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One Community – Many beliefs

Guidance for schools in Calderdale on affirming and 
including students belonging to faith communities

Calderdale Council believes and recognises that the diversity of Calderdale's communities is a huge 
asset that should be valued and seen as one of the borough's great strengths.

 

Recognising and embracing diversity must be a key objective for the success of any community. As 
microcosms of the wider community, schools face challenges and opportunities to nurture value, 
respect and understanding. So this guidance is offered as practical support for schools in this role. 

The advice is neither prescriptive nor universal. A head teacher, together with the governing body, 
will be best placed to understand the specific circumstances and personal context of a situation in 
school. In the same way local faith communities and individual believers will vary in their approach, 
practice and understanding. We hope that this guidance will give some overall background and advice 
that will be practically helpful in schools. 

Introduction
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There are some key principles that apply in any situation and these are the assumptions upon which 
this advice is based.

Permit unless there is a very good reason to restrict.  Freedom of expression is a foundation of 
our democracy. In general, rules should be permissive rather than restrictive. In other words, don't 
ban something unless there is an important, clear, rational and practical reason for doing so.

Keep close to the local community that is representative and reflective of the school. Where 
there is a long term context of understanding, trust and communication, problems are far less likely to 
arise. They may be avoided in the first place, and even if an issue does arise, clear lines of trust will 
promote more effective and speedy resolution.

Be proactive, not reactive. Ensure that policies and approaches are in place, taking the initiative 
rather than waiting for things to happen. For example, it is better to have a school uniform policy that 
is inclusive and recognises the sensitivities of all faiths, rather than to be faced with an unexpected 
issue over an aspect of dress.

Ensure that awareness and sensitivity are hallmarks of the whole school community. It is not 
enough to have a policy in a file or for senior leaders to be clued up. Cultural awareness training is an 
important aspect of professional competence. All staff, whether teaching or non-teaching, need to 
understand and own the principles of respect and the practical issues that may arise in their roles. 

Be wary of generalisations. All faith communities include enormous variations in theology attitude 
and approach. Personality also plays a big part in all of this. 

Talking is always better than confrontation. Misunderstandings are fed by distance. Often, talking 
with a parent, for example, may isolate specific concerns that can be dealt with relatively easily, rather 
than becoming a symbolic and emotional stand. Interpersonal qualities are every bit as important as 
particular issues.

Always look for advice if needed. Don't make assumptions. It's always better to ask questions or to 
seek advice through accredited or appropriate local community and professional channels.

Be proud of the part your school plays in building harmony and understanding. Religious 
observance should not hinder work in school. The opposite is true: affirming the place of belief will 
motivate and support education. The model that schools provide can make a major contribution to 
the cohesion and harmony of the wider community. It is not work in isolation and is something that 
should be celebrated rather than seen as a problem. This has been recognised in the part SMSC 
development plays in the Ofsted framework and the responsibility all public bodies, including schools, 
have for promoting equality.  

Key Principles
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Attendance at school is a statutory requirement. Parents are not legally permitted to withdraw 
children for other family or social events and these requests should be actively discouraged. Leave of 
absence is also unlikely to be granted for the purpose of a family holiday. Since September 2013 
Head teachers/Principals should only authorise leave of absence in exceptional circumstances. If a 
Head/Principal grants a leave of absence request it is up to them to determine the length of time that 
the child can be away; previous attendance will also be considered when making a decision.

This of course does not include days allowed for religious observance. It may be helpful for school 
clusters and partnership to agree general principles regarding this matter. Schools have discretion to 
interpret this with reason, flexibility and common sense. It is generally good practice to allow students 
to take one day off for a major festival where this falls outside school holidays, but to encourage this 
to be limited to the first day when a festival lasts for a longer period. This would apply to both Eid 
festivals for Muslims or, for example, to the Sikh festival of Vaisakhi. Branches of faith communities 
may celebrate other festivals which they feel are key celebrations for their community. For example, 
Shi'a Muslims may request absence for Ashura and Barelwi Muslims for Eid Milad, celebration of the 
Prophet's birthday and life. A calendar of religious festivals can be accessed from a range of sources 
including A calendar of religious festivals can be accessed from a range of sources including 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/tools/calendar. The SHAP working group has published a calendar for 
schools for a number of years; for details see http://www.shapworkingparty.org.uk/calendar.html. 
This retails at £4 (2013).

