Guidance for Managing Absence for PGR Students

1. [bookmark: _Toc189232375][bookmark: _Toc189747190]Introduction
The University is committed to supporting the health, safety, and wellbeing of all its PGR Students and aims to ensure that they are aware of, and can access, the support that is available to them.

This guidance describes the types of leave available to PGR students, the processes that need to be followed, and what to do when there are concerns about absence. It should be used alongside the Code of Practice and Regulations for Research Degrees (referred to as the ‘PGR Code’ in this document).

Sector guidance advises that students are ‘likely to be considered as consumers’ within UK law and so they have the protection of the Consumer Rights Act (CRA) 2015 and the Unfair Terms in Consumer Contracts Regulations (UTCCRs) 1999. This requires that prospective and registered PGR students are fully aware of all entitlements that relate to their academic and funding circumstances, including all types of leave.
2. [bookmark: _Toc189232376][bookmark: _Toc189747191]Scope
This guidance applies to all postgraduate research (PGR) students throughout their candidature. It does not apply to undergraduate or postgraduate taught (including MRes) students. It describes the entitlements available to PGR students, and the limits and conditions that apply to different types of leave, and how to manage absences.

It is expected that PGR students provide timely and accurate information to supervisors and other staff regarding their absences. PGR students are responsible for recording short term absences and submitting suspension requests, where required.

This information relates only to absences occurring during the research phase of a doctoral programme. Where PGR Students have a taught phase as part of their doctoral programme, they should refer to the guidance given in the Regulations and Code of Practice for Taught Programmes. Further advice can be obtained from the Academic Quality and Policy Office, if required.
3. Overview 
[bookmark: _Hlk212553002]It is expected that PGR students will have some absences during their studies (for example, self-certified illness, annual leave) which are taken within the existing period of study. Longer periods of absence will usually be managed through a suspension of studies, resulting in a change to the thesis submission date. Please see how to request a suspension for information on how to request this.

All leave must be communicated and recorded. PGR students should discuss absence with their supervisors. Supervisors need to be mindful of reasons for absence and should signpost students to appropriate support, where necessary.
The different types of absence are managed under the following categories:
· Annual Leave
· Family Leave
· Medical Leave
· Additional Leave
All PGR students are entitled to absences as set out in the PGR Code, and absence is unpaid unless a funder provides funding for this. Please see Section 8 regarding Funded Students.

PGR students who have a contractual funding relationship with a third party, e.g. where a student is paid directly by an overseas government, should check their agreements or contracts for any restrictions on absence, programme duration, or completion.

For PGR students with Student visas, please refer to Section 9, as extended periods of absence can be subject to visa restrictions.
4. Annual Leave (PGR Code Section 6)
4.1 Standard Annual Leave

Annual leave enables a PGR student to take regular breaks from study and entitlements are based on a calendar year (Jan-Dec). Full-time PGR students[footnoteRef:1] are entitled to 25 days of annual holiday leave (pro-rated basis for part-time students) plus the University closure days and bank holidays.  [1:  A full-time PGR student must work on their research project for an average of at least 35 hours per week. The average weekly study hours are pro-rated for part-time attendance.] 


PGR students are only able to carry-over up to 5 days of unused annual leave across calendar years per annum (pro-rated for part time study), with some exceptions where a student has been suspended

PGR students must agree dates with their main supervisor (or their nominee) when they wish to take annual leave and cannot request a suspension of studies to cover annual leave.

[bookmark: _Hlk204868138]Annual leave should be recorded on the university’s Online Absence Notification System.
4.2 Additional Annual Leave

PGR students who are international visa holders are able to request additional annual leave for the period between submission of their thesis and viva (oral examination), to enable them to work more than 20 hours per week during that period.

4.3 Accrued Annual Leave (PGR Code 6.6)

A PGR student who has suspended for medical leave, family leave, or loss of a baby (noted below in Section 7.2) will accrue annual leave over the period of their suspension. 

Any annual leave accrued during the annual leave year in which the student returns, may be taken: 
· either immediately on their return, thereby effectively delaying the student’s return to their studies (even where this may cross into a new annual leave year); 
· or at some other mutually agreed time during the annual leave year in which the student returns. However, it should be noted that the option to take accrued leave at a later point in the leave year does not apply where a student changes their mode of attendance (MoA) when they return to their studies (see next paragraph). 

