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Teaching assistants and nursery nurses are

education’s hidden professionals. Their roles

and responsibilities are growing ever more

demanding. And study after study confirms

their value in raising educational standards.

Yet this contribution is rarely acknowledged

and pay and working conditions remain pitifully

poor. GMB is determined to win a new deal for

the school workforce, delivering proper

recognition, reward and career opportunities

for all.
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We at GMB are proud to represent the staff who contributed

to this report. Study after study confirms that the work of

teaching assistants and nursery nurses raises educational

standards –from OFSTED to the Head Teachers Literacy and

Numeracy Survey to the National Foundation for Educational

Research.

The depth and breadth of our members’ responsibilities in

schools and the quality of their contribution to learning,

ought to speak for themselves. But it can be difficult to get

this message heard.

One of the reasons is often a reluctance in schools to fully

acknowledge the work of teaching assistants and nursery

nurses because to do so would highlight their pitifully low

wages and lack of opportunities. Yet that lack of recognition

is almost as damaging to morale as the low pay itself.

We are publishing this report as part of our campaign to

change all this. The DfES consultation on school workforce

remodelling, ‘Time for Standards,’ represents a unique

opportunity. For the first time all the difficult issues

surrounding roles and relationships among the school

workforce are being openly discussed.

Equally important are the talks in the local government

National Joint Council aimed at delivering long overdue

improvements to pay, conditions, training opportunities and

career progression for school support staff.

Expectations among GMB members are running high. There

is real hope that we can get some solutions to concerns

which have been swept under the carpet for too long.

And there is real impatience. The high profile of schools staff

in last summer’s successful day of action for a better local

government pay deal shows their ability to mobilise.

One of our members wrote of her rising frustration at “not

having a strong enough voice over my future career in the

school, and not having a strong enough voice to negotiate

better terms with the local education authority.”

Her words sum up the challenge which GMB as her union is

determined to address. But they also represent a challenge

to our partners in the DfES, the local authorities and the

other education professions. It’s time to listen and learn.
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1. About the respondents
• The report is based on a survey of 1,297 teaching

assistants and nursery nurses. 1,033 responses have been

included in the full analysis with 264 late responses

analysed for qualitative data only

• Three-quarters work in primary schools –the rest in

secondary schools, special schools or nursery schools

• Respondents are highly experienced: 59% of the nursery

nurses have over 10 years experience, 31% have between

5 and 10 years’ experience. Among the teaching assistants

27% have over 10 years’ experience while 19% have

between 5 and 10 years’ experience

2. Roles and responsibilities
• 83% of the nursery nurses work with the whole class, as

do 58% of the teaching assistants 

• 87% of the teaching assistants and 82% of the nursery

nurses regularly work with pupils with special needs

• 84% of the teaching assistants and 78% of the nursery

nurses work with children on an individual basis and

similar proportions work with groups

Teaching activities

• 50% of the teaching assistants deliver lessons prepared

by a teacher, 80% mark pupils’ work and 46% contribute

to lesson planning

• 77% of the nursery nurses plan, prepare and deliver

lessons, 53% write reports, 68% assess and keep their

own records of children’s achievement, 61% supervise

student placements and 22% do home visits

Cover for absent teachers

• 90% of the nursery nurses and 66% of the teaching

assistants sometimes cover for teachers 

• Among those who do cover, teaching assistants mainly do

so for short periods, on an ad hoc basis, while nursery

nurses are more likely to supply longer term cover

Circumstances in Nursery Teaching

which cover is provided nurses assistants

As and when –for

periods of less 71% 90%

than 1 hour

Planned –for

several hours 38% 5%

Longer term –

to cover sickness,

absence etc 52% 5%

The ‘25 tasks’

• Of the 25 routine tasks which the Department for

Education and Skills says teachers should not carry out,

teaching assistants commonly undertake only six of them.

These are mainly ‘traditional’ classroom assistant roles

such as display work, and preparing materials. The

remaining 19 tasks attracted low numbers of responses

reflecting their predominantly clerical/administrative or

technical nature

3. Status
• Respondents feel that their status within schools is

generally low, reflected in lack of understanding and

consistency when it comes to job titles and roles

• Many feel they are treated as ‘second class,’ ‘invisible,’

‘spare parts’ or ‘servants’

4. Working relationships
• Just over three-quarters of both the nursery nurses and

teaching assistants are positive about their working

relationships with teachers 

• Two-thirds of the nursery nurses are regularly included in

staff meetings with teachers, while the figure for

teaching assistants is only 38%

• Some respondents feel that their effectiveness is

undermined by poor communication, not being fully

involved, being asked to do inappropriate tasks and being

deployed in an ineffective or impromptu manner 

5. Training & qualifications 
• Over 95% of the nursery nurses have a formal early years

qualification at Level 3 or higher –the vast majority NNEB,

Cache, BTEC, HNC or HND diplomas or certificates 

• Two-thirds of the teaching assistants have formal job-

related qualifications 

Executive summary
• Nearly a quarter of the teaching assistants and 19% of

the nursery nurses are currently working towards

additional formal qualifications such as foundation

degrees

6. Career progression
• 84% of the teaching assistants and 89% of the nursery

nurses have only one grade available for their jobs in

school

• 87% of nursery nurses and 84% of teaching assistants do

not have opportunities for progression and/or promotion

in their jobs

• Over half of the nursery nurses and 38% of the teaching

assistants have considered doing QTS but very few are

actually pursuing it 

7. Pay and grading
• 40% of the teaching assistants are earning less than

£5.30 an hour with 27% on less than £5 an hour

• Among the nursery nurses only 5% are earning below £5

an hour, but half earn between £5 and £7.50 an hour. A

further 32% have hourly rates of between £7.50 and £8

• Only 9% of the nursery nurses and 14% of the teaching

assistants report that their job has recently been

evaluated under a job evaluation scheme

• 18% of the nursery nurses think their pay should be

linked to the teachers’ pay scale. Of the remaining 82%,

the biggest group (40%) say their full-time annual salary

should be between £15,000 and £18,000, with £18,000-

£20,000, favoured by a further 20% 

• Among the teaching assistants 31% believe they deserve

a salary of £12,000- £15,000, and another 31% think it

should be between £15,000 and £18,000

8. Term-time only contracts
• 10% of the nursery nurses and 56% of the teaching

assistants are on a term-time only contract where some

weeks of the year are not paid

• Half are on contracts for 39 weeks or fewer, just over a

third have contracts for between 40 and 45 weeks and the

remaining one in six have contracts for between 45 and 50

weeks 

• This may be an underestimate of the true extent of term-

time only contracts due to confusion and complexity

around how salaries are worked out

9. Working hours
• Nearly half the teaching assistants are contracted for

between 25 hours and 311/2 hours a week.A fifth are on

between 16 and 241/2 hours a week,while another fifth work

fewer than 16 contracted hours 

• The nursery nurses are more likely to work full-time: 74% of

our respondents have a contractual week of 32 hours or

more

• Three quarters of the nursery nurses and nearly 60% of

the teaching assistants work unpaid overtime. And 74%

and 58% respectively of those putting in overtime do so

regularly –they simply do not have enough contracted

hours in which to complete their work

10. Job security
• Nearly half of the teaching assistants and a fifth of all the

nursery nurses are employed on a fixed-term or

temporary contract

• Some of these are pupil-specific contracts which are liable

to be terminated when a pupil moves on or is successfully

integrated

11. Motivation and morale
• Motivation among respondents is very high, but a number

of issues are harming morale

Most job Nursery Teaching

satisfaction from… nurses assistants 

Pupils’ development,

achievements 75% 71%

Interaction and

relationships with pupils 13% 14%

Empowering/integrating

special needs pupils 6% 11%

Other 6% 4%

Least job satisfaction from...

Pay and conditions 33% 30%

Lack of recognition

and respect 30% 15%

Menial tasks 7% 12%

Not being deployed

by teacher – 10%

appropriately

Pupil behaviour 2% 10%

Lack of time to

do job properly 6% 8%

Bureaucracy

and paperwork 6% 1%

Lack of support from

colleagues or parents 3% 4%

Lack of career

opportunities 2% 2%

Staff shortages 1% –

Other 10% 10%
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The majority of our respondents –72% of the nursery nurses

and 76% of the teaching assistants –work in primary

schools, reflecting our membership base and employment

patterns more generally. Some 7% of the nursery nurses and

18% of the teaching assistants work in secondary schools.

The remaining 21% of nursery nurses work in other schools

mainly special schools or maintained nursery schools. Among

the teaching assistants 6% work in other schools, again

mainly special schools.

Our respondents bring lengthy experience to their jobs

reflecting the high level of commitment among these groups

to working in the education sector. This means that, unlike

other low-paying sectors, there is relatively low staff

turnover. Fifty nine per cent of our nursery nurse

respondents have over 10 years’ experience, while 31% have

between 5 and 10 years’ experience. Among the teaching

assistants 27% have over 10 years’ experience and 19% have

between 5 and 10 years’ experience.

About the respondents
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GMB has a long-standing membership among school support

staff. In recent years it has been growing rapidly, particularly

among classroom-based staff. This reflects the overall

increase in the numbers of such staff employed. But it also

reflects unprecedented changes to roles and responsibilities

which have occurred without any corresponding changes to

pay and conditions. There is now a growing perception among

classroom-based staff of the need for an organisation

capable of representing their views and protecting their

interests.

Since November 2001 GMB has been involved in national

discussions with the Department for Education and Skills

(DfES) and other partners about the roles and

responsibilities of support staff in schools. To inform those

discussions and build a more detailed picture of the views

and experiences of our members, GMB launched a national

survey of teaching assistants and nursery nurses1 in June

2002. The results, as summarised in this report, are intended

to form part of GMB’s response to the DfES consultation

package ‘Time for Standards’ which sets out proposals for

‘remodelling’ the school workforce in order to raise

standards of teaching and learning, and reduce teachers’

workload.

Questionnaires for the two groups were distributed via GMB

Regional Offices to schools in England and Wales. This report

is based on a total of 1,297 responses –992 responses from

teaching assistants and 305 from nursery nurses. Of these,

775 teaching assistant and 258 nursery nurse responses

have been included in the full analysis while 217 and 47 late

responses respectively have been analysed for qualitative

data only. The majority of respondents are GMB members,

although we received small numbers of responses from

members of other unions, and non-members.