Requests for leave of absence/time off for employees who want to attend/observe religious festivals 
should be considered sympathetically and be accommodated wherever this is possible.

Employees should provide their manager with as much notice as possible when requesting leave of 
absence/time off. As some religious/belief festivals are aligned with lunar cycles, dates can change 
from year to year, therefore the dates for some festivals do not become clear until quite close to the 
actual day. 

Discussion and flexibility between managers and staff is essential to reach a mutually acceptable 
compromise. 

Attendance
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It is vital that the wishes and preferences of pupils and their parents should be accommodated. Any 
school uniform policy or dress code should be built on sensitive understanding and a positive 
relationship with the local community. Policies on school uniform are determined by the governors 
who should give due consideration to all involved.

A school needs to be aware of the motivation for a dress code from a religious perspective. Modesty 
is a key tenet of many faith communities. It is particularly important in Islam. For Muslims the principle 
is that boys and girls should dress with modesty. The concept of hijab is that girls should be covered 
except for their hands and faces. This can include wearing loose full length skirts or trousers, a long 
sleeved shirt and a headscarf. Schools are advised to engage in a dialogue with families if this uniform 
request is made. This form of dress is allowed in many schools as long as uniform requirements are 
not compromised. The school may wish to apply particular guidance on colour or style to fit with 
school uniform policy. It is also reasonable for schools to expect that clothing will conform to health 
and safety requirements. For example, headscarves should be safely tied in hazardous areas. Similar 
principles apply to head wear, such as the turban worn by Sikh boys.

The wearing of the niqab (full face veil) is not appropriate in schools. It would prevent the exercise of 
the duty of care.

The uniform policy should be applied equally. For example, where there is provision that long 
sleeved shirts may be allowed, this permission should apply to all pupils, regardless of religious 
affiliation. This principle applies to general uniform rather than to specific religious symbols.

Dress

Uniform

In some cases, symbols may be required as part of religious observance, such a Sikh wearing a kara. 
In other cases a pupil may choose to wear a symbol as a way of identifying with their faith, such as a 
cross. In either case, pupils should be permitted to wear religious symbols in a reasonable way. 
Whatever material they comprise, such articles as a cross, kara, amulet or tefillin, should be regarded 
as significant religious symbols and expressions of faith, rather than jewellery. Unless there are health 
and safety reasons to restrict or prohibit these, there is no reason to prevent their use.

Where there are practical or health and safety issues, negotiation will normally find a compromise or 
common sense response. Heads should support practical ways of resolving the situation, rather than 
allowing a situation of confrontation to arise. Some parents and pupils will be happy for symbols to be 
removed for a particular reason. Where there is a strongly held principle, some practical 
compromised is the best way forward. For example, some Sikhs may not agree to a kara being 
covered in swimming lessons, though there may be health and safety issues for a child wearing this 
around their wrist. A good practical solution may be to allow a child to swim at arm's length from 
others during formal swimming lessons. The key in this situation is to talk to parents over any 
concerns and establish a genuine conversation of respect and understanding. It is also of crucial 
importance that swimming staff (or other non-school staff) are aware of any issues on school trips.

There is no reason to prohibit a student from growing a beard or wearing hair in a particular style if 
this represents commitment to a particular religious faith or tradition. Again, health and safety 
considerations will apply to long hair or beards in areas which are hazardous. 

Religious Symbols
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In all schools, there should be provision for pupils to eat food that is not forbidden to them by virtue 
of their religious affiliation. For Muslims, there should be food available that is not haram or forbidden. 
Some religious believers, such as many Hindus, will be vegetarian, as will other pupils for non-
religious reasons. In many cases, vegetarian options will provide this alternative and in any case will be 
desirable for other pupils and staff. For schools with a significant number of pupils belonging to faiths 
that have particular food requirements, consideration should be given to accommodating these. For 
Muslims this means a halal option, for Jews, a kosher choice. This will have implications for the supply 
and handling of such foods, and requires great sensitivity and a degree of knowledge and 
understanding.

