SURVEY SHOWS MARKED IMPROVEMENT FOR SCHOOL SUPPORT STAFF

(21/6/04) The role of school support staff and recognition of the vital part they play in helping to educate children is showing signs of marked improvement, according to a new survey published today by UNISON.

The survey found that nearly two thirds of schools have increased the number of teaching assistants they employ, who carry out a wider variety of tasks.

Teaching assistants are helping to relieve the burden on teachers by working with small groups, individual pupils and whole classes as well as work outside the classroom.

Administrative staff are taking pressure off by managing data, maintaining accounts and analysing exam results.

A similar survey carried out by UNISON two years ago showed a great disparity in pay levels of teaching assistants throughout the country and a lack of national guidance from employers.

As a result national job profiles were developed - not just for teaching assistants but also for administrative and technical staff. These are now the basis for career structures which are being developed locally. This positive development for support staff results from the National Agreement on Remodelling the School Workforce.

“This survey is like the first school report on the Workforce Remodelling Agreement and it shows a good beginning, but a could do better result,” said UNISON’s head of education Christina McAnea. “It shows a marked improvement of pay in those authorities where flat salaries have been replaced by career structures but it also shows there is a lot more to do.

“Today we see local education authorities (LEAs) playing a key role in developing local frameworks to help schools recruit, retain and develop support staff. 90% of LEAs in England and Wales have set up local remodelling groups, but local negotiations are sadly still lagging behind what’s happening in schools.

“UNISON is looking for more progress in building proper career structures and ensuring equal access to training. In addition we have to ensure that pay levels reflect the increasing responsibilities of school support staff. We look to the government to make sure that the funding is there for LEAs to deliver the new workforce agreement in total. And that means higher levels of pay for increased responsibilities.

The comprehensive survey by UNISON covered 750 schools and over half of all local authorities in England and Wales - 88 in total.

Key findings

Growing role of support staff: Nearly two-thirds of schools have increased their number of teaching assistants. The role of other support staff, like special needs assistants, administrative assistants and technicians, is growing fast too. Changes in the way that teacher absence cover is handled are in the pipeline, but only a handful of schools have so far introduced the role of ‘cover supervisor’.

Widening role of support staff: Teaching assistants are playing an increasing role working with small groups, individual pupils and whole classes as well as working outside the class. Administrative staff are playing a much bigger role which include managing data, maintaining accounts and analysing exam results.

Increasing role for local education authorities: LEAs are seen as having a key role in developing local frameworks to help schools recruit, retain and develop support staff.

Career structures taking shape: One in five LEAs has created a new career structure for support staff and three out of ten are at an ‘advanced stage’. Progress is more advanced for teaching assistants than for admin and technical staff.

Unions involved: Half of the LEAs have consulted the unions about career structure changes, a further quarter are negotiating an agreement and 12.5% had concluded one.

Job profiles beginning to make their mark: Most LEAs have taken account of the job profiles developed by the National Joint Council to guide the creation of new career structures and some have now linked pay rates to them. In turn, nearly half of the schools in the survey said that there has been an overall review of the role of support staff during 2003-4 academic year.

Pay beginning to improve slowly: Despite the changes taking place, the real value of teaching assistants’ salaries has not increased yet in the majority of schools. However, where authorities have implemented a new career structure support staff, salaries are considerably higher (in out-of-London authorities) and salary rangers wider (generally).

Co-ordinating efforts within LEAs:  Nine out of ten LEAs have set up a workforce remodelling group to co-ordinate efforts and develop advice to schools. Unions are getting involved in most authorities.

Single status and job evaluation: Authorities that have carried out job evaluation have higher salary levels for teaching assistants — between 6% and 10% higher. Job evaluation is being carried out at six out of ten LEAs, and more than eight out of 10 of these evaluations include school support staff.

Training: Training is now mainly funded by schools, but three out of ten LEAs give comprehensive guidance on support staff training. Some still have a central training budget and provide access to a range of training options for support staff. Provision for teaching assistants is generally more developed than for other support staff. Only a minority of authorities say that some training still takes place outside school time and is not fully funded by the employer.

Funding: Schools wanting to expand support staff numbers, improve pay levels or spend more on training are concerned about the funding implications of remodelling. Because of falling rolls, some even expect to lose staff or having to reduce paid hours.

Need to protect working conditions: As schools come under pressure to invest greater resources in support staff, this can potentially have an adverse impact on the working conditions. Half the LEAs in the survey say they provide schools with comprehensive guidance on support staff contracts. But with 43.7% of schools having a number of their support staff on term-time only contracts (typically paid for 42 weeks per year) and part-timers, the risks of a cut in paid hours need to be taken seriously.