About the survey

1

For the purposes of this survey the term ‘teaching assistant’ is used to encompass a
range of job titles used for staff who work in the classroom with pupils, including
classroom assistants, learning support assistants, teachers’ aides etc. The term ‘nursery
nurse’ is used to describe staff who have a professional early years qualification eg NNEB
or Cache (or equivalent experience) and are employed in that capacity
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II wwoorrkk aalloonnggssiiddee tthhee tteeaacchheerr mmaakkiinngg jjooiinntt ddeecciissiioonnss bbuutt II

aallssoo ddoo mmyy oowwnn ppllaannnniinngg wwhheenn ttaakkiinngg tthhee ccllaassss bbyy mmyysseellff.. II

sseett wwoorrkk ffoorr ggrroouuppss aanndd ffoorr ssppeecciiaall nneeeeddss ggrroouuppss aanndd ccaarrrryy

oouutt bbeehhaavviioouurr ttaarrggeettiinngg ffoorr ssppeecciiffiicc cchhiillddrreenn 

Teaching assistant, primary school

Teaching activities
Our survey responses show the depth of involvement of

teaching assistants and nursery nurses in most aspects of

teaching activity:

Teaching assistants:

• 80% mark pupils’ work 

• 67% invigilate exams or tests

• 50% deliver lessons prepared by a teacher

• 46% contribute to lesson planning

II ppllaann ffrroomm tthhee ppuuppiillss IIEEPPss aanndd ddiiffffeerreennttiiaattee tthhee nnaattiioonnaall

ssttrraatteeggyy oonn lliitteerraaccyy aanndd nnuummeerraaccyy.. II aamm aassssiiggnneedd mmyy oowwnn

rroooomm ttoo ssuuppppoorrtt ppuuppiillss’’ lleeaarrnniinngg nneeeeddss.. HHeennccee aallll wwoorrkk

uunnddeerrttaakkeenn iiss ffoorr mmyy oowwnn rroooomm eennvviirroonnmmeenntt

Special needs learning assistant, primary school 

There were two examples in our survey of teaching assistants

taking on Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO)

roles previously carried out by a teacher. One, an assistant

SENCO in a secondary school, with an HNC Level 4

qualification and a specialist teaching assistant diploma,

feels she is doing the same job as the teacher she replaced

but for £6.18 an hour on a term-time only contract.

Nursery nurses:

• 77% plan, prepare and deliver lessons

• 68% assess and keep their own records of children’s

achievement

• 61% supervise student placements

• 53% write reports

• 22% do home visits

The autonomy and responsibility given to nursery nurses is

often more formalised than it is for teaching assistants.

Nursery nurses are frequently assigned formal responsibility

for all aspects of care and education for their groups

(typically 12-16 pupils), including planning, base-line and

other assessments, profiles, target setting, record-keeping,

reports, parent evenings and so on. They also prepare

Individual Education Plans and liaise with outside agencies,

and some plan SEN sessions for learning support assistants

to follow. Responses from both surveys show that nursery

nurses often have line management responsibility for the

teaching assistants they work with.

Additional responsibilities
Responses to our survey highlight the huge diversity of

special and extra responsibilities that teaching assistants

and nursery nurses take on in addition to their core duties.

These often correspond to the particular skills, talents and

interests of the staff concerned, but there is rarely any extra

pay for doing them. Some respondents feel that they should

have a system of responsibility payments akin to that of

teachers which would show that the school values their extra

effort and time.

II ccuurrrreennttllyy pprroovviiddee mmuussiicc tteeaacchhiinngg aanndd II’’mm iinnvvoollvveedd iinn

oorrggaanniissiinngg sscchhooooll ccoonncceerrttss aanndd mmuussiicc ffeessttiivvaallss.. TThhiiss iiss

uunnppaaiidd dduuee ttoo hheeaadd tteeaacchheerr bbeeiinngg uunnaabbllee//uunnaawwaarree ooff

aaddddiittiioonnaall ffuunnddiinngg ffoorr tthheessee ssuuppppoorrtt aaccttiivviittiieess.. AAllssoo hhaavvee

ttaauugghhtt FFrreenncchh iinn YYeeaarr 22 aanndd rreeccoorrddeerrss 

Classroom learning support assistant, primary school

Speech and language

therapy

First aid

Mother and toddler group 

Home-school book club

Learning mentor reading

groups

ICT teaching: pupils and

staff 

Art co-ordinator

Craft, design and

technology

Under 5s music

School productions

Reading/spelling clubs

Makaton training for all

staff, and parents 

Festivals co-ordinator

Lunch-time club for

‘difficult children’

Minibus driver

Brain gym tutor

Non-teacher governor

JCC rep 

Additional literacy lunch-

time support

Teaching through sign

language

Piano playing at

assemblies, concerts

Looking after nursery pets

Examples of special
responsibilities

II ttaakkee rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy ffoorr jjooiinntt ppllaannnniinngg
aanndd aasssseessssmmeenntt wwiitthh tthhee tteeaacchheerr iinn
lloowweerr rreecceeppttiioonn ccllaassss ((2277 cchhiillddrreenn))..
SSoollee ppllaannnniinngg aanndd aasssseessssmmeenntt ffoorr ssiixx
cchhiillddrreenn iinn mmiixxeedd aaggee ccllaassss ffoorr tthhrreeee
sseessssiioonnss aa wweeeekk...... WWhhoollee sscchhooooll
aasssseemmbblliieess,, KKSS11 aanndd RReecceeppttiioonn
aasssseemmbblliieess aanndd ppllaayyggrroouunndd dduuttyy ((110000
cchhiillddrreenn aapppprrooxx)),, ppaarreennttss mmeeeettiinnggss,,
ssttoorryy ssaacckkss,, hhaannddlliinngg mmoonneeyy,,
eemmoottiioonnaall ddeevveellooppmmeenntt,, ffiirrsstt aaiidd,,
jjooiinntt hhoommee vviissiittss ffoorr nneeww rreecceeppttiioonn
cchhiillddrreenn,, jjooiinntt ppllaannnniinngg aanndd ccrreeaattiinngg
ddiissppllaayyss,, mmaarrkkiinngg wwoorrkk,, ccoovveerriinngg ffoorr
tteeaacchheerr......
Nursery nurse, primary school, 34 years’
experience

Level and setting 
Our survey confirms that teaching assistants and nursery

nurses are taking on wide-ranging responsibilities with a

great deal of flexibility in terms of the levels and settings in

which they operate.

Some 87% of teaching assistants and 82% of nursery nurses

regularly work with pupils with special needs, either assigned

to them exclusively or as part of wider responsibilities. The

nature of special needs work covers a whole spectrum of

difficult and complex responsibilities and can encompass

physical and medical care of pupils including administering

medicine, suctioning, tube feeding and so on.

Eighty four per cent of teaching assistants and 78% of

nursery nurses work with children on an individual basis and

similar proportions work with groups.

And 83% of nursery nurses work with the whole class, as do

58% of teaching assistants.

Our survey shows that delivering lessons or sessions on a

planned basis while teachers are elsewhere is already

common practice for nursery nurses.

II ttaakkee rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy ffoorr tthhee wwhhoollee nnuurrsseerryy rreecceeppttiioonn ccllaassss

iinn oorrddeerr ttoo rreelleeaassee tthhee tteeaacchheerr ffoorr nnoonn--ccoonnttaacctt ttiimmee ffoorr

ssppeecciiffiicc ppeerriiooddss ddaaiillyy

Nursery nurse, primary school, over 10 years’ experience

BBeettwweeeenn MMaarrcchh aanndd JJuullyy II oorrggaanniissee aanndd aamm iinn ssoollee cchhaarrggee ooff

aa pprree--nnuurrsseerryy ccllaassss.. TThhiiss iiss pprrooggrreessssiioonn aanndd pprroommoottiioonn bbuutt

wwiitthhoouutt aannyy ffiinnaanncciiaall ggaaiinn

Nursery nurse, in a primary school

Among teaching assistants, roles are generally less well

defined and delegation of responsibility is often determined

reactively depending on the immediate pressures facing the

school. Many respondents share the frustration expressed by

this special needs learning assistant in a primary school:

IItt’’ss tthhee sswwiinnggiinngg ppeenndduulluumm ooff lleevveellss ooff rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy.. FFoorr

wwhheenn iitt ssuuiittss aa ssiittuuaattiioonn yyoouu aarree ggiivveenn rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess..

TThheenn wwhheenn tthhee ccrriissiiss iiss oovveerr yyoouu aarree bbaacckk ttoo yyoouurr oorriiggiinnaall

ppllaaccee.. TThhiiss mmaakkeess yyoouu ffeeeell uusseedd aanndd uunnddeerrmmiinneedd 

Special needs learning assistant, primary school, 23 years’
experience

Some teaching assistants take regular whole-class sessions

but still find it difficult to get proper recognition.

FFrroomm 11999944 uunnttiill 22000011 II ttaauugghhtt ccaatteerriinngg ttoo YYeeaarr 1111 ppuuppiillss

eevveerryy WWeeddnneessddaayy ffoorr 55 lleessssoonnss iinn tthhee mmoorrnniinngg.. WWhheenn iitt wwaass

ssttaatteedd tthhaatt LLSSAAss ccoouulldd ggeett ppaaiidd ffoorr ssttaannddiinngg iinn ffoorr

tteeaacchheerrss,, II aasskkeedd ‘‘WWhhaatt aabboouutt mmee?? II tteeaacchh eevveerryy

WWeeddnneessddaayy,, II ppllaann mmyy oowwnn lleessssoonnss aanndd lleeaavvee wwoorrkk ffoorr ssuuppppllyy

tteeaacchheerrss wwhheenn II’’mm oouutt..’’ II wwaass ttoolldd II ccoouulldd nnoott bbee ppaaiidd.. EEvveerryy

yyeeaarr II wwaass ggeettttiinngg ppuuppiillss tthhrroouugghh aann OOCCRR eexxaamm aanndd tthheeyy

wweerree ppaassssiinngg 

Learning support assistant, secondary school 

Typically, teaching assistants plan and deliver lessons for

smaller groups working within or away from the main class

and/or deliver intensive one-to-one support to individual

pupils.

1. Roles and
responsibilities

GMB national survey of teaching assistants and nursery nurses 7
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Only 12% of teaching assistants and 4% of nursery nurses

feel unconfident about covering. One of these describes it as

‘nerve-wracking’ and others worry about issues such as

insurance and the attitudes of parents.