Where it is agreed that a student will return to their studies with a different mode of attendance level, e.g. changing from full time to part time, the change should not take place until all leave accrued under the previous arrangement has been taken. 

This means that the student’s record will note a return to studies on day X, with the student then taking any outstanding holiday accrued at the previous MoA level, and resuming their studies at the new MoA level at a later date, Y.

The amount of leave accrued during the absences specified above can be calculated using a Monthly Accrual Method: this involves dividing your total annual leave days by 12 to determine how many days are accrued each month. For example, if you are entitled to 25 days of leave, you will accrue approximately 2.08 days per month.
5. Medical leave (PGR Code Section 6.)
Examples of leave that can be supported under the medical leave category are: 
· Sick leave (including both physical and mental health)
· Pregnancy-related illness
· Antenatal appointments
· Fertility treatment – a student experiencing fertility issues and has been medically advised that they require leave, including (but not limited to) undergoing fertility treatment
· Disability-related illness (including chronic illness)
· Disability-related appointments (including for chronic illness) e.g. diagnosis, therapy or treatment
· Gender reassignment – a student undertaking gender reassignment and has been medically advised that they require leave
In some circumstances, it may be possible to manage short, occasional, medically-related absences through flexible study – for example, most PGR students will not record dental appointments.

PGR students must inform their supervisors when they are unwell and unable to study, and may self-certify for periods of up to 7 days.  Where a continuous period of non-suspended, medical leave exceeds 7 days, medical evidence may be requested.

[bookmark: _Hlk212035066]All non-suspended medical leave must be communicated to staff and recorded by the PGR student on the Online Absence Notification System.

It is strongly recommended that any PGR student who has a continuous period of medical leave of more than 28 days requests a suspension of their studies - this will pause your period of study and change your submission date. PGR students are not normally suspended for periods of medical absence of less than 28 days: however, if a PGR student feels this may be needed, they should speak to their supervisor in the first instance. Medical evidence is required for a suspension for medical reasons.

PGR students with chronic or long-term conditions may need to take numerous, short periods of medical leave. Each of these absences should be recorded on the Online Absence Notification System. For example, a student may require leave where each individual block of leave is, for example, no more than two days, but the frequency has a cumulative impact. Where a cumulative total of short periods of medical leave exceeds 28 days, a suspension can be requested.

Students returning from a continuous period of medical leave of more than one month may require a phased return to their studies. See Section 7.6.
6. Family Leave
Leave that can be supported under Family Leave are:
· Maternity leave
· Partner’s or paternity leave (for partners following the birth of a child)
· Adoption leave
· Neonatal care leave
· Death during the period of maternity/adoption
· Parental leave
There is no limit to the number of periods of Family Leave that can be taken during a research degree. A period of Family Leave is managed via a request to suspend studies and changes the thesis submission date.

PGR students returning from a continuous period of family leave of more than one month may request a phased return to their studies. See Section 7.6.

6.1 Maternity Leave

Full and part-time PGR students are entitled to take up to 52 consecutive weeks of leave, with a related change applied to their thesis submission date. Maternity leave can commence at any time from the 11th week before the expected week of childbirth (but must start no later than the birth of the child).

PGR students must take at least two weeks of maternity leave following the birth of a child. Maternity leave is taken as one, continuous, ‘block’ of leave and students are able to request any period from 2 -52 weeks.

6.2 Partner/Paternity Leave

PGR students can take partner/paternity leave where they are a partner of a person giving birth, a partner of a primary adopter, or are an intended parent in a surrogacy arrangement.

They are eligible to take up to two consecutive weeks of leave; this cannot start before the birth or adoption of the child and must be completed within 56 days of the birth or adoption (except in cases where neonatal care is also required).

If a PGR student is the partner of someone who suffers the loss of a baby after the 24th week of pregnancy they are still entitled to the partner leave outlined in this policy.

[bookmark: _Int_WbnEyHH6]Shared parental leave only applies if a PGR student is employed and meets the employing organisation’s eligibility criteria. The length of a suspension for shared parental leave must align with the employing organisation’s rules.

6.3 Adoption Leave

PGR students who are planning to, or who have become, parents as a result of adoption are entitled to the same leave entitlements as for maternity leave and partner/paternity leave (noted in Sections 6.1 and 6.2).

