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EXCEPTIONAL CIRCUMSTANCES HANDBOOK

Chapter 1- Managing Education and Postgraduate Research Provision in the Event of

Exceptional Circumstances
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1. Introduction

1.1. This chapter must be consulted in conjunction with other relevant documentation,
including:

a. The Assessment, Progression and Awarding: Taught Programmes Handbook.

b. The Credit and Qualifications Framework.

c. The Quality Review and Enhancement Framework.

d. The External Examining of Taught Programmes Handbook, especially Chapter
9, External Examining in Exceptional Years/Circumstances.

e. The Postgraduate Research Handbook, especially Chapters 5, 9 and 12 relating

to periods of study, upgrade and examination, respectively.

1.2. The policy set out within this Chapter is underpinned by the following generic
principles that apply in all instances:
a. The equitable treatment of students.
b. Transparency.
c. Consistency.
d. Maintenance of the academic standards and integrity of University of Exeter
awards.
e. Maintenance of a high-quality academic experience for students which

provides value for money.
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1.3.

1.4.

f. Theinterests of students should be protected (allowing students to succeed and
graduate or progress), and for their qualifications to hold their value over time.

g. The standard of the Exeter award cannot be compromised.

Where roles are named, these may need to be substituted for an equivalent role at a

Partner Institution.

Where a "nominee" is listed, a nominator (i.e. the Associate Pro Vice Chancellor for
Education (APVCE); Dean of Postgraduate Research etc.) has to be confident that
the nominee has the appropriate experience, authority, skills and knowledge to
effectively discharge their duties. Appropriate nominees would for example include
a Deputy APVCE, a Faculty Director of PGR (FDPGR) or an Associate Dean for
Education (ADE).

2. Financial Decisions in Exceptional Circumstances/Exceptional Years

2.1. Financial support for Exceptional Circumstances or Exceptional Years is not within
the scope of this policy.

2.2.  Financial responses to Exceptional Circumstances or Exceptional Years will be subject
to consideration by the appropriate body within the University of Exeter (such as the
University Executive Board) and will be informed by both government, regulatory
body and Postgraduate Research funder guidance.

2.3.  Further information about financial help available through other University channels
is available on the Financial Help pages.

3. Definitions

3.1 The definitions below are for the purposes of this policy and will not apply to other

Handbooks in the Teaching Quality Assurance (TQA) Manual unless explicitly
referred to. These definitions will apply throughout the Exceptional Circumstances
Handbook. Further definitions for Taught and Postgraduate Research students may
be detailed in the relevant Chapters in the rest of this Handbook. Definitions of

exceptional and mitigating circumstances experienced by individual taught and PGR
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3.2

3.3.

students will be found in the relevant TQA Manual Handbooks dealing with such

circumstances (see 1.1 above).

Exceptional Circumstances are defined as those which are sudden, unforeseen

and/or unavoidable, and which for a defined period of time significantly impact upon

the delivery of teaching, postgraduate research and other learning opportunities,

and/or assessment, to a cohort of students (see 3.4 below for the definition of a

cohort). Depending on their extent and duration, such circumstances may affect one

or more cohorts of students. In such circumstances, the usual approaches to

mitigation or redress, as set out elsewhere in the TQA Manual, may not be suitable or

sufficient.

Examples of Exceptional Circumstances include (but are not limited to):

a.
b.

o

Natural or human-made disaster

War or other Armed Conflict

Disease epidemic or pandemic

Industrial action by one or more recognised Trade Unions or other unofficial,
localised protest by staff or students

Prolonged/widespread Internet, University Network, or other IT failure
Prolonged University building or campus closure impacting access to vital
resources not accessible elsewhere e.g., due to a health and safety emergency.
For Taught students only, the prolonged absence of a key and irreplaceable
member of the University teaching, learning, assessment or examining staff
e.d., due to long term ill health. This does not apply to PGR supervisors, for

whom there are existing procedures to support students. Students affected by

the absence of a supervisor should contact their PGR Support Team.

Note: Where national or international events which fall under the definitions above arise, the

University of Exeter’s response will also be informed by Postgraduate Research funder,

government and regulatory body guidance.

3.4.

A cohort of students is defined as a significant number of students within a

Department, Faculty or campus. It may also apply to a significant number of students

across taught or research degrees, including those delivered as part of Degree

Apprenticeships, modular study, or online.
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3.5.

3.6.

3.7.

Exceptional Circumstances in the context of this policy will not apply to circumstances
where an individual student faces challenging personal circumstances during their
period of study, for which there are other mechanisms for support. Students should

contact their Hub or PGR Support team to discuss individual circumstances.