It is important that schools ensure that members of kitchen staff are trained in the preparation of 
food, that food is served separately, not mixed, and is labelled properly in these circumstances. This 
also applies to utensils. If colleagues understand why this is so important, they are in a better position 
to meet students' and families' needs.

During Ramadan, Muslim pupils may be fasting during the day. Pupils entitled to free school meals 
should be provided with a packed lunch that can be kept and taken home at the end of the day. 

Food
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There are many good reasons why a school should provide a quiet and reflective area. This can be 
an important aspect of SMSC provision and may be welcomed and useful by students and staff of all 
faiths and none. 

Some faiths have particular requirements for prayer. For Muslims, five daily times of prayer are 
considered as obligatory and are one of the Five Pillars of Islam. Children are encouraged to perform 
these from the age of 7. Only two of these prayer times concern the school day. The second, zuhr 
prayer, between midday and afternoon, will normally fall within the school lunch hour. The third, asr, 
is prayer between mid-afternoon and sunset. During winter time this may fall during the afternoon.

A quiet and reflective area will accommodate these prayer requirements but can also be available to 
all pupils as a place of quiet and reflection. There are no requirements for such a room other than it 
needs to be clean, practical and simple. It could even be space within a bigger area such as the library. 
Schools will need to make arrangements for supervision, in the form of a responsible adult, but not 
necessarily a teacher. There needs to be no particular furniture in the room but there should be 
adequate, uncluttered space. Thoughtful décor may help to create an atmosphere. It can be a project 
for pupils to work with staff in creating such a space. For Muslim pupils it may also be helpful to 
provide prayer mats. 

Provision for ritual washing (wudu) before prayer should be available. In practice, where there are 
few Muslim pupils, provision of bowl and utensils may be sufficient. In schools with a significant 
number of pupils, consideration should be given to providing a washing area with clean running 
water.

Post-adolescent Muslim boys are obliged to take part in jumu'ah prayers at midday on Friday. In 
practice, some pupils may wish to observe this only during Ramadan and not throughout the year. If 
schools have a significant number of Muslim pupils, the decision might be taken to finish the timetable 
at midday on a Friday. Alternatively it may be possible for jumu'ah prayers to take place on school 
premises with adequate supervision. In other cases, parents' wishes to withdraw children for religious 
observance should be respected, with appropriate written request and approval. It is the parent's 
responsibility to return the child to school once prayers are completed.

Prayer in school
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As one of the Five Pillars of Islam, fasting during Ramadan is obligatory for all Muslims after 
adolescence. Children may start to fast before this. Some may prefer to fast only on a Friday.  
Schools should obtain parental consent from parents before their child is allowed to fast, for health 
and safety reasons. Schools should ensure that members of staff (including dinner supervisors) are 
aware of the context and implications of Ramadan. 

Fasting normally takes place between sunrise and sunset. As the timing of Ramadan is based on the 
lunar calendar, the dates of the season will vary each year. When Ramadan occurs in the summer 
months there will be many hours between sunrise and sunset. Schools should be sensitive about 
activities that may lead to over-exertion for pupils who are choosing to fast. 

In practical terms it is advisable for schools to avoid holding parents' evenings or such events during 
Ramadan. Where possible, examinations should also be avoided. When public examinations are 
scheduled particular sensitivity should be shown to pupils who are fasting. The centrality of 
compassion in Islam would support the needs of the child coming first if, for example, water is 
required. There is no reason why routine medication should not be taken.

It is sensitive to avoid teaching on sex and relationships education during Ramadan and also to avoid 
activities such as swimming lessons. In general terms, staff should be sensitive and be careful about 
activities that involve over exertion. Adequate lunchtime supervision should be provided for those 
children who are fasting. 

The law says that all pupils must attend a daily act of collective worship. This statutory requirement 
goes back to 1944 and is the responsibility of the governors and head. Parents have a right to 
withdraw their children from collective worship. However, it is always good practice to discuss this 
with parents. There may be particular sensitivities about Christmas and Easter. The tone and language 
used will very often allay uneasiness.