Where two PGR students are jointly adopting, only one member of the couple can be considered as the primary caregiver - please see the PGR code for further information. All references to adoption and adoption leave incorporate the circumstances where individuals foster a child for adoption or are ‘Parental Order’-intended parents in a surrogacy arrangement. 

6.4 Neonatal Care Leave 

Where a PGR student’s baby is born and requires neonatal care (where they are the birth parent or partner of the birth parent), they are entitled to one week of Neonatal Care Leave for each week or part-week in which the child is in neonatal care, up to a maximum of 12 weeks. 

Neonatal leave is additional to other Family leave entitlements and, for the birth parent, must be taken as a continuous period of absence with the maternity leave: no return to work is permitted during these periods.

Maternity leave will continue once a baby is discharged from hospital, or when 12 weeks is exceeded. Where a baby is discharged, resulting in a part week of neonatal care, a full week of neonatal leave may be taken. 

A PGR student can request a suspension to cover neonatal leave, if this exceeds one week of continuous absence.

6.5 Death during maternity/adoption leave 

A PGR student is eligible for maternity/adoption leave on the same basis as the mother or main adopter, where the mother or main adopter dies during, or shortly before, the period of maternity or adoption leave.

6.6 Parental leave

Two types of parental leave are supported:
· to support the first year of a child’s life; and 
· to allow for leave related to caring for a child until they are 18.
Leave linked to the birth or adoption of a child where a PGR student is the partner. They can request a suspension for up to 50 weeks that is taken within the first 12 months from birth or adoption. Suspensions can be requested for a continuous period or up to three ‘blocks’ during this time.
Leave linked to the care of a child (under the age of 18). A PGR student can request a suspension to cover parental leave periods of more than one week and up to a total of one month per academic year for this purpose.
Suspension should be requested in blocks of whole weeks. These can be spread throughout the year. A week ‘block’ refers to your usual Mode of Attendance (FTE) arrangement.

6.7 Keeping in Touch (KiT) days
PGR students who are on Family Leave, or leave related to the loss of a baby, may attend the University for ‘Keeping in touch’ (KiT) days.  KiT days are optional, voluntary and limited to 5 days. Working any part of a KiT day counts as a full day, and they should be used for activities related to the PGRs studies, e.g. training or meetings. 
Keeping in touch days do not change submission date, as this will already have been adjusted for the approved suspension and agreed locally with supervisor/s. Supervisors are responsible for ensuring appropriate consideration of any Health and Safety implications.
7. Additional Leave
The University offers several other entitlements to leave that are grouped under the heading Additional Leave. If you require an absence that is not covered by any of the leave types in this document, you may still be able to request a suspension and this should be discussed with your supervisors – please refer to the PGR Code for further guidance on this. The PGR student is responsible for recording any non-suspended additional leave on the Online Absence Notification System.

7.1 Exceptional Leave

Recognising that some things can’t be planned for, exceptional leave allows PGR students to be absent for unexpected circumstances or compassionate reasons. Exceptional leave can be used in the following circumstances:
· Bereavement
· Pregnancy loss before 24 weeks
· An emergency domestic situation, such as a fire or burglary
· An emergency involving a dependant, such as serious illness or injury
· Jury Service 
Exceptional leave would normally be for up to 5 days but can be up to 10 days. Multiple instances are allowed, but these should not be adjacent to each other. 
If a situation is ongoing and a PGR student requires more than 10 days, a suspension should be requested (e.g. where an initial period of jury service is extended). It is expected that the amount of time should be kept to a minimum and it should be used to deal with the immediate circumstances. 
For example:
· where a child is ill – it can be used to deal with the immediate situation: i.e. collecting them from school or taking them to a medical professional - it is not designed to accommodate supporting a child recuperating from illness at home who is unable to attend school. This should be managed via annual leave, or flexible working, or parental leave. 
· where a PGR student suffers a bereavement – 10 days is more likely for a close family member[footnoteRef:2], particularly where a student is also involved in funeral arrangements. [2:  A close family member is typically defined as a person who shares a direct and personal familial relationship, including parents, siblings, children, spouses or dependents.] 