Where Exceptional Circumstances are deemed to have impacted the entire
University and/or a significant part of an academic year, and which have a
demonstrable impact across multiple cohorts of students, an Exceptional Year will
be declared and policy decisions taken will be applied to all affected programmes of
study or research. Exceptional years may apply to only taught and/or only PGR
programmes, and this will be confirmed as part of the declaration process (see 3.7

below).

Exceptional years will be declared for specific academic years, rather than calendar
years, For students on programmes which do not follow a typical academic year
structure, or whose programme of study spans both Exceptional and Non-
Exceptional academic years, such as those undertaking postgraduate research,
Degree Apprenticeships, modular or online study, the policies and process in this
Handbook will be applied to the element of their study which fell within the
Exceptional Year. For taught students, records will be kept and the impact of the
Exceptional Circumstances considered when making their final award. Postgraduate
research students will be able to identify the impact on their research within their
declaration at the point of examination of their thesis. A log of previous Exceptional

Years is available on the contents page of this Handbook.

4. Declaration of Exceptional Circumstances and Exceptional Years

4.1.

Declarations of Exceptional Years must be jointly signed off by the Dean of
Postgraduate Research and Dean for Taught Students (or an Associate Dean for
Taught Students as nominee). These declarations must be reported to the Education
Board, the Postgraduate Research Board and University Assessment, Progression and
Awarding Committee (UAPAC). A Dean may make a sole declaration if the

Exceptional Circumstances impact on either taught students or postgraduate
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4.2.

4.3.

research students, rather than both, but this must be done in consultation with their

counterpart.

Where Exceptional Circumstances impact a defined cohort of taught students only,
then the APVCE or ADE for the relevant Faculty or School should make this declaration
and notify the Dean for Taught Students ( or Associate Dean for Taught Students as

nominee) by email to Education Policy, Quality and Standards. Such declarations

should be reported to the Faculty Assessment, Progression and Awarding Committee

(FAPAC).

In the event of the declaration of Exceptional Circumstances or an Exceptional Year,
the policies and practices as described in Chapters 2, 3 and 4 of this Handbook may be
utilised as deemed necessary. This may be in addition to, or in place of, the usual
approaches to mitigation or redress, as set out elsewhere in the Teaching Quality
Assurance Manual. The nature of the Exceptional Circumstances will determine which
of the policies and practices might be applied. It is not envisaged that all of the policies
and practices will be needed during every Exceptional Circumstances or Exceptional

Year.

5. How to use the Exceptional Circumstances Handbook

5.1

5.2.

This handbook is divided into three subsequent chapters to differentiate between
provision for students depending on their programme of study:
a. Chapter 2 - Recovery of Learning Opportunities for Taught Students in the
Event of Exceptional Circumstances.
b. Chapter 3 - Adjustments to Assessment Processes and Ratification of Taught
Student Progression and Awards in Exceptional Circumstances.
c. Chapter 4 - Managing PGR Provision in the Event of Exceptional

Circumstances.

Where students are enrolled on the taught phase of a Professional Doctorate
programme or integrated PhD during an Exceptional Year or Exceptional

Circumstances the procedures for taught students will apply (Chapters 2 and 3).
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5.3. Where students are enrolled on the research phase of a Professional Doctorate
programme or integrated PhD during an Exceptional Year or Exceptional

Circumstances the procedures for PGR students will apply (Chapter 4)

6. Reporting and Recording Exceptional Circumstances and Exceptional Years

6.1. A public record must be kept of all Exceptional Circumstances and Exceptional Years
so students can see whether they have been affected and provisions that were in place
at the time. The log will be held on the landing page of the Exceptional Circumstances

Handbook.

6.2. Responsibility for maintaining the log will be shared between the Education Policy,
Quality and Standards team and Doctoral College Quality Development Team. The
log will be updated following a declaration of an Exceptional Year or other Exceptional
Circumstances and the reporting of such to the Education Board and/or Postgraduate

Research Board.
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7. Log of Declared Exceptional Years and Circumstances

Event name Affected Times Affected cohorts Programmes Category

Covid-19 March - July All Faculties Taught & PGR | Exceptional
Pandemic 2020 All Campuses Year
Covid-19 January 2021- All Faculties Taught & PGR | Exceptional Year
Pandemic July 2021 All Campuses
Israel-Palestine October - Directly impacted | PGR Exceptional
Conflict December 2023 | students meeting Circumstances +
published eligibility funding support,
criteria* agreed
independently
from this policy
Industrial Action | January - July All Faculties Taught Exceptional
2022 All Campuses Year

*eligibility criteria: University-funded PGRs: their studentship funding period ends on/after
01 October 2023 (and started prior to 31/12/2023). Self-funded and sponsored PGRs: who

registered on their programme of study on/before 31/12/2023.

Updated: August 2026 Page 7 of 7 Reviewed: April 2025