The circumstances of the cover can make a big difference to

how people feel. Many are much more likely to enjoy it if it is a

class with which they already work and have input into lesson

or activity planning.

OOKK iiff iitt iiss aann eemmeerrggeennccyy,, hhoowweevveerr wwhheenn iitt wwaass ppllaannnneedd II ddiidd

eennjjooyy iitt aanndd ggoott jjoobb ssaattiissffaaccttiioonn ffrroomm iitt 

Nursery nurse, primary school

Some teaching assistants feel fine about covering if they

can share it with another teaching assistant.

II hhaavvee ddoonnee iitt iinn aa pprreevviioouuss jjoobb.. AAss ttwwoo tteeaacchhiinngg aassssiissttaannttss

wwee mmaannaaggeedd aa ccllaassss ooff 3344 cchhiillddrreenn ffoorr 44 ddaayyss 

Nursery nurse, previously a teaching assistant, primary school

Many feel that how they are asked makes all the difference –

too often it is simply assumed that they will interrupt their

planned work and step in, and little account is taken of the

consequences.

WWhheenn ddeeaalliinngg wwiitthh nnuurrsseerryy cchhiillddrreenn,, ccoonnttiinnuuiittyy ooff ssttaaffff iiss

bbeetttteerr tthhaann hhaavviinngg aa ssuuppppllyy aanndd nnoott aa pprroobblleemm aass wwee aarree aallll

pprrooffeessssiioonnaallss aanndd ffuullllyy ccaappaabbllee.. HHoowweevveerr tthhiiss ssiittuuaattiioonn

aauuttoommaattiiccaallllyy mmaakkeess uuss oonnee mmeemmbbeerr ooff ssttaaffff ddoowwnn aanndd

tteeaacchhiinngg ssttaaffff ffeeeell wwee aarree bbeeiinngg ggiivveenn aa ttrreeaatt –– ‘‘aalllloowweedd ttoo

bbee tteeaacchheerr ffoorr aa ddaayy’’ 

Nursery nurse, primary school

One respondent raises the issue of who covers for the

coverers:“I feel guilty about having to take time off when my

child is ill –there should be a supply list of teaching

assistants”.

The ‘25 tasks’
Teaching assistants were asked if they currently carry out

any of the 25 tasks identified in DfES circular 2/98 as not to

be routinely carried out by teachers. Of the 25, the main

tasks commonly undertaken reflect what used to be the key

components of a traditional classroom assistant role:

• 80% do classroom display

• 75% do bulk photocopying

• 62% do record keeping and filing

• 45% prepare and issue materials 

• 39% collect money

The remaining tasks attracted low numbers of responses

reflecting their predominantly clerical/administrative or

technical nature.

Cover for absent teachers
With large numbers of unfilled vacancies and high levels of

stress and sickness among teachers, most nursery nurses

and teaching assistants at some time have to cover for

absent teachers. Our survey reveals just how widespread this

is. Ninety per cent of nursery nurses and 66% of teaching

assistants sometimes stand in for teachers.

Among those who do cover, teaching assistants mainly do so

for short periods, on an ad hoc basis, while nursery nurses

are more likely to supply longer term cover, as the table

illustrates.

Circumstances in Nursery Teaching 

which cover is provided nurses assistants 

As and when –for

periods of less 71% 90%

than 1 hour

Planned –

for several hours 38% 5%

Longer term –

to cover sickness, 52% 5%

absence etc

We asked respondents how they feel about covering for

teachers: their responses are shown in the graph.

Around a quarter of nursery nurses feel wholly positive about

covering for teachers –they welcome being asked, see it as a

measure of the trust and confidence placed in them and

relish the challenge. Among teaching assistants the figure

goes up to 38% which may reflect the degree to which many

feel frustrated by the fluctuating autonomy and lack of

acknowledgement they normally receive.

II ddoonn’’tt rreeaallllyy mmiinndd.. II ffiinndd iitt qquuiittee ssaattiissffyyiinngg ttoo hhaavvee tthhee

ffrreeeeddoomm iinn ccllaassss ttoo ppiicckk uupp oonn tthhiinnggss II’’vvee oobbsseerrvveedd tthhaatt tthhee

tteeaacchheerr hhaass mmiisssseedd

Teaching assistant/nursery nurse, primary school 

IInn tthhee SSEENN ggrroouupp II ssoommeettiimmeess ccoovveerr aanndd ttaakkee aa wwhhoollee

sseessssiioonn iiff tthhee SSEENN tteeaacchheerr iiss uunnaavvaaiillaabbllee.. II aamm ccuurrrreennttllyy

hhaappppyy ttoo ddoo tthhiiss aass II ffeeeell iitt iiss ggoooodd eexxppeerriieennccee iiff II ddeecciiddee ttoo

ggoo iinnttoo aa tteeaacchhiinngg ccaarreeeerr.. RReeaalliissttiiccaallllyy tthhiiss sshhoouulldd bbee tthhee

rroollee ooff aa ‘‘hhiigghheerr ggrraaddee’’ aassssiissttaanntt

Teaching assistant, primary school

Only a handful of respondents indicate that they receive any

extra pay for covering. This is part of what makes the issue so

emotive.

II wwaass pprroommiisseedd ttoo bbee ppaaiidd aatt aa ttrraaiinneerr lleevveell llaasstt aaccaaddeemmiicc

yyeeaarr bbuutt tthhiiss nneevveerr hhaappppeenneedd.. II tthheenn ccoovveerreedd ffoorr aa ssiicckk

ccoolllleeaagguuee tthhiiss yyeeaarr.. II nnooww rreeffuussee

Teaching assistant and lab tech, special school 

A further 45% of nursery nurses and 20% of teaching

assistants are happy to be asked to cover and enjoy doing it,

but strongly feel that they should be paid extra.

II ffeeeell pprriivviilleeggeedd tthhaatt tthhee hheeaadd tteeaacchheerr hhaass ccoonnffiiddeennccee iinn mmee

ttoo ddoo tthhee jjoobb,, bbuutt bbiitttteerr wwhheenn II kknnooww hhooww mmuucchh mmoonneeyy

ssuuppppllyy tteeaacchheerrss rreecceeiivvee

Nursery nurse, infants school

But some object to covering as a matter of principle, and a

few have actively refused.

II’’mm nnoott pprreeppaarreedd ttoo ddoo iitt iinn tthhee pprreesseenntt cclliimmaattee eessppeecciiaallllyy

aafftteerr NNiiggeell ddee GGrruucchhyy’’ss ccoommmmeennttss aabboouutt tteeaacchhiinngg

aassssiissttaannttss ...... IIff wwee ddoo ccoovveerr aass ppaarrtt ooff oouurr jjoobb,, oouurr wwaaggee

sshhoouulldd rreefflleecctt tthhiiss 

Teaching assistant, primary school

II’’vvee mmaaddee iitt vveerryy cclleeaarr ttoo mmyy hheeaadd tteeaacchheerr tthhaatt II’’mm nnoott

pprreeppaarreedd ttoo ddoo iitt.. HHee’’ss vveerryy uunnddeerrssttaannddiinngg aanndd ccaann sseeee mmyy

pprriinncciippllee bbeehhiinndd iitt 

Nursery nurse, primary school 

Some have mixed feelings about covering, but prefer it to the

disruption of having a supply teacher come in.

DDoonn’’tt mmiinndd aass iitt’’ss bbeetttteerr tthhaann hhaavviinngg aa ssuuppppllyy iinn wwhhoo kknnoowwss

nnootthhiinngg aabboouutt tthhee cchhiillddrreenn oorr hhooww tthhee ccllaassss iiss rruunn,, bbuutt

wwoonn’’tt aasskk yyoouu wwhhaatt nneeeeddss ttoo bbee ddoonnee,, aalltthhoouugghh yyoouu aarree

tthheerree eevveerryy ddaayy aanndd ccoouulldd rruunn tthhiinnggss wwiitthh yyoouurr eeyyeess cclloosseedd!!

Nursery nurse, primary school
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Teamworking
Survey respondents feel that working relationships in

schools are generally good, but they have key concerns about

involvement, communication and methods of deployment.

Just over three-quarters of nursery nurses and teaching

assistants are positive about their working relationships with

teachers describing them as “excellent” or “good and

supportive”.

But when it comes to regular inclusion in staff meetings with

teachers, two-thirds of nursery nurses report that this

happens compared with only 38% of teaching assistants.

Deployment
There is widespread frustration about poor deployment

practices which mean respondents are not always able to

operate as efficiently as they would like. Examples include:

• lack of inclusion in key activities such as planning

NNoott bbeeiinngg iinncclluuddeedd aass aa ffuullll mmeemmbbeerr ooff tthhee tteeaamm eegg nnoott

sseeeeiinngg rreeppoorrttss,, nnoott bbeeiinngg ffuullllyy iinnvvoollvveedd wwiitthh ppllaannss,, nnoott

ddiissccuussssiinngg cchhiilldd’’ss pprrooggrreessss

Nursery nurse, primary school

• lack of consultation 

LLaacckk ooff ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn,, nnoott kknnoowwiinngg tthhee lleessssoonn ppllaannss oorr tthhee

oobbjjeeccttiivvee aanndd bbeeiinngg eexxppeecctteedd ttoo tteeaacchh wwiitthhiinn sseeccoonnddss ooff

bbeeiinngg iinnffoorrmmeedd 

Teaching assistant and librarian, primary school

• ineffective or impromptu deployment 

LLaasstt mmiinnuuttee cchhaannggeess aanndd ddeecciissiioonnss eessppeecciiaallllyy wwhheenn yyoouu’’vvee

ddoonnee aa lloott ooff pprreeppaarraattiioonn 

Learning assistant, primary school

• inappropriate requests

BBeeiinngg ttoolldd ttoo mmoopp fflloooorrss,, cclleeaann uupp vvoommiitt aanndd cclleeaann ttooiilleettss

wwhheenn iinn tthhee mmiiddddllee ooff ssoommeetthhiinngg eellssee wwhhiicchh iinnvvoollvveess tthhee

aaccttuuaall cchhiillddrreenn wwee aarree ssuuppppoosseedd ttoo bbee ccaarriinngg ffoorr 

Nursery nurse, primary school

3. Working
relationships
II aamm uunnaabbllee ttoo ccaarrrryy oouutt mmyy
ssttaatteemmeenntteedd cchhiilldd’’ss IInnddiivviidduuaall
EEdduuccaattiioonn PPllaann bbeeccaauussee II kkeeeepp bbeeiinngg
aasskkeedd ttoo wwoorrkk wwiitthh ggrroouuppss.. II hhaavvee nnoo
ttiimmee ffoorr pprreeppaarraattiioonn ffoorr tthhee ssiinnggllee
lleessssoonnss II ccoovveerr –– yyoouu hhaavvee ttoo lleeaarrnn tthhee
ssuubbjjeecctt aass tthhee lleessssoonn iiss ddeelliivveerreedd tthheenn
hheellpp tthhee cchhiillddrreenn aass bbeesstt yyoouu ccaann.. 

