them to a publicly maintained school. If parents elect—as of course the overwhelming majority do—to send their children to a maintained school, then they are obliged to ensure the pupils attend regularly. 
Schools mark absence from school as being either ‘authorised’ or ‘unauthorised.’ There are legal remedies available to Local Education Authorities where pupils have regular or persistent unauthorised absences.
 Authorised absence occurs when the headteacher of the school accepts that there has been satisfactory justification for the absence—such as ill health. Government guidance advises headteachers to deal sensitively with requests to attend funerals or associated events and gives them the discretion to authorise such absences. Similarly headteachers have the right to authorise attendance at the wedding of a family member. However, when it comes to absence for attendance at other religious events the law might be thought to be less helpful, referring to a need for the absence to have been “on a day exclusively set aside for religious observance by the religious body to which the parent belongs.”

The needs of different religious groups

It seems likely that the wording “a day exclusively set aside for religious observance” would have been framed originally with the Jewish community in mind. Shabbat, the high holy days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, and the three pilgrim festivals of Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot all meet the criterion. Similarly Islam has well defined festivals of which at least two appear to be universally celebrated, Id-ul-Adha and Id​-ul-Fitr. The former lasts for four days and the latter for three days, and whilst concerns about education may lead some parents and pupils to be willing to compromise (e.g. taking only the first day of each festival as an absence), others may wish to assert that each day of these festival is “exclusively set aside for religious observance.” There are a number of other Islamic festivals where observance varies between different communities and where some Muslims might wish to insist that it is necessary for pupils to be absent from school. Particular mention needs to be made of Ashura, a relatively minor festival for Sunni Muslims but a holy day of major significance for the Shia community.

It is worth noting the reference to “the religious body to which the parent belongs”, and the fact that the meaning of this expression is not closely defined. Whilst this might refer to a denominational grouping, it might as well refer to a particular institution such as an individual gurdwara. Mention here of the Sikh religion is appropriate, as at the moment there is a lively debate within the Sikh community about whether to stick with the traditional practice of fixing dates according to a lunar calendar in use in India, or standardising dates according to the Gregorian calendar.
 A further debate concerns whether the major festival of Vaisakhi should continue to be celebrated in the UK on the Sunday nearest to the actual date of the festival or whether it should now be celebrated on the date itself irrespective of which day of the ​week it falls on. These considerations mean that different gurdwaras may choose different days on which to celebrate Sikh festivals. The situation is hardly less complex for Hindus, for whom Diwali—and possibly Holi—will be universally celebrated, whereas other days will depend on the particular community to which an individual belongs. Buddhists also differ as regards when festivals are celebrated, and which celebrations are regarded as being of particular significance.

There are numbers of Orthodox Christians within Ealing and many of them will wish to observe major religious festivals that fall in term time. Particular mention needs to be made of Christmas and Boxing Day, which for Eastern Orthodox and Armenian Christians—and for Rastafarians—fall on January 6 & 7. 

As well as the need to absent themselves for whole days, there will for many religious believers be occasions when they need to absent themselves for part of the day. The most obvious example of this would be the need of Muslim men—including post​-adolescent boys—to attend Friday congregational prayers at a mosque, an observance that also requires them to be present at a khutbah or sermon preceding the prayers. For some Christians there will be a need to attend services on ‘holy days of obligation’, or a wish to attend a service on special feast days, such as the feast of the Ascension. Hindus and Sikhs will similarly have days when they will be obliged to attend the mandir or gurdwara. Often such needs can be accommodated outside of the school day but this will not always be possible.

Difficulties for schools

It is understandable that headteachers may feel in a quandary as to whether it is within their discretion to authorise a period of absence within a school day for a pupil to participate in an act of worship. There is now a further consideration that might encourage headteachers to authorise such absences: the Human Rights Act requires public bodies (a category that for most purposes includes schools) not to act incompatibly with the act. Article 9 of the act guarantees “the right for everyone to show their religion or belief in worship, teaching, practice and observance” (quotation from summary of provisions of the HRA effecting schools taken from DfES web​site). A further provision of the act (article 19) prohibits discrimination, under which it might be argued, for example, that as the timing of school holidays facilitates western Christians in observing Christmas and Easter, it would be discriminatory not to allow other believers to observe periods of similar religious importance to them.

Schools generally are under pressure to reduce their overall rate of absence, and particularly of unauthorised absence. In addition they are constantly striving to improve the educational achievement of all their pupils, as evidenced by results in end of key stage assessments and public examinations. It is obviously the case, therefore, that any absence from school is a cause of concern. Such concern can, to some extent, be allayed where parents and schools co-operate in ensuring that the school has good notice of an absence for religious reasons and that a strategy is in place to ensure that any missed work is made up in a reasonable period of time. The point needs to be emphasised that absence to participate in religious practice is intrinsically an educational activity, promoting pupils’ spiritual, moral, social and cultural development. It may indeed be the case that from the point of view of some parents and pupils the spiritual, cultural and social benefits of participation in religious practice outweigh any detriment to the pupils’ secular education. Again it should be noted that the Human Rights Act sets out the principle that children should be educated in accordance with the wishes of parents and their philosophical and religious convictions.

Summary of advice

Schools need to deal sensitively with any request for absence from school for religious reasons. Whilst headteachers and teachers must ensure that such requests are genuine and reasonable, they should not doubt a request on grounds that other pupils of the same faith have not requested absence on the same day or at the same time, as it may be the case that:

· the family is more stringent in its religious observance than some other families of the same faith;

· the family belongs to a sectarian or cultural grouping that observes different holy days to other groups of the same faith;

· the religious group to which the family belongs requires observance of religious practices that are different for different members of the community (for example commemorating the anniversary of the death of a family member or a day special to a saint or deity of particular significance to the family).

Schools should be aware of the religious communities represented within the school community and take reasonable steps to ensure, whenever possible, that events in the school diary do not clash with days of significant religious importance to pupils in the school.

Schools should consider whether, as part of their written communications with families, they should send a termly or annual request, with a fill-in form, for information of intention to take absence for religious reasons. The communication could also specify from whom, within school, advice could be sought on such matters (e.g. a named deputy headteacher or the head of a year group).

Parents should consider whether the proposed absence for a religious reason is strictly necessary, or whether the religious duty could be accommodated out of school hours.

Parents should give the school as much notice of a proposed absence as is reasonably possible-and be willing to discuss with the school how work missed will be caught up.

Roger Butler, February 2002

� The Shap Working Party on World Religions in Education has for many years produced the most authoritative annual calendar of religious festivals and has, in consequence, often been the recipient of requests for a list of the most important festivals in each of the religions. After considering many such requests it remains of the opinion that any such list would be invidious and open to challenge.


� LEAs can go to court and obtain a School Attendance Order, applicable when a pupil is not attending school at all, or an Education Supervision Order, where there is an unacceptable pattern of unauthorised absence.


� Editor’s note: this now appears to have been resolved. From 2004 Sikh festival dates as observed in the UK will remain constant from year to year. 


� Ealing produces an annual calendar of religious festivals (based on data produced by the Shap Working Party on World Religions in Education) that is distributed to all schools. A booklet giving extensive information about these festivals is available from: The Shap Working Party, PO Box 38580, London SW1P 3XF; telephone 020 7898 1494, fax 020 7898 1493, email shap@natsoc.c-of-e.org.uk
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