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Introduction

This booklet is a guide for non-religious young people. It is 
designed to help you understand what the law says about 
religion in your school.

We very often receive messages from young people all 
across Scotland who ask for advice about opting out of 
religious observance such as assemblies led by religious 
leaders, or wish to include non-religious views, such as 
Humanism, in their RME class but are not sure how to do it.

The most recent Scottish Social Attitudes survey shows well 
over two thirds of young people in Scotland are not religious, 
and most adults in Scotland make the big decisions in life 
without relying on religious views.

Given this fact, we think it’s important that this group is 
recognised and respected within society, and that young 
people like you are not made to feel excluded or different just 
because you don’t follow a religion.

This booklet will give you a guide to your legal rights here in 
Scotland. We hope you find it useful: do get in touch with us 

if you have any questions. This leaflet is intended as a guide 
to the law and is not an authoritative interpretation of the law.

We will always be here to defend the rights of non-religious 
people. A core part of Humanism is equality and respect, 
so whilst it’s important that you are able to challenge and 
debate religious ideas, we also have to remember to respect 
each other. 

A tolerant society is one in which people can live together, 
and even be friends, despite disagreeing on important 
issues.

Thank you, 

Gordon MacRae
Chief Executive
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About the Humanist Society Scotland

Humanist Society Scotland promotes Humanist values to 
people in Scotland, campaigns for an ethical, rational and 
secular future and gives voice to the millions of people in 
Scotland who live without religion.

As long as there have been groups of human beings living 
together, there have been humanists. Humanists are people 
who trust science and rational inquiry to help explain the 
universe around us, and who do not resort to supernatural 
explanations. Humanism is a positive life stance which puts 
human wellbeing at its heart, and promotes cooperation 
towards a shared common goal.
 
People who seek to live an ethical and fulfilling life based on 
reason and compassion are humanists. Humanist Society 

Scotland works on behalf of humanists living in Scotland to 
promote humanist thinking, building networks of humanists 
across the country and influencing public policy.

HSS is a member of both the European Humanist Federation 
and the International Humanist and Ethical Union, helping 
develop the International Humanist movement and assist 
individuals who face discrimination or persecution of  
non-religious people around the world.
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We support a community of 15,000 members working 
together for a compassionate, dignified and respectful vision 
of Scotland and the world. We provide services, such as 
ceremonies and school visitors, which enable people to 
discover Humanism and live their lives as Humanists.

• The worth, dignity and autonomy of every person  
is respected and individual freedom is balanced  
with social responsibility and a duty of care for  
future generations; 

• Ethical and moral problems are addressed with  
compassion, knowledge and reason;

• Scottish civic institutions are democratic and human 
rights are developed, embedded and protected; 

• No belief system (religious or not) should have, nor 
expect, privilege in the democratic process.

Our Values



Religion in School Q&A

Some common questions about where you might encounter religion in Scottish schools and what your rights are 
as a young person.

Q:  What will I learn about in my Religious and Moral   
 Education class?

A:  Religious and Moral Education (RME) is about helping   
 you as a student learn about different world religions   
 and also non-religious worldviews such as Humanism.   
 The current curriculum does have a stronger focus   
 on Christianity than other beliefs/views but you should still  
 receive lessons on people of other faiths and of none.   
 You might visit different places of worship or be visited   
 by people from different faiths to answer your questions.  
 You may even receive a visit from one of our volunteers  
 who  will be able to answer questions on Humanism, ask  
 your RME teacher about this option and visits from other  
 faith communities.

Q:  What if I don’t feel comfortable attending Religious  
 Observance because its focused on a Religion I   
 don’t believe in?

A:  Currently the law does not allow young people the   
 right to opt out of Religious Observance. Humanist   
 Society Scotland think this is wrong and we believe   
 children and young people should have the right to   
 choose if they wish to attend and are campaigning   
 to change this. You can however opt out if your  
 parent(s) or carer(s) agrees. They will have to send a letter  
 to the headteacher asking for you not to attend religious  
 observance. The school will then have to provide a   
 worthwhile alternative during these times for you and   
 other pupils whose parent(s)/carer(s) have opted  
 them out.

Q:  What is a School Chaplin?