Classroom assistant, secondary school

Job titles
Status and recognition of roles within schools are very

important and the starting point for that is often the job

title. Teachers and head teachers have titles which are

clearly understood by the wider public, but many other staff

working in classrooms do not.

Our survey found a very wide variety of job titles,

particularly among the teaching assistant group. These

include: learning support practitioner, classroom assistant,

learning mentor, general school assistant, teacher’s

assistant, learning tutor, learning support assistant,

specialist support assistant, special needs assistant, speech

and language assistant, integration assistant, individual

needs assistant, bi-lingual support/home school links

worker.

One respondent summed up the problem:

II ffeeeell ‘‘ccllaassssrroooomm aassssiissttaanntt’’ iiss vvaagguuee aanndd ccoovveerrss mmaannyy

ddiiffffeerreenntt rroolleess –– ddeeppeennddiinngg oonn aa tteeaacchheerr’’ss//sscchhooooll’’ss

eexxppeeccttaattiioonnss.. IIff aa ccllaassssrroooomm aassssiissttaanntt hhaadd aa cclleeaarr rroollee

aaggrreeeedd uuppoonn bbyy aallll tthhee ppaarrttiieess,, tthhee sscchhooooll mmiigghhtt rruunn mmoorree

eeffffiicciieennttllyy...... FFoorr eexxaammppllee,, II aamm ssttuuddyyiinngg ttoo bbee aa ‘‘sseenniioorr

pprraaccttiittiioonneerr’’ bbuutt tthhee sscchhooooll hhaass nnoo iiddeeaa wwhhaatt tthhee rroollee iiss!! 

Classroom assistant, primary school

Nursery nurses are a more homogenous group when it comes

to job titles, mostly called nursery nurses or ‘NNEBs’ but a

few have other titles such as early education centre group

leader or classroom manager.

Opinions are divided on ‘nursery nurse’ as a job title for the

future. Many feel it is outdated: “I would prefer something to
do with education rather than nursing.”

Preferred alternatives include:

• Early years practitioner or educator

• Support (nursery) teacher

• Learning/special support mentor

• Auxiliary teacher 

• Child development officer

• Nursery tutor

But others remain strongly attached to the ‘nursery nurse’

title, believing that it carries a ‘professional’ status which

does command recognition and which they do not want to

lose.

Respondents in both groups feel that lack of clarity about

job titles is closely linked to lack of clarity about roles both

within the school and in the wider world. Many are angry at

being called ‘non-teaching staff ’ by head teachers or being

referred to by parents as ‘helpers’.

School hierarchy
Many respondents feel that lack of status within the school

leads to lack of respect and credit for the contribution they

make.

HHeeaadd tteeaacchheerrss nneeeedd ttoo ggiivvee uuss tthhee rreessppeecctt wwee ddeesseerrvvee aanndd

nnoott ttrreeaatt uuss aass mmuummss jjuusstt ddooiinngg tthhee jjoobb ffoorr ppiinn mmoonneeyy

Teaching assistant, primary school

Respondents gave us numerous examples of how this

manifests itself:

• Not being trusted to have a key for resources I feel that I

need for my role

• Being thought of as having the same skills as a cleaner

• Being invisible to some members of staff

• Being treated like a servant by some of the teachers

• When people visit and only the teacher is introduced

• All the extra jobs that I am asked to do because they know

that I will do them. There is a standing joke in the staff-

room – if you can’t do it ask Emma

• To come in early, trying to get things done, displays,

paperwork etc but to have management praise teaching

staff rather than a whole team effort

• Treated generally as a second class citizen by staff which

then filters through to the children and parents

• Being treated differently from teaching staff eg being

excluded from staff meetings and training etc

2. Status

II aamm vveerryy ffrruussttrraatteedd aass II wwoorrkk wwiitthh aa
vveerryy ggoooodd tteeaamm ooff ssttaaffff bbuutt wwee
nnuurrsseerryy nnuurrsseess aarree tthhee hhiiddddeenn
pprrooffeessssiioonnaallss,, uunnrreeccooggnniisseedd bbyy
ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt,, tthhee ppuubblliicc,, tthhee ppaarreennttss
eettcc.. WWee aarree tthhee bbaacckkbboonnee ooff
eedduuccaattiioonn iinn tthhee ffoouunnddaattiioonn ssttaaggee.. 

Nursery nurse, £14,286pa but only paid
for 40 wks, primary school
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Our respondents also have a variety of additional

professional and specialist qualifications.

Nearly a quarter of teaching assistant respondents and 19%

of nursery nurse respondents are currently working towards

a formal qualification. The Early Years Foundation Degree and

BA are popular choices. Others include RNIB courses,

Sports coaching certificate, Teaching English as a Foreign

Language Certificate, FE teaching certificate, NVQ Assessor

certificate. A small number are embarking on QTS.

Barriers to training and
professional development
When asked about training received, some respondents feel

that they have good opportunities to access training, but

the majority experience considerable barriers, usually

around paid release.

AAppppllyy ffoorr ccoouurrsseess,, aanndd ddoonn’’tt ggeett aannyy ffeeeedd--bbaacckk.. CCoouurrsseess aarree

aallwwaayyss ffuullll,, oorr II’’mm ttoolldd tthheeyy ccaannnnoott aaffffoorrdd aa ssuuppppllyy NNNNEEBB 

Nursery nurse, primary school 

II rreecceeiivveedd EEAALL ttrraaiinniinngg bbuutt mmiisssseedd ssoommee sseessssiioonnss aass II hhaadd ttoo

ssttaanndd iinn ffoorr aa tteeaacchheerr

Nursery nurse, primary school 

II ssttaarrtteedd CCLLAAIITT LLeevveell 11 bbuutt hhaadd ttoo ssttoopp hhaallffwwaayy tthhrroouugghh dduuee

ttoo tthhee HHeeaadd TTeeaacchheerr ccaanncceelllliinngg iitt

Teaching assistant, primary school 

Reaping the benefits
Many respondents feel disappointed and angry that when

they achieve higher level qualifications, there is no financial

reward or recognition, which means that schools reap the

benefits without paying for them.

TThheerree aarree aaddvvaanncceedd nnuurrsseerryy nnuurrssee ddiipplloommaa ccoouurrsseess bbuutt

mmoorree ppaayy ffoorr tthhee eexxttrraa qquuaalliiffiiccaattiioonnss iiss hhiigghhllyy uunnlliikkeellyy

Nursery nurse, primary school 

Thus a learning support assistant, for example, who gains a

Diploma in Childcare and Education brings the benefits of

that learning to the school, often finds that they are given

greater responsibility, but retains their old job title and pay

rate.

PPPPAA PPllaayyggrroouupp SSuuppeerrvviissoorr’’ss
cceerrttiiffiiccaattee,, OOUU PPrree--SScchhooooll CChhiilldd
CCeerrttiiffiiccaattee,, OOUU CChhiillddhhoooodd 55--1100
CCeerrttiiffiiccaattee,, NNVVQQ IIIIII CChhiillddccaarree aanndd
EEdduuccaattiioonn,, FFoooodd hhyyggiieennee cceerrttiiffiiccaattee,,
CCllaassssrroooomm aassssiissttaanntt cceerrttiiffiiccaattee,, RRNNIIBB
FFaacciilliittaattiinngg IInnddeeppeennddeennccee CCeerrttiiffiiccaattee,,
CCeerrttiiffiiccaattee iinn PPrrooffeessssiioonnaall SSttuuddiieess iinn
EEdduuccaattiioonn,, SSuuppppoorrttiinngg VViissuuaallllyy
IImmppaaiirreedd PPuuppiillss iinn MMaaiinnssttrreeaamm
CCeerrttiiffiiccaattee,, MMaakkaattoonn VVooccaabbuullaarryy
DDeevveellooppmmeenntt PPrroojjeecctt BBaassiicc WWoorrkksshhoopp
nnoo 22 cceerrttiiffiiccaattee,, TTeeaacchhiinngg AAssssiissttaanntt
CCeerrttiiffiiccaattee OOff AAcchhiieevveemmeenntt,, CCLLAAIITT
CCoouurrssee CCeerrttiiffiiccaattee,, NNOOFF TTrraaiinniinngg,, pplluuss
eeiigghhtt SStt JJoohhnn AAmmbbuullaannccee lliiffee
ssaavveerr//ffiirrsstt aaiidd//ppaattiieenntt hhaannddlliinngg
cceerrttiiffiiccaatteess 
Selection of qualifications held by one
primary school special needs teaching
assistant

Over 95% of respondents to the nursery nurse survey have a

formal early years qualification at Level 3 or higher –the vast

majority NNEB, Cache, BTEC, HNC or HND diplomas or

certificates.

Nearly two-thirds of teaching assistant respondents have

formal qualifications relating to their job. Compared with our

nursery nurse respondents there is a greater variety of core

qualifications among this group including: City and Guilds

Certificate/Advanced Certificate in Learning Support, NVQs

II, III and IV in Childcare and Education, Special Needs

Classroom Assistant Certificate, Specialist Teaching

Assistant Certificate and the Certificate for Literacy and

Numeracy Support Assistants (CLANSA).

Most of these are well-suited to primary schools but one

respondent comments that there is very little training and

qualification provision which meets the needs of those

working in secondary education.