· in the event of pregnancy loss before 24 weeks (including where the PGR Student is the mother, partner, who was expecting the baby through surrogacy) 10 days special leave (pro-rated) will be provided.
Students are not suspended during exceptional leave. 
7.2 Loss of a baby

If a baby is stillborn, or born at any stage of pregnancy in or beyond week 24 of the pregnancy, but dies within the first 52 weeks of being born, the PGR student remains entitled to the Family Leave entitlements outlined in Section 6.1, including partner leave (Section 6.2).

Pregnancy loss before the 24th week of pregnancy is covered by exceptional leave.

7.3 Carer’s Leave

A PGR student is entitled to take up to five days of Carer’s Leave per academic year to provide or arrange care for a dependant with a long-term care need. A student cannot request a suspension to cover Carer’s Leave. 

7.4 Delays in putting reasonable adjustments in place for a disabled student

[bookmark: _Hlk212551601]It is expected that delays in reasonable adjustments can be mitigated by discussions between supervisors and PGR students on what study can be undertaken or prioritised during a delay. 

In the rare occasions where a disabled PGR student is unable to study in any way, because of a delay in the implementation of any reasonable adjustments specified in a study support plan, the  student is eligible to take disability leave when the delay exceeds five working days. A PGR student can request a suspension to cover disability leave; this should not exceed 4 weeks in the first instance. 

If the PGR student takes disability leave when adjustments are delayed, the main supervisor must alert the School PGR Director. The School PGR Director must alert the Faculty Academic Director (PGR) if the delay risks exceeding four weeks.

7.5 Delays in putting mitigations in place (Health & Safety-related) 

It is expected that delays in reasonable adjustments in relation to health & safety concerns can be mitigated by discussions between supervisors and PGR students on what study can be undertaken or prioritised during a delay. 

However, if a PGR student is temporarily unable to study in any way because of health and safety concerns, and the University has made all reasonable efforts to mitigate the issue, the PGR student is eligible to take health and safety leave where the delay exceeds five working days. A student can request a suspension to cover health and safety leave; this should not exceed 4 weeks in the first instance. 

If the PGR student takes health and safety leave, the main supervisor must alert the School PGR Director. The School PGR Director must alert the Faculty Academic Director (PGR) if the delay risks exceeding four weeks.

7.6 Phased return from leave
[bookmark: _Hlk203071263]
Students returning from a continuous period of medical and/or family leave of more than one month may require a phased return to their studies.

A phased return to study can last up to 4 weeks; the hours and duration will depend on length and reason for absence and should be agreed between a student and a supervisor (or follow the guidance of a medical professional). 

Phased returns to study must be supported by a written plan to return to working to the current FTE; e.g. 

	Week 1
	Tues, Wed, Thurs (mornings)

	Week 2
	Mon, Tues, Wed, Fri (mornings)
Thursday (all day)

	Week 3
	Full time hours



If a PGR student would benefit from a phased return to study for a period of more than 4 weeks, they should apply for part-time registration through their PGR administration team.

A PGR student is fully-registered during a phased return. The periods where a PGR student is not studying during a phased return should be covered via Annual Leave, as it is expected that Accrued Annual Leave is likely to be able to support this, and should be recorded on the Online Absence Notification System . 

Where a phased return is recommended by a health professional and a student doesn’t have the required annual leave to cover a phased return, the phased return should still be supported in line with the medical recommendation. 

If you are a student visa holder, you must ensure you meet any attendance requirements during a phased return.

Some funders allow the use of leave types other than Annual Leave to be used for phased return. Please discuss this with your PGR administration team (and ensure that your non-study periods are recorded appropriately on the Online Absence Notification System). 

8. Funded students
If a PGR student is in receipt of UKRI or UoB funding, please consult the PGR Absence payment policy for information on stipend payments during leave periods.

PGR students, whose stipend is paid through the University but provided by funders other than UKRI or the University of Bristol, will need to check to clarify the types and limits of absence-related entitlements that will be paid. Some funders have their terms and conditions available on their website, or students can refer to their funding letter, ask the relevant PGR administration team, or contact their funder directly. 
 
Please note that some funders may need to agree to the absences or changes to funding that result from a suspension, extension or change in the mode of attendance.

Where a funders terms and conditions conflict with the PGR code, further guidance should be sought from your Faculty Academic Director (PGR).