A:  Many schools appoint Chaplains to provide advice and  
 guidance to young people. Many of these Chaplains are  
 religious, some are Priests and Ministers. Recently some  
 schools have invited non-religious Humanists to   
 become Chaplains. Schools Chaplains are invited by   
 the headteacher, and are there with permission of   
 the school. You do not have to speak to the Chaplain at  
 all if you don’t want to. You could suggest to your   
 headteacher that they look at inviting a Humanist to join  
 the chaplaincy team at the school if you wish.

Q:  Where else might I encounter religion in school?

A:  You are most likely to find religion in your school during   
 session that are officially called ‘Religious Observance’.  
 This is something that is currently required in law for all   
 schools in Scotland to provide and have their pupils   
 attend. Most likely you might come across this in the form  
 of an assembly where the Chaplain, Minister, Priest,   
 or other faith leader visits to speak to you about a   
 particular moral issue and how their faith guides their  
 own  outlook.

 However it varies from school to school and in some   
 cases you may attend a religious service like a mass or  
 have prayers at a certain time of day. Some schools have  
 changed recently to something called “Time for   
	 Reflection”. This is less focused on prayers and   
 religious worship, and more a discussion about world   
 events or key moral dilemmas. It is up to the headteacher  
 how Religious Observance is run in your school and how  
 often it happens.
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Religion in School Q&A

Q:  What if my parents won’t agree to opt me out or  
 I don’t want to ask them to do this?

A:  You could ask to speak with the headteacher about   
 Religious Observance, possibly alongside friends   
 who feel the same way, and how you feel not included   
 in how it is run at your school. When you speak   
 to your headteacher it would be helpful to suggest   
 alternative options of how to make it more inclusive,   
 such as the Time For Reflection model, as they are   
 required by law to provide something. Headteachers are  
 required by guidance from government to take into   
 account the views of pupils when they set Religious   
 Observance, but they can’t do that if they don’t know   
 how you feel!

Q:  I think the law is unfair that I have to attend   
 Religious Observance what can I do?

A:  Get in contact with your local Member of the Scottish   
 Youth Parliament (MSYP) who represents the views of   
 young people in your area and tell them what you think  
 and how it makes you feel. You can find their details   
 and what they do online at www.syp.org.uk. Also let us  
 know you support our campaign by signing our petition  
 and finding our more at our website:  
 www.enlightenup.scot

Q:  I’m not sure about how to do any of this, is there   
 somewhere I can get help?

A:  We have gathered together a number of organisations   
 that work with and can help young people at the back   
 of this book. These are all organisations that we know   
 you can trust and will help you understand your rights. If  
 you feel your rights or beliefs are not being respected   
 at any time we would recommend contacting the   
 Children and Young People’s Commissioner for Scotland.  
 Humanist Society Scotland also provide a helpline for  
 parents, carers and young people on these issues we   
 can be contacted on advice@humanism.scot  
 or 0800 133 7316. 
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Humanist Society Scotland’s Vision for Education

The Humanist Society Scotland has a vision that education in 
Scotland will be delivered in a way which ensures it:

• Is multi-denominational and inclusive to ensures all  
children and young people have equal access to all  
school activities 

• Puts children and young people at the centre of decisions 

• Is democratically run and accountable to its local  
communities 

• Has objective learning, which increases understanding  
and tolerance of all religions and beliefs equally, with no  
instruction in any particular faith 

Through our Enlighten Up initiative we are campaigning to 
ensure that:

• All state funded schools are multi-denominational which 
means bringing together children and young people of all 
faiths and none in all that they do

Inclusive and multi-denominational education offers an 
opportunity for children from different backgrounds to learn 
and socialise together, breaking down the barriers that divide 
us and promoting social cohesion.

Children and young people like you should have the right 
to opt out of religious observance. Currently parents and 
guardians have the right to withdraw their children from these 
religious sessions but young people do not have this choice. 
This is despite calls from the United Nations to the Scottish 
Government to allow young people their own choice.

Current practice in religious and moral education varies from 
area to area, and from urban and rural settings. It’s important 
that all pupils receive equal and comprehensive schooling, 
regardless of where they live or the religion of their parents.