4. Training and
qualifications

BTEC diploma in social

care

BTEC certificate in

caring

Qualified Teacher Status

State Registered Nurse

BTEC or Edexel speech

and language therapy 

Diploma in Social Work

Pre-School Playgroup

Leader Certificate

Oxford University module

in autism

Teaching in FE certificate

Foundation degree in

behaviour management

in mainstream schools

Certificate in counselling

Certificate in basic

psychology

ICS Diploma in Child

Psychology 

Makaton sign language

Makaton regional tutor’s

license

British Sign language

Bi-Lingual

Communicators

Certificate

Certificate of Braille

competence

BTec/Edexel Level 3

Communication

RSA CLAIT

NVQ 4 Use and Support of

IT

European computer

driving license

Business for all computer

course

YMCA Exercise to music

certificate in instruction

Diploma in Indian head

massage

Imperial Society of

Teachers of Dancing

Licentiate

Examples of specialist
qualifications
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6. Pay
II ffeeeell uunnddeerrvvaalluueedd aanndd sseerriioouussllyy
uunnddeerrppaaiidd.. TThhee LLEEAA iinnssiissttss ££55..3300 aann
hhoouurr iiss aallll tthheeyy wwiillll ppaayy rreeggaarrddlleessss ooff
qquuaalliiffiiccaattiioonnss ttrraaiinniinngg,,
rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess eettcc 

Qualified learning tutor, secondary
school 

Pay data
The complexities surrounding term-time only contracts

which apply to some of our respondents make a consistent

analysis of salary data difficult. Some respondents are

notified of an annual salary expressed as the amount

someone would receive if they were paid for 52 weeks in a

year. Their actual salary is then pro-rataed down but with

payments annualised into even monthly amounts. Others

have their annual salary expressed as the figure after this

pro-rating process. For the purposes of this survey we have

calculated salary information provided by respondents

(where there was sufficient information) as a gross hourly

rate based on the number of basic contractual hours in the

working week. This approach allows comparisons to be made

but does not reflect the depressed income of those

respondents who do not receive payment for that basic

working week during holidays.

Our survey highlights the incidence of low pay among

nursery nurses and teaching assistants. The 2002 pay

settlement in local government (implemented after the

survey period) includes a £5 an hour minimum wage

backdated to April 2002, rising to £5.30 in April 2003. Our

survey suggests that substantial numbers of teaching

assistants stand to benefit from this deal. Four out of 10

teaching assistant respondents earn less than £5.30 an hour

and 27% are earning below £5 an hour. Nearly half earn

between £5.30 and £7 per hour, only 11% earn above £7 an

hour, while only 3% are earning over £8 an hour.

Pay rates among our nursery nurse respondents are slightly

higher. Only 5% earn below £5 an hour. A further 16% are

earning between £5 and £6.50 an hour, while 33% are

earning between £6.50 and £7.50 an hour. A further 32%

have hourly rates of between £7.50 and £8. The remaining

14% of respondents earn above £8 an hour, with £9.26 as the

highest reported hourly rate.
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Grading structures
Eighty four per cent of teaching assistants and 89% of nursery

nurses have only one grade available for their jobs in school.

II hhaavvee bbeeeenn wwoorrkkiinngg ffoorr 2255 yyeeaarrss aanndd mmyy jjoobb hhaass cchhaannggeedd ttoo

ccoovveerr ppaappeerrwwoorrkk,, rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy ffoorr cchhiillddrreenn eettcc aanndd II aamm

ssttiillll oonn tthhee ssaammee ggrraaddee aass II wwaass 2255 yyeeaarrss aaggoo 

Nursery nurse, nursery school

Even where there is more than one grade available, decisions

about grading are made in an arbitrary fashion.

II rreecceennttllyy qquuaalliiffiieedd aass HHNNCC ssoo II hhaavvee bbeeeenn ggiivveenn tthhee hhiigghheerr

ggrraaddee ooff uunnqquuaalliiffiieedd tteeaacchheerr.. AAnnootthheerr ttwwoo iinn tthhiiss sscchhooooll wwiitthh

tthhee ssaammee qquuaalliiffiiccaattiioonn hhaavvee nnoott bbeeeenn ggiivveenn tthhee ssaammee ssttaattuuss

Nursery nurse, primary school

NNuurrsseerryy nnuurrsseess aarree lleevveell 33,, bbuutt iiff tthhee cchhiillddrreenn tthheeyy wwoorrkk

wwiitthh aarree lleevveell 22 tthheeyy ggeett ppaaiidd aaccccoorrddiinnggllyy.. II ffeeeell tthhaatt aa

ppeerrssoonn’’ss oowwnn qquuaalliiffiiccaattiioonnss sshhoouulldd bbee rreeccooggnniisseedd rraatthheerr

tthhaann tthhee lleevveell ooff tthhee cchhiilldd tthheeyy ssuuppppoorrtt

Nursery nurse (special support assistant), primary school

In other cases extra pay for extra responsibilities is not

reflected in grading but paid as a lump sum because associated

funding is based on a short-term government initiative.

FFoorr ttaakkiinngg ssppeecciiaall rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy aass ssuuppppoorrtt ssttaaffff ccoo--

oorrddiinnaattoorr II ggeett 11 ppooiinntt ooff aapppprrooxx ££999999 aa yyeeaarr wwhhiicchh hhaass ttoo

bbee ppaaiidd iinn aa lluummpp ssuumm oonnccee aa yyeeaarr aass tthhee aauutthhoorriittyy

ccaannnnoott//wwiillll nnoott ppaayy iitt mmoonntthhllyy iinn mmyy ssaallaarryy.. TThhiiss iiss oonnllyy

ggrraanntteedd ffoorr tthhrreeee yyeeaarrss aass wwee aarree aa bbeeaaccoonn sscchhooooll 

Nursery nurse (SEN), primary school

Progression/promotion
Some 87% of nursery nurses and 84% of teaching

assistants feel they have no opportunity for promotion. The

majority believe that the main reason for this is the lack of a

career structure. Around one in five say there is plenty of

opportunity for personal progression through taking on

more responsibility and gaining qualifications but this does

not result in a promotion or any financial gain. Others cannot

progress because the school or LEA will not pay for them to

go on courses, or because they are on temporary contracts.

II hhaavvee bbeeeenn ttoolldd dduurriinngg jjoobb rreevviieeww aanndd bbyy IInnvveessttoorrss iinn

PPeeooppllee tthhaatt tthheerree iiss nnoo pprrooggrreessssiioonn oorr pprroommoottiioonn aavvaaiillaabbllee..

QQuuoottee ‘‘YYoouu hhaavvee aa CCiinnddeerreellllaa jjoobb’’

Nursery nurse, primary school

TThheerree iiss nnoo ddeeffiinniittiioonn ooff oouurr rroollee,, nnoo jjoobb sseeccuurriittyy,, ssttaattuuss oorr

ooppppoorrttuunniittyy ffoorr pprrooggrreessssiioonn.. UUnnttiill tthhee jjoobb iiss rreeccooggnniisseedd aanndd

ddeeffiinneedd nnaattiioonnaallllyy tthheerree ccaann bbee nnoo ccaarreeeerr ddeevveellooppmmeenntt 

Learning support assistant, secondary school

Progression to QTS?
The absence of a grading and career structure in schools

leads many respondents to conclude that ‘there is nowhere

to go except qualifying as a teacher.’ We asked if they had

considered pursuing qualified teacher status (QTS). Over half

of the nursery nurses and 38% of the teaching assistants

have considered it, mainly because they feel they are doing

some or most of the role already and that it is the only way to

improve their pay and status. One is considering it because

she says more black teachers are needed.

However, very few are pursuing QTS. The main reasons among

those who have considered it and decided against are:

• having to start at the beginning when current

qualifications and experience ought to count as credits

IItt wwoouulldd bbee nniiccee iiff oouurr eexxppeerriieennccee ccoouulldd bbee ppuutt ttoowwaarrddss aa

tteeaacchhiinngg ppoosstt.. AAfftteerr aallll,, wwee hhaavvee ddoonnee tthhee ccllaassssrroooomm wwoorrkk

aanndd ppllaannnniinngg –– tthhee oonnllyy tthhiinngg wwee wwoouulldd nneeeedd iiss mmoorree

ttrraaiinniinngg oonn tthhee mmaannaaggeemmeenntt ssiiddee aanndd oonn tthhee ppaappeerrwwoorrkk 

Nursery nurse, special needs, primary school

• financial loss associated with giving up a job to go to college 

• family commitments do not leave enough time

• age

• requirement for GCSE maths

The main reasons given by those who have not considered doing

QTS,centre on negative perceptions of the job of teacher itself:

• too much paperwork and bureaucracy

• not enough close interaction with pupils

• too much stress and pressure

• workload

Responses among this group show a degree of resentment at

the fact that QTS is raised at all –they simply want

recognition and reward in their own right for their own jobs.

5. Career progression
UUnnttiill oouurr iimmppoorrttaanntt rroollee iinn tthhee
ccllaassssrroooomm iiss ffuullllyy rreeccooggnniisseedd bbyy
ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt,, LLEEAAss,, tteeaacchheerrss aanndd
ppaarreennttss tthheerree wwiillll bbee vveerryy lliittttllee
ooppppoorrttuunniittyy ffoorr pprroommoottiioonn
Teaching assistant, infant school
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II eennjjooyy mmyy jjoobb bbuutt II ttrraaiinneedd aass aann iinnffaanntt//jjuunniioorr tteeaacchheerr iinn

tthhee 11997700ss.. II hhaavvee bbeeeenn aann LLSSAA ssiinnccee 11999944.. II hhaavvee wwoorrkkeedd

wwiitthh cchhiillddrreenn oonn aa 11::11 bbaassiiss wwiitthh eemmoottiioonnaall//bbeehhaavviioouurraall

pprroobblleemmss iinn aa ppuuppiill rreeffeerrrraall uunniitt,, aa sscchhooooll oonn ssppeecciiaall

mmeeaassuurreess aanndd tthhiiss yyeeaarr ttooookk tthhee ccoouurrssee ffoorr tthhee AAddvvaanncceedd

CCeerrttiiffiiccaattee iinn LLeeaarrnniinngg SSuuppppoorrtt.. WWhheenn II aasskkeedd mmyy HHeeaadd iiff II

ccoouulldd ppoossssiibbllyy hhaavvee aa rriissee hhee hhaappppiillyy iinnffoorrmmeedd mmee tthhaatt II hhaadd

rreecceeiivveedd aa rriissee iinn AApprriill.. TThhiiss aammoouunntteedd ttoo 1122pp aann hhoouurr…… II

rreecceeiivvee ££55..6633 aann hhoouurr aanndd rreesseenntt ssttrroonnggllyy tthhee ffaacctt tthhaatt aa

nneeww llaaddyy ccaann bbee eemmppllooyyeedd aanndd eeaarrnn ££55 aann hhoouurr wwiitthh lliittttllee oorr

nnoo eexxppeerriieennccee

Learning support assistant, primary school 

Low pay adds to the sense reported by respondents of not

being valued for the contribution they make. As public

servants, many draw a link between their pay and the value

placed on them by society.