9. International students
For PGR students sponsored by the University under UKVI student visa rules (formerly known as Tier 4), a suspension to support longer periods of medical or parental absences may require the University to withdraw sponsorship and for the student to return to their home country for the duration of the leave. In such cases, students will be able to apply to the University for a new CAS number and apply for a new visa to resume their studies.

All requests for leave must be made in good time to permit time for approval of the request and to ensure travel home can be arranged following the report of the suspension to the UKVI.

In all cases, advice should be sought from the Student Visa Team as early as possible (especially in the case of a student pregnancy) to ensure compliance with student visa sponsorship can be maintained.
10. Reporting and Recording Absence
All absences must be communicated to your supervisor or another staff member including changes to your health or circumstances that may affect your return date. 

Absences that do not require a suspension must be recorded by the PGR student on the Online Absence Notification System. 

Where you require a suspension of studies, your PGR administration team will give you advice on processes. Further information is also available here.

11. Retrospective Suspension Requests
Retrospective suspension requests will be allowed up to one month after the PGR student returns to studies. Recognition of absence periods that are notified more than one month after return require the approval of the Faculty Academic Director (PGR).
12. Managing absence 
It is important that attention is paid to the frequency and duration of absences. Whilst it is to be expected that PGR students will sometimes be unwell, or have a need for exceptional absence, frequent absences may indicate an underlying issue or need for further support.

Where a PGR student has taken more than 10 days of non-suspended medical leave (pro-rated for part time staff) or more than 2 instances of non-suspended exceptional leave‘ within a rolling 12-month period, this should act as a prompt for discussion.

Supervisors should be alerted to enable them to discuss this with their students to understand if there are underlying issues related to the absences.

Things to consider include:
· Is there an ongoing health condition or disability that may need consideration of reasonable adjustments?
· Does the cumulative total of absence for the same condition indicate the need for a retrospective suspension (see Section 9)? 
· Does the student need to be signposted to support services?
· Are there other underlying issues or responsibilities that are regularly impacting a students ability to study and a change in mode of attendance might be needed?
· Does the student need to be reminded of attendance and study hour requirements?
· Are there concerns about the student’s fitness to study? 
Where there are concerns; the following routes may be helpful:

· Support to study (leading to fitness to study)
· Referring to disability services 
· Wellbeing services
· Recommending a suspension or change of mode of study
13. During a Suspension of Studies
PGR students will continue to receive some support while on a prolonged period of absence. For example: student services, disability services, email, the ability to return materials to libraries (and if appropriate arrange loans) and, where applicable, access to campus. 

A student must not study while on suspension, and it is unlikely to be necessary that they retain access to technical facilities.

Supervisors may check in with their PGR students during periods of suspension from a pastoral perspective; however, no pressure will be exerted to study or complete tasks – e.g. drafting publications whilst absent or on suspension.

PGR students who are on Family Leave may attend the University through ‘Keeping in touch’ days (see section 6.7).
14. Returning from Absence 
Even when a PGR student has been off for only a few days (except Annual Leave), a supervisor should contact them to check how they are. 

Where a PGR student is suspended, they will be contacted towards the end of their suspension to ask about plans to return. This contact is mainly to enable early consideration of any actions: e.g. to consider the need for a phased return or identify any likely change in circumstances on their return.

Where a PGR student indicates that a further suspension may be needed, consideration of the implications may be needed. For example:
· Extending suspensions can have particular implications for student visa-holders
· A funded PGR student could be entering unfunded periods or exceed a limit on funding.
· Where a PGR student has exceeded the maximum permitted period for paid medical leave and has had an unpaid extension where they are not fit to study, they must not return to paid medical leave. 
When a PGR student returns from a suspension, the lead supervisor should arrange a return to study meeting within the first week, to ensure a student is settling back into their studies. 

PGR students may request a phased return to study (or this may be recommended by a medical practitioner) when returning to study after a suspension that exceeds 4 weeks. (See section 7.6 for further details.)

Where a PGR student returns and there are concerns about physical or mental challenges that may pose a risk to their studies, a support to study, or fitness to study, process should be considered.

If a PGR student does not respond when contacted, and does not return to their studies, after two months they should be considered to have voluntarily withdrawn from their programme through non-compliance with attendance requirements. Where appropriate, the University must inform UKVI and withdraw sponsorship of a PGR student’s visa if that student does not meet the requirement for in-person contact points.
15. Updates to this guidance
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