The 1988 Act required collective worship to be wholly or mainly of a broadly Christian character. 
This allows schools to focus on some broad, universal and important themes, common to world 
faiths and a humanist perspective:  compassion, forgiveness, generosity. It also allows schools to 
remember specific festivals or stories from Christianity and all world faiths, as well as secular 
perspectives. Of course church schools may have a more specifically Christian focus but they will still 
be able to ensure this is sensitive and inclusive. Diocesan authorities will also have advice and 
guidance. 

Collective worship should include opportunity for reflection and may include prayer. Sensitivity 
should be used in prayers so these are as inclusive as possible. It may be introduced with a phrase 
that recognises pupils will use the words in different ways. Some may reflect the prayer in their own 
thoughts. Others, with no specific religious faith, will be able to reflect on the theme and aspiration. 
The word 'God' is generally more inclusive than 'Lord' which may imply Christological beliefs 
unacceptable to Muslims and others.

Continued...

Ramadan

Collective Worship
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Each local authority must convene and support a standing advisory council on RE (SACRE) which has 
responsibility for monitoring and supporting both religious education and collective worship. SACRE's 
duty covers all maintained schools. Free schools and academies are governed by their trust deed but 
still need daily collective worship.

A determination may be authorised by SACRE to maintained schools which have a distinctive non-
Christian religious make up. These schools must make provision for any minorities but a 
determination should not mean that there are separate acts of collective worship. This would negate 
the description 'collective'. A determination should be renewed every five years.  Free schools and 
academies need to apply to the Education Funding Agency rather than to SACRE.



The curriculum comprises all learning and other experiences that each school plans for its students. 
The National Curriculum, which dates back to the 1988 Education Reform Act, along with its 
subsequent revisions, is an important element of the school curriculum, setting down an entitlement 
for all pupils.

The broad set of principles that underpins the school curriculum emphasises a number of key 
priorities of education, which place the National Curriculum in context. Education should reflect 
those enduring values that contribute to the well-being of the individual. It is a route to equality of 
opportunity, a just democracy, a productive economy and sustainable development. It should reaffirm 
our commitment to the virtues of truth, justice, honesty, trust and a sense of duty, whilst at the same 
time enabling young people to respond positively to the opportunities and challenges of the rapidly 
changing world in which we live and work. 

It is against this broader perspective that the principles of curriculum provision should be considered.  
Sensitivities regarding the teaching of particular subjects, and aspects within these, differ from 
individual to individual and family to family – for a variety of reasons. For instance, for some Muslim 
parents, sensitivities may exist in connection with the teaching of aspects of art, dance, drama, music, 
physical education, religious education and sex and relationship education.  

Whilst parents have the legal right to withdraw their children from religious education and sex and 
relationship education, in all cases it is good practice for schools to engage parents and students in 
dialogue about the value of participation and of making the most of the breadth of entitlement, 
including in these subjects. At the same time it is important to ensure that staff understand any 
concerns and issues, and that emphasis is placed upon listening and responding to individual needs 
and requests in an inclusive, reflective manner, which is based upon sound educational principles.

The Curriculum
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Although none of the expressive arts are proscribed by any faith, there are aspects that will need to 
be considered. As in other areas of school life, the single most important factor in addressing any 
issues is to promote discussion, goodwill and encourage understanding on all parts. There is no right 
of withdrawal from the expressive arts within the school curriculum.

Islamic culture and civilization has a rich art history  - particularly in relation to order and pattern, 
geometry, calligraphy and the natural world.  However, three-dimensional figurative imagery of 
humans is considered idolatrous by some Muslims. It is important that the school understands this 
and is also careful not to ask its students to reproduce images of Jesus, Mohammed or other figures 
considered to be prophets in Islam.

Music is used in many faiths as an integral part of religious practice. For example:  shabad kirtan, the 
hymns from the holy scriptures of the Guru Granth Sahib in Sikhism; Hindustani music, based on the 
sacred Vedic texts;  nasheeds, devotional praises popular throughout the Islamic world. In Islam, 
music is traditionally limited to the human voice and non-tunable percussion instruments as in the 
days of the Prophet. However, there is a huge diversity of opinion regarding music amongst Muslims. 
Some parents will believe that all music is haram (forbidden) but most would not want their children 
singing Christmas Carols and songs that affirm Jesus as 'Lord', implying Christological beliefs. The 
school should listen to any concerns of parents, to discuss the place of music in the curriculum and to 
ensure that students are not asked to join in songs that conflict with their religious beliefs.  