In order to challenge prejudice it is important that children 
learn about the values and beliefs which inform the world 
around us. A crucial part of this is high-quality and inclusive 
Religious and Moral Education which teaches children how 
to think, not what to think.

      
1.  Multi-denominational  
 Education

 We believe that all 
 schools should bring  
    children of differing faiths  
 and beliefs together.

2.  Right to Choose

 Children and Young   
 People should have the  
 right to opt out of   
 religious observance in  
 Scottish schools.

Our campaign has four aims:

Find out more at www.enlightenup.scot

3.  Accountable   
 Committees

 We believe that all
 members of local      
 education committees  
 should be accountable  
 to their communities   
 through the ballot box.

4.  Objective and  
 Inclusive Learning

 We want pupils to   
 learn objectively about  
 all religions and beliefs.



Key Contacts
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Children & Young People’s Commissioner for Scotland

Phone: 0800 019 1179
Text: 07702335720
Web: www.cypcs.org.uk 

The Commissioner’s job is to help you understand your 
rights and to make sure those right are respected. Their goal 
is for Children and Young People in Scotland to be as safe 
and happy as possible. This office look after the rights of:
• Everyone in Scotland under 18
• Everyone in Scotland under 21 who has been looked  

after or is in care

Humanist Society Scotland

Phone: 0300 302 0680
Email: admin@humanism.scot
Web: www.humanism.scot 

Humanist Society Scotland seeks to represent the views 
of people in Scotland who wish to lead ethical and fulfilling 
lives guided by reason, empathy and compassion. We 
provide a range of non-religious ceremonies and campaign 
for a secular state. HSS has over 15,000 members across 
Scotland.

LGBT Youth Scotland

Website: www.lgbtyouth.org.uk
Email: info@lgbtyouth.org.uk  

LGBT Youth Scotland is a national youth organisation 
working towards the inclusion of lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender young people in the life of Scotland. They 
provide a range of services for young people, families and 
professionals.

Who Cares? Scotland

Phone: 0300 302 0680
Email: hello@wcscot.org
Web: www.whocaresscotland.org

Who Cares? Scotland is a national voluntary organisation, 
working with care experienced young people and care 
leavers across Scotland. Who Cares? Scotland supports 
care experienced people to have their voice heard and we 
make that happen in a number of ways.

ChildLine

Phone: 0800 1111
Web: www.childline.org.uk

Childline is free, private and confidential service where you 
can be you. Whatever your worry, whenever you need help, 
however you want to get in touch.

Young Scot InfoLine 

Phone: 0808 801 0338 
Web: www.youngscot.org/infoline  

If you have a question and don’t know who to turn to then 
call Young Scot InfoLine. You can ask anything from how 
to get all your charges back from the bank, to how you can 
improve your diet. All calls are confidential and are free from 
landlines and your mobile.

Scottish Youth Parliament

Phone: 0131 557 0452
Web: www.syp.org.uk

The Scottish Youth Parliament represents Scotland’s young 
people. Their vision for Scotland is of a nation that actively 
listens to and values the meaningful participation of its 
children and young people.

Education Scotland

Phone: 0131 244 4330
Email: enquiries@educationscotland.gov.uk
Web: www.educationscotland.gov.uk 

Education Scotland is the national body in Scotland for 
supporting quality and improvement in learning and teaching.

The Equality and Human Rights Commission

Phone: 0845 604 5510 
Web: www.equalityhumanrights.com

The Equality and Human Rights Commission Helpline gives 
information and guidance on discrimination and human 
rights issues.

Scottish Public Services Ombudsman

Phone: 0800 377 7330
Web: www.spso.org.uk 

The Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO) is the 
final stage for complaints about councils, colleges and 
universities, the Scottish Government and its agencies and 
departments and most Scottish authorities.

Article 12

Phone: 01674 674086
Email: respond@article12.org
Web: www.article12.org 

Article 12 is a young-person-led network that works to 
promote young people’s participation and information rights.

Scottish Child Law Centre

Phone: 0800 328 8970 
Text: text ‘SCLC’ and your question to 80800
Web: www.sclc.org.uk

Free legal advice for under 18s - they can help you with any 
questions about the law.
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