II hhaavvee ssppeenntt 3300 yyeeaarrss wwoorrkkiinngg wwiitthh SSEENN cchhiillddrreenn,, tteeaacchhiinngg

ddrraammaa,, mmuussiicc aanndd llaanngguuaaggee.. AAllll tthhiiss eexxppeerriieennccee iiss uusseedd wwiitthh

mmyy ppuuppiillss aanndd II kknnooww tthheeyy bbeenneeffiitt ccoonnssiiddeerraabbllyy bbuutt II ccaannnnoott

eeaarrnn aann aaddeeqquuaattee wwaaggee 

SEN teaching assistant, £5.46 an hour

Many are acutely aware of the possibilities that other jobs

such as those in supermarkets can offer: better pay for a

fraction of the pressure, stress, skills and responsibility they

are required to operate with in their current jobs.

II aamm mmoosstt ddiissssaattiissffiieedd bbyy tthhee rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy,, ttrraaiinniinngg aanndd

eexxppeerrttiissee II hhaavvee wwiitthhoouutt tthhee ffiinnaanncciiaall rreewwaarrdd.. II ccoouulldd eeaarrnn

aass mmuucchh ssttaacckkiinngg sshheellvveess iinn aa ssuuppeerrmmaarrkkeett 

Nursery nurse, primary school, 10+ years’ experience, better
reading partnership co-ordinator, special responsibility for
bilingual support, £7.62 an hour

II eeaarrnn ££66..2277 ffoorr aa SSaattuurrddaayy jjoobb aatt aa sshhooppppiinngg cceennttrree

Learning support assistant, primary school, £4.98 an hour

Many are also aware of what they consider to be an

unacceptably wide gap between their pay and that of

teachers.

WWhheenn II ssttaarrtteedd wwoorrkkiinngg aass aa nnuurrsseerryy nnuurrssee,, tthhee ssaallaarryy wwaass

rroouugghhllyy 22//33 tthhaatt ooff aa ccoommppaarraabbllee tteeaacchheerr.. BByy ttooddaayy’’ss

ssttaannddaarrdd tthhaatt wwoouulldd bbee ccoommppaarraabbllee ttoo tthhee nnaattiioonnaall aavveerraaggee

wwaaggee ooff ££1199,,000000,, bbuutt nnooww wwee hhaavvee ffaarr mmoorree rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess

aanndd wwoorrkkllooaadd 

Nursery nurse, primary school, 10+ years’ experience, £7.60 an
hour = £12,650pa 

One classroom assistant contrasted the £100 which she

takes home after a full week with the £100 a day commanded

by supply teachers.

We asked respondents what they feel they should be paid and

the results are shown in the table below. Nursery nurses are

more likely to make reference to the teachers’ pay scale,

either seeking parity with the NQT rate for a qualified,

experienced nursery nurse, or a proportion (usually 75%) of

the salary of a teacher with a commensurate length of

service. Some teaching assistants say they deserve parity

with what NNEB qualified staff or learning mentors are paid

in their schools.

Salary Nursery Teaching

aspiration nurses assistants 

Link to

teacher’s scale 18% 6%

£9-12,000 – 27%

£12-15,000 12% 31%

£15-18,000 40% 31%

£18-20,000 20% 4%

£20,000+ 10% 1%

The salaries in the table are based on all-year round

payment. Many teaching assistants say they would be much

happier with their existing salary if it were paid all year-

round.

The pattern of pay rates is more compressed among nursery

nurse respondents than among teaching assistants. This

reflects the continued use of the defined grade for nursery

nurses prescribed under the old local government pay

agreement for white-collar staff. A large cluster of nursery

nurse respondents reported an hourly rate of £7.62 an hour

which equates to spine point 15 (£12,879) the top of the

defined grade. Hence it is clear that it survives in many

authorities where new pay and grading structures have not

been concluded under Single Status. What was originally a

measure to ‘protect’ pay rates now acts a ceiling which has

not kept up with the changing role and responsibilities

involved in the job.

There is greater variation in pay rates among teaching

assistants partly because by historical anomaly there are no

protected rates for teaching assistants.

Our survey reveals a deep and rising anger about low pay and

the lack of recognition and respect it signifies.

II wwoorrkk iinn tthhee ccllaassss wwiitthh tthhee ssttaatteemmeenntteedd cchhiillddrreenn.. II aallssoo

hhaavvee tthhrreeee ootthheerr ssttaatteemmeenntteedd cchhiillddrreenn tthhaatt II wwoorrkk oonnee--ttoo--

oonnee wwiitthh.. II aallssoo ttaakkee ggrroouuppss ooff cchhiillddrreenn oouutt ooff ccllaassss wwhhoo

hhaavvee IIEEPPss.. NNeexxtt SSpprriinngg II aamm uunnddeerrttaakkiinngg tthhee FFLLSS wwiitthh

cchhiillddrreenn oouutt ooff ccllaassss ttoo mmaakkee tthheeiirr ggrraaddeess uupp.. IInn aa nnuuttsshheellll II

aamm tteeaacchhiinngg.. TThhiiss ddooeess nnoott rreefflleecctt iinn mmyy ppaayy.. II eeaarrnneedd mmoorree

mmoonneeyy aass aa cclleeaanneerr wwoorrkkiinngg ffeewweerr hhoouurrss.. CCllaassssrroooomm

ssuuppppoorrtt aassssiissttaannttss ppllaayy aa ggrreeaatt ppaarrtt iinn aa cchhiilldd’’ss eedduuccaattiioonn ––

tthhiiss ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt nneeeeddss ttoo kknnooww jjuusstt hhooww mmuucchh.. GGoonnee aarree

tthhee ddaayyss ooff nnoossee--wwiippiinngg aanndd cclleeaanniinngg ppaaiinntt ppoottss.. WWee

ddeesseerrvvee aa ddeecceenntt wwaaggee!!

Classroom assistant, primary school

II aamm ddooiinngg tthhee ssaammee jjoobb aass ootthheerrss aanndd sseeeeiinngg tthhee ppaayy ggaapp

ggrrooww wwiiddeerr aanndd wwiiddeerr.. II mmoosstt ooff aallll rreesseenntt bbeeiinngg rreeggaarrddeedd

aass ‘‘NNoonn--tteeaacchhiinngg ssttaaffff’’.. WWhhaatt ddoo tthheeyy tthhiinnkk II ddoo wwiitthh mmyy

ttiimmee???? 

Nursery nurse, nursery school, 25 years experience, greater
responsibilities but still on same grade

Respondents give moving testimonies about what it means

to live on such low incomes.

FFoorr aa ggoooodd nnuummbbeerr ooff yyeeaarrss tthhiiss hhaass bbeeeenn mmyy oonnllyy iinnccoommee..

WWhheenn II sspplliitt uupp wwiitthh mmyy hhuussbbaanndd iitt wwaass vveerryy hhaarrdd ttoo ccooppee..

FFoorr aa wwhhiillee II hhaadd ttoo ggeett aannootthheerr jjoobb aass wweellll ttoo mmaakkee mmyy

mmoonneeyy uupp.. NNooww II’’vvee ggoott aa cclleeaanniinngg jjoobb wwiitthhiinn tthhee sscchhooooll

wwhheerree II wwoorrkk,, bbuutt iiff tthhee tteeaacchhiinngg aassssiissttaanntt ppoosstt ppaaiidd aa lloott

mmoorree II wwoouulldd nnoott hhaavvee ttoo ddoo tthhee cclleeaanniinngg –– ssoommeeoonnee eellssee

ccoouulldd hhaavvee tthhee jjoobb

Teaching assistant, primary school

II wwoouulldd lliikkee ttoo bbee ppaaiidd ddoouubbllee wwhhaatt II ggeett nnooww ssoo tthhaatt II oonnllyy

hhaavvee ttoo ddoo oonnee jjoobb aanndd ccaann ssppeenndd ssoommee ttiimmee wwiitthh mmyy oowwnn

cchhiillddrreenn 

Primary school learning support assistant, £5.38 an hour, 40
weeks a year

II aamm aatt tthhee ttoopp ooff tthhee ssccaallee ffoorr NNNNEEBB aanndd hhaavvee bbeeeenn ffoorr

ssoommee yyeeaarrss.. II’’mm ffoorrttuunnaattee bbeeccaauussee II aamm mmaarrrriieedd –– aa ssiinnggllee

nnuurrsseerryy nnuurrssee wwoorrkkiinngg iinn SSuurrrreeyy hhaass nnoo hhooppee ooff ggeettttiinngg aa

mmoorrttggaaggee

Nursery nurse, reception class, £8.45 an hour

Part of the problem is the apparent failure to ensure that

evaluation and grading of these jobs has kept up with

changing roles and responsibilities. Only 9% of nursery

nurse respondents and 14% of teaching assistants report

that their job has recently been evaluated under a job

evaluation scheme. This comment is typical of what has

happened when schemes have gone ahead:“Learning

support assistants were never included to be evaluated

anyway.”

Lack of progression opportunities and career structures for

teaching assistants and nursery nurses mean that pay

remains low despite the accumulation of experience,

training and qualifications.



Term-time workers and the
benefits system
Lack of income during holidays has long forced many GMB

members to turn to the social security system to

supplement their income during what is commonly three

months of the year when they are not in paid work. The

introduction in 1996 of Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) to

replace unemployment benefits complicated matters

considerably. The regulations introduced a false averaging

provision which ignored periods of holiday and calculated

average working hours by reference to term-time only. JSA

could only be claimed if the weekly average was below 16. By

disregarding the weeks of the year when no hours were

worked many employees could not meet the less than 16

hours requirement and had their claims turned down.