Dance and drama play a valuable part in many religious practices and are encouraged for educational 
purposes. As with other areas of the curriculum, it is important that the school is careful to ensure 
that activities do not contradict religious beliefs: for example to expect students to play parts that may 
seem to compromise their faith. Parents may have reservations regarding participation involving 
physical contact between males and females, or performing in a manner that might encourage sexual 
feelings. 

The maxim should be to be sensitive, to consult with parents and engage in dialogue, to listen, to 
understand and to seek positive, agreeable and workable solutions whenever possible.  

The Expressive Arts (Art, Music, Drama, Dance)
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Physical Education, including swimming are important aspects of school life and full participation is 
encouraged. Whilst there is no right of withdrawal, some basic requirements of modesty should be 
considered in removing barriers to participation, thought should be given to changing arrangements 
and to mixed gender activities. 

The most suitable sportswear for students that respects the requirements of Islamic modesty is a 
tracksuit. For girls who wear the hijab head covering, this can be tied back to ensure safety – or 
sports hijabs can be worn. Full-length lycra swim suits are available as swimwear.

Communal showering arrangements can be problematic for many Muslim students. In the absence of 
individual shower cubicles, it would be good practice to permit those students to either shower in 
their swimming costume or to be allowed to delay showering until they go home.  Although 
changing facilities are almost always gender specific at secondary school, they are often communal 
and can compromise Islamic modesty requirements. A practical solution, where possible, would be 
to seek the means by which students can change in greater privacy.

The school should be sensitive to those times of the year when students fast for religious reasons. 
Consideration should be given during Ramadan to the activities expected of Muslim students. For 
example, this might include reaching a compromise regarding swimming, when those fasting might 
prefer to abstain because of the danger of swallowing water.

There may be instances when a request is made for a student to wear an item of religious clothing 
whilst engaged in sport or swimming. For example, many Sikhs expect the kara to be kept in contact 
with the skin at all times. They may be unhappy about it being covered in swimming lessons, though 
there may be health and safety issues for a child wearing this loose around their wrist. A good 
practical solution may be to allow a child to swim at arm's length from others during formal swimming 
lessons.

Again, the maxim should be to be sensitive, to consult with parents and engage in dialogue, to listen, 
to understand and to seek positive, agreeable and workable solutions.  

Physical Education and Swimming
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SRE is primarily concerned with learning about the development of positive and caring relationships, 
about feelings and of sexual relationships within this context. It is important that the school is open 
and clear with parents about the approach that is taken, what is taught and how it is taught. 

Many parents will request that SRE is taught in single sex groups, taught by a teacher of the same 
gender. Where this is possible, the school should make such arrangements. Staff should be aware of 
faith communities' attitudes to single sex relationships and be sensitive to the emotional support that 
may be required of particular students. 

It would be good practice for schools to provide opportunities for parents and community groups to 
view schemes of work and resources used in the teaching of SRE. The development of a secure 
understanding of faith sensitivities and of encouraging regular communication between home and 
school is essential and can help to allay concerns.

Parents have the right to withdraw their children from SRE but not from aspects of sex education 
covered in science. The school should respect that right if requested in writing.

Religious Education is obligatory in all maintained schools in accordance with the requirements laid 
out in the local Agreed Syllabus. One reason for this is to ensure that the curriculum is reflective of 
and relevant to the local population. Having a positive approach to understanding the world's major 
faiths and beliefs is an important aspect of living in a diverse and multi-faith society.

A school in which there are students of different faiths and beliefs provides an ideal opportunity to 
learn about, understand and learn from those with various perspectives. The RE curriculum is 
educational, not nurturing, and it is important for the school to address any fears of parents and 
students by engaging in dialogue and conversation about this. A simple explanation can go a long way 
to allaying concerns.