II wwaass rreeffuusseedd oonn tthhee ggrroouunnddss tthhaatt ‘‘iitt wwaass yyoouurr cchhooiiccee ttoo

wwoorrkk iinn aa sscchhooooll’’ 

Teaching assistant, £5.45 an hour

Furthermore, even when this hurdle is cleared, the practice

by local authorities of spreading pay evenly across the year

(which is helpful in terms of managing finances) means that

employees are treated as having earnings during the period

for which they are trying to claim. In practice this bars many

more employees from claiming NI contribution-based JSA.

And those who cannot claim this form of JSA will be ineligible

for income-based JSA if the household income exceeds a

certain threshold. So having a working partner is usually a

bar to claiming. Even when all these hurdles are cleared a

claimant must comply with a host of rigorous benefit rules,

such as demonstrating that they are available for and

actively seeking work.

A recent decision by the social security commissioners found

that the false averaging provision under JSA was indirectly

discriminatory. From now on, schools staff will be able to take

the average of their weekly working hours over 52 rather

than the number of paid weeks. So a small number will again

be able to claim. But the numbers will only be small. For

example if a person is contracted for 21 hours a week for 40

weeks a year, their annual hours are 840. When that is divided

by 52 weeks it comes out at 16.2 –and bars a JSA claim.

Employees may currently be eligible for working families tax

credit, and from April 2003 more may qualify for the new

working tax credits and child care tax credits. But GMB

remains concerned that eligibility will still depend on

entering a lottery of hours thresholds and family income

means-testing, with arbitrary cut-off points and excessive

form-filling.

II ffeeeell wwee aarree ddiissccrriimmiinnaatteedd aaggaaiinnsstt ––
tteeaacchheerrss aanndd nnuurrsseerryy nnuurrsseess aarree ppaaiidd
5522 wweeeekkss aa yyeeaarr aanndd ddiinnnneerr llaaddiieess aarree
ppaaiidd aa rreettaaiinneerr..
Specialist teaching assistant, primary
school, £5.45 an hour, 39-week contract

Linked to pay, one of the biggest sources of resentment and

dissatisfaction among GMB members working in schools is

the use of term-time only contracts. Our survey illustrates

the anomalies and complexities of this thorny issue.

The ‘protected’ status afforded to nursery nurses under the

old white-collar pay agreement also included an all-year

round contract akin to that of teachers. While this has

largely survived Single Status reviews so far, anecdotal

evidence from our members suggests that there are moves

in some authorities to remove that protection. This is backed

up by our survey which shows that 10% of nursery nurse

respondents are now on term-time only contracts.

WWiitthh nnoo ppaayy dduurriinngg tthhee sscchhooooll hhoolliiddaayyss tthheerree’’ss nnoo sseeccuurriittyy..

II’’mm aatt tthhee ppooiinntt nnooww wwhheerree II ccaannnnoott mmaannaaggee wwiitthhoouutt ppaayy ––

ffiinnddiinngg tteemmppoorraarryy jjoobbss ffoorr tthhoossee wweeeekkss iiss aa nniigghhttmmaarree.. IIff II

ccaann ffiinndd aa jjoobb oouutt ooff tthhee eedduuccaattiioonn ssyysstteemm wwiitthh sseeccuurriittyy II’’mm

ggooiinngg ffoorr iitt.. AA lloott ooff tthhee tteeaacchhiinngg aassssiissttaannttss ffeeeell tthhee ssaammee 

Nursery nurse, primary school 

For teaching assistants, the practice is much more

widespread. Respondents were asked for how many weeks a

year they are paid. 44% are paid for 52 weeks, while 56% are

on some form of term-time only contract where some weeks

of the year are not paid.

However, we believe that this may be an underestimate of

the true number on term-time contracts. The practice of

spreading payments out over the year to give 12 equal

monthly payments is widespread and may have caused some

respondents to say they are paid for 52 weeks a year, basing

that answer on the method of payment rather than the level

of remuneration.

It is clear that there is a great deal of confusion, with many

respondents saying they don’t know or are uncertain about

how many weeks they are paid. Jobs are often advertised

giving the salary for a 52-week year, and employees are not

told what they will actually get. Even among those who have

been given details of how their pay is arrived at, some find

the calculation hard to follow or misleading, particularly

where there is a further pro-rata calculation to reflect part-

time hours.

MMyy ssaallaarryy iiss ssuuppppoosseedd ttoo bbee ££1111,,110000 bbuutt iitt iiss wwoorrkkeedd oouutt aass:: 

27 hrs 30 mins X 42.4 weeks (incl 4.4 weeks holiday)x £11,100

37hrs X 52.14 = full-time appointment rate

ssoo oonn tthhiiss bbaassiiss II wwiillll nneevveerr ggeett ££1111,,110000.. SSoo wwhhyy hhaavvee tthhiiss??

WWhhyy nnoott jjuusstt ssaayy tthhaatt mmyy ppaayy iiss ££66,,770088?? 

Teaching assistant, primary school 

Taking those who identified themselves as paid for less than

52 weeks a year, half are on contracts for 39 weeks or fewer,

just over a third have contracts for between 40 and 45 weeks

a year and the remaining one in six have contracts for

between 45 and 50 weeks.

During the 1970s and 1980s it was common for schools staff

to receive a ‘retainer fee’ during school holidays. This

sometimes corresponded to a percentage of salary or was

paid as a flat rate. But starting in the mid-1990s retainers

have gradually been removed, and our survey finds that only

a fifth of those who identify themselves as term-time receive

a retainer.

7. Term-time only
contracts
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II hhaavvee bbeeeenn wwoorrkkiinngg hheerree ffoorr oovveerr ffiivvee
yyeeaarrss aanndd aamm uunnlliikkeellyy ttoo bbee ooffffeerreedd aa
ppeerrmmaanneenntt ccoonnttrraacctt..
Learning support assistant and midday
supervisor, primary school

Our survey reveals a shocking degree of job insecurity

caused by widespread use of temporary contracts. Local

government as a whole employs a disproportionately high

number of temporary workers –over 10% of the workforce

compared with 6% in the whole economy. But the situation

in schools is in a different league. Nearly half (48%) of

teaching assistant respondents, and a fifth of all nursery

nurse respondents are employed on a fixed-term or

temporary contract.

The survey responses reveal a widespread practice of

renewing successive temporary contracts either term by

term or at best annually.

A NNEB qualified classroom assistant working in a primary

school says:“It is never possible to progress my career as I

only have six-monthly contracts.”

Schools seem to be leaving it late in the day to make

decisions about renewals. An NVQ III qualified classroom

assistant with over 10 years’ experience wrote of the

detrimental effect on her job satisfaction of not knowing if

she will be employed for the following term.

We also found widespread use of ‘patchwork’ contracts with

the same individual employed for a number of hours a week

on one contract, and for a further number of hours on

another contract. One respondent combines three jobs:

learning mentor, midday supervisor and teaching assistant,

in the same primary school. Another makes up her earnings

from £318 a month as a learning support assistant, £105 per

month as a school meals worker and £100 a month as a

cleaner.

Often one or more contracts are temporarily yoked to a

permanent one. For example a nursery nurse in a primary

school is employed part-time as a nursery nurse on a

temporary contract (52 weeks payable), and part-time as a

special needs assistant and IT technician (39 weeks payable).

She says:“I studied nursery nursing five years ago, but the

school will still not give me a full-time nursery nurse

contract.”

HHooww mmuucchh mmoorree II ccoouulldd hheellpp bbootthh tthhee tteeaacchheerr aanndd tthhee

cchhiillddrreenn aacchhiieevvee iiff mmyy ppoossiittiioonn wwaass ppeerrmmaanneennttllyy ffuullll--ttiimmee

Nursery nurse, primary school, with over five years’ experience
employed for 15 hours on a permanent contract and 10 hours on
a temporary contract

Many respondents working in the area of special needs have

pupil-specific contracts which contribute directly to job

insecurity. When the pupil leaves the school or is successfully

integrated and no longer requires help, the employee’s

contract ends.

II wwaass ggiivveenn aa ccoonnttrraacctt aass aa ffuullll--ttiimmee nnuurrsseerryy nnuurrssee iinn JJuunnee

ttoo ssttaarrtt iinn SSeepptteemmbbeerr.. TThhrreeee ddaayyss iinnttoo tthhee tteerrmm iitt wwaass

ccaanncceelllleedd bbeeccaauussee tthhee cchhiilldd wwiitthh tthhee ssttaatteemmeenntt cchhaannggeedd

sscchhoooollss.. II hhaadd ssppeenntt tthhee llaasstt tthhrreeee mmoonntthhss llooookkiinngg ffoorrwwaarrdd

ttoo tthhee eexxttrraa mmoonneeyy 

Nursery nurse, primary school 

II hhaavvee rreecceennttllyy hhaadd mmyy hhoouurrss ccuutt bbyy hhaallff bbeeccaauussee aa cchhiilldd

tthhaatt II wwoorrkkeedd wwiitthh ffoorr ttwwoo yyeeaarrss lleefftt pprriimmaarryy sscchhooooll.. II

bbeelliieevvee tthhaatt iitt iiss eexxttrreemmeellyy uunnffaaiirr tthhaatt mmyy hhoouurrss aarree jjuusstt

hhaallvveedd bbeeccaauussee ooff tthhiiss......WWee wwoorrkk eexxttrreemmeellyy hhaarrdd wwiitthh tthheessee

ssoommeettiimmeess ddiiffffiiccuulltt cchhiillddrreenn 

Teaching assistant, primary school

9. Job security
II hhaavvee wwoorrkkeedd aass aa TTAA ffoorr 1144 yyeeaarrss wwiitthh
aann eevveerr--iinnccrreeaassiinngg wwoorrkkllooaadd.. AAss aa
sscchhooooll wwee wwoorrkk aass aa tteeaamm aanndd mmaannyy
ssttaaffff oofftteenn ggiivvee uupp 4400 mmiinnuutteess ooff tthheeiirr
lluunncchh bbrreeaakk ttoo ggiivvee cchhiillddrreenn rreeaaddiinngg
pprraaccttiiccee aass wweellll aass eexxttrraa ttiimmee bbeeffoorree
tthhee mmoorrnniinngg sseessssiioonn aanndd aafftteerr tthhee
aafftteerrnnoooonn sseessssiioonn ttoo pprreeppaarree aanndd
ffiinnaalliissee tthhee ddaayy’’ss ttaasskkss...... SSoommeebbooddyy
nneeeeddss ttoo ccoommee aanndd sshhaaddooww aa TTAA ttoo sseeee
wwhhaatt tthhee jjoobb eennttaaiillss.. AAllll mmoosstt TTAAss wwaanntt
iiss ttoo bbee ppaaiidd ffoorr tthhee hhoouurrss tthheeyy wwoorrkk,,
aanndd ttoo bbee rreeccooggnniisseedd ffoorr hhooww vvaalluuaabbllee
aa TTAA ccaann bbee..
Teaching assistant, primary school

There is a wide spread of contractual hours among teaching

assistants while nursery nurses are more likely to work full

time. Most of those on full-time contracts have basic hours

of 32 or 321⁄2 hours a week, which suggests that not many

authorities are employing full-time teaching assistants on

the standard 37-hour week for local government workers.

Contractual Nursery Teaching

weekly hours nurses assistants

<16 5% 19%

16-241⁄2 9% 24%

25-311⁄2 12% 47%

32+ 74% 10%

Unpaid overtime
Contractual hours only tell part of the story on working time.

Our survey reveals that staff are regularly working in excess

of their contracted hours without remuneration. Three

quarters of nursery nurse respondents and nearly 60% of

teaching assistants work unpaid overtime. And 74% and

58% respectively of those putting in overtime do so

regularly. For example, a senior teaching assistant in a

secondary school told us her contract is for 28 hours a week

at £5.45 an hour, but she works an extra 10 hours a week at

home unpaid.

Respondent after respondent describes the pressures they

are under:

II hheellpp aatt ddiissccooss,, ffuunn ddaayyss aanndd sscchhooooll ttrriippss iinn mmyy oowwnn ttiimmee

uunnppaaiidd.. AAllssoo wwoorrkk ddoonnee aatt hhoommee iinncclluuddeess iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn

sshheeeettss ffoorr ppuuppiillss wwiitthh SSEENN,, rreeppoorrttss ffoorr SSEENN tteeaacchheerrss eettcc

Teaching assistant, secondary school, 15 hours a week paid
term-time only 

NNoonn--ccoonnttaacctt aanndd pprreeppaarraattiioonn ttiimmee hhaavvee bbeeeenn ttaakkeenn aawwaayy

aass wwee aarree nnoott ccoonnssiiddeerreedd iimmppoorrttaanntt eennoouugghh ttoo wwaarrrraanntt iitt!! 

Nursery nurse, special school, sole responsibility for own group
of pupils

II uussuuaallllyy ssttaarrtt 3300 mmiinnuutteess eeaarrllyy eevveerryy mmoorrnniinngg ttoo pprreeppaarree

wwoorrkk aanndd ffiinniisshh aatt lleeaasstt 2200 mmiinnuutteess llaattee eevveerryy ddaayy aass II hhaavvee

ttoo sseeee tthhee cchhiilldd ttoo tthhee ppaarreenntt ((wwhhoo iiss uussuuaallllyy llaattee)) aanndd tthheenn

ttiiddyy uupp aanndd wwrriittee uupp mmyy ddiiaarryy

Learning support assistant (special needs), primary school 

Many ascribe unpaid overtime working to the widespread

practice of using contracts which simply cover the hours

staff are timetabled to be in the classroom. This leaves no

choice but to complete activities such as planning and

preparation, liaison with teachers, staff meetings and liaison

with parents –all vital to the role – in their own time.

Impact on pupils
Many respondents feel that lack of time or being stretched

too thinly impacts on their effectiveness in the classroom

and leaves pupils short-changed.

LLaacckk ooff ttiimmee mmeeaannss tthheerree’’ss ttoooo mmuucchh ttoo ttrryy aanndd ccoommpplleettee

wwiitthhiinn tthhee ddaayy –– eevveerryytthhiinngg eennddss uupp bbeeiinngg rruusshheedd 

Teaching assistant, primary, contracted for 261/4 hours a week

TThhrroouugghh llaacckk ooff ttiimmee II ffeeeell II ccaann nnoott ggiivvee aa cchhiilldd tthhee aammoouunntt

ooff aatttteennttiioonn II ffeeeell tthheeyy nneeeedd 

Nursery nurse, primary school

8. Working hours
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TToo sseeee tthhee rreessuullttss ooff lloonngg,, ppaattiieenntt,, rreeppeettiittiivvee wwoorrkk wwiitthh

cchhiillddrreenn ppaarrttiiccuullaarrllyy SSEENNss aanndd ssllooww lleeaarrnneerrss –– tthhaatt

gglliimmmmeerr ooff lliigghhtt –– tthhee eexxcciitteemmeenntt aanndd eennjjooyymmeenntt ooff

lleeaarrnniinngg aanndd aacchhiieevviinngg ((iitt wwoorrkkss bbootthh wwaayyss!!))

Teaching assistant, infants school

II lloovvee wwaattcchhiinngg tthhee cchhiillddrreenn iimmpprroovvee wwiitthh tthheeiirr ssiiggnniinngg aanndd

sscchhooooll wwoorrkk aanndd aallssoo ttoo wwaattcchh tthhee mmaaiinnssttrreeaamm cchhiillddrreenn

iinntteeggrraattee wwiitthh tthheemm

Nursery nurse, primary school

Sources of dissatisfaction are more varied:

Least satisfaction Nursery Teaching

from… nurses assistants 

Pay and conditions 33% 30%

Lack of recognition

and respect 30% 15%

Menial tasks 7% 12%

Not being deployed

by teachers – 10%

appropriately

Pupil behaviour 2% 10%

Lack of time to

do job properly 6% 8%

Bureaucracy

and paperwork 6% 1%

Lack of support

from colleagues 3% 4%

or parents

Lack of career

opportunities 2% 2%

Staff shortages 1% –

Other 10% 10%

Pay and conditions clearly top the list, but for nursery nurses

this is closely matched by lack of recognition and respect.

Being asked to do menial tasks such as making coffee for

staff and cleaning toilets is an irritant for significant

numbers. Pupil behaviour is more of an issue for teaching

assistants than for nursery nurses reflecting the fact that

they are more likely to work with older children.

A variety of factors fall into the ‘other’ category including

alarming instances of violence and abuse which tend to

affect staff working in special schools or pupil referral units.

GGeettttiinngg ppuunncchheedd,, ssppaatt oonn,, hhaavviinngg cchhaaiirrss aanndd ttaabblleess tthhrroowwnn

aatt uuss aanndd kkiicckkeedd,, ccaalllleedd nnaammeess –– tthhee lliisstt iiss eennddlleessss

Teaching assistant, primary school, pupil referral unit 

This category also includes factors linked to the physical

environment of the school such as lack of space, leaking

roofs and cold corridors, and the emotional stress of the very

difficult home backgrounds endured by some pupils. Some

respondents also referred to what they perceive to be the

negative impact of educational policy changes on the quality

of education being provided 

NNoott eennoouugghh ttiimmee ttoo ppllaayy aanndd ttaallkk,, ttoooo mmuucchh pprreessssuurree oonn tthhee

cchhiillddrreenn ffrroomm eexxaammss

Teaching assistant, primary school 

II uusseedd ttoo eennjjooyy sseeeeiinngg cchhiillddrreenn ddeevveelloopp ssoocciiaallllyy aanndd

eedduuccaattiioonnaallllyy tthhrroouugghh ppllaayy aanndd bbeeccoommiinngg iinnddiivviidduuaallss.. NNooww

II’’mm bbeeiinngg aasskkeedd ttoo ddoo wwoorrkk wwiitthh cchhiillddrreenn tthhaatt iiss nnoott

aapppprroopprriiaattee ttoo tthheeiirr aaggee –– iinn oouurr nnuurrsseerryy wwee nnoo lloonnggeerr

lleeaarrnn tthhrroouugghh ppllaayy

Nursery nurse, nursery school

EEvveerryy ddaayy ggiivveess mmee jjoobb ssaattiissffaaccttiioonn..
II aamm ccoonnssttaannttllyy cchhaalllleennggeedd aanndd
mmoottiivvaatteedd aanndd eennjjooyy tthhee iinnccrreeaassiinngg
rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy.. TThhee cchhiillddrreenn mmoottiivvaattee
mmee!! II eennjjooyy bbeeiinngg aa nnuurrsseerryy nnuurrssee..
EEvveerryy ddaayy iiss ddiiffffeerreenntt.. II sseeee tthhee
cchhiillddrreenn’’ss pprrooggrreessssiioonn aanndd ccaann aasssseessss
eeaarrllyy ssiiggnnss ooff ssppeecciiffiicc nneeeeddss.. 
Nursery nurse, primary school, over 30
years’ experience

At the end of our questionnaire we asked respondents to

nominate the one area which gives them most and least

satisfaction in their jobs. There is a remarkable degree of

uniformity in the responses as to the sources of satisfaction.

Most satisfaction from… Nursery Teaching

nurses assistants

Contribution to pupils’

development, 75% 71%

achievements

Interaction and

building relationships 13% 14%

with pupils

Empowering/

integrating 6% 11%

special needs pupils

Other 6% 4%

AAtt tthhee eenndd ooff tthhee aaccaaddeemmiicc yyeeaarr,, tthhee cchhiillddrreenn yyoouu wwoorrkk wwiitthh

rreegguullaarrllyy hhaavvee aacchhiieevveedd aa hhiigghheerr rreeaaddiinngg lleevveell,, ssppeelllliinnggss,,

ttiimmeess ttaabblleess,, aanndd yyoouu hhaavvee hheellppeedd

Learning support assistant/senior midday supervisor, primary
school 

WWoorrkkiinngg wwiitthh cchhiillddrreenn aanndd hheellppiinngg tthheemm aattttaaiinn tthheeiirr

ppootteennttiiaall wwhheenn ootthheerrss oofftteenn ffeeeell tthheeyy hhaavvee nnoonnee 

Learning support assistant, primary school 

TThhee ssmmiillee oonn mmyy cchhaarrggeess’’ ffaacceess wwhheenn tthheeyy ffeeeell tthheeyy hhaavvee

aacchhiieevveedd aa ggrreeaatt ddeeaall,, aanndd tthhee hhuuggss ooff sshheeeerr jjooyy tthhiiss bbrriinnggss

wwiitthh iitt 

NNEB care assistant, primary school

10. Motivation and
morale
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sufficient clerical and administrative staff to cover the

25 tasks, and that there are proper systems for

organising this work so that tasks such as photocopying

are not left to the last-minute and thus delegated to

classroom based staff simply