Parents do have the right to withdraw their children from RE, and the school should respect that right 
if requested in writing. The school must provide alternative work for pupils withdrawn from RE. 
Despite this facility, the numbers of withdrawals across the country and in different local authorities 
has dropped significantly over the last few years, with the increasing popularity of the subject amongst 
students and because of the positive messages that have been communicated about RE's function and 
purpose.

Religious Education (RE)

Sex and Relationships Education (SRE)
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Educational visits can play a vital role in enriching the school curriculum and, if carefully planned, 
should not pose problems for those students with a religious belief. The quality of dialogue between 
school and home is vital in communicating the clear educational objectives, the purpose and content 
of visits and how they will contribute to students' learning. 

Careful planning is a pre-requisite in ensuring a successful and profitable visit. Whether avoiding a 
Friday visit for Muslims or ensuring that all students and parents understand that a visit to a place of 
worship is purely educational, staff should ensure that activities outside the school do not 
compromise students' religious beliefs. For instance, no one would participate in worship, nor would 
they be encouraged to eat food that has been blessed. 

It would be considered good practice to invite those parents who may have concerns, to participate 
on a visit. Yet again, the maxim should be to be sensitive, to consult with parents and engage in 
dialogue, to listen, to understand and to seek positive, agreeable and workable solutions.  

While organising trips, the school should ensure that any specific dietary needs are met, such as halal, 
kosher, vegetarian or vegan. Provision should also be made for any religious observance.

Educational Visits
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The Equality Act (2010), the Ofsted Framework for School Inspection along with the spirit of Every 
Child Matters and the Duty on schools to Promote Community Cohesion (2007), require all schools 
to promote equalities and inclusive practices. Schools cannot unlawfully discriminate against pupils 
because of their disability, gender, race, religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation. 

The requirement, laid out in the Ofsted Framework, to promote pupils' spiritual, moral, social and 
cultural development, relates directly to pupils' personal and emotional development and to 
removing barriers to learning. 

“Meeting these … requirements contributes greatly to achieving outstanding progress and attainment 
because achievement of these aims means that pupils work – whether it is in class or in the school – 
in an ethos and atmosphere of dignity and fairness, where they are free to develop themselves, 
knowing that differences are respected and they are encouraged to become independent learners 
and take responsibility for their actions and become good citizens” (Inspecting Equalities – Ofsted 
2012)

The embedding of inclusive practices is predicated by the need to raise awareness and understanding 
amongst all. To appreciate the school context, to engage in dialogue, to listen, to act sensitively and to 
adhere to the principles upon which the 'Golden Rules' above are based, is to ensure that schools 
promote an ethos of trust and respect, crucial in meeting the needs of all pupils, including those with 
a religious faith or belief. 

Broadening Perspectives: 

Equalities, Inclusion and Spiritual, Moral, Social 
and Cultural Development (SMSC)
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Calderdale Standing Advisory Council on RE (SACRE)
SACRE has a statutory responsibility to provide an RE curriculum and to support and monitor both 
religious education and collective worship.  SACRE is supported for the Council by Pennine Learning 
LLP (www.penninelearning.com). Contact through Alastair Ross  or alastair@penninelearning.com
SACRE clerk, Debby Simpson     debby.simpson@calderdale.gov.uk
  
Calderdale Council
Contact through Sail Suleman of the Council's equality and diversity unit, 
sail.suleman@calderdale.gov.uk.

Calderdale Interfaith Council is a forum for faith communities in Calderdale. There is also a 
Calderdale Council of Mosques. Contact both these organisations through Sail Suleman,  
sail.suleman@calderdale.gov.uk.

Muslim Council of Britain, PO Box 57300, London E1 2WJ admin@mcb.org.uk
 
National Association of SACREs     www.nasacre.org.uk 

Useful literature

Meeting the needs of Muslim pupils in state schools, The Muslim Council of Britain, 2007

Considering Collective Worship in Calderdale Schools, Calderdale SACRE, 2010 
(Downloadable from https://learning.calderdale.gov.uk/cmbc/services/school-
management/sacre/Documents/Forms/DispForm.aspx?ID=5  )

Relationships and Sexual Health Education from an Islamic Perspective, Kirklees Council, 2006

Uniform Policy and Religious Affiliation, Association of School and College Leaders, 2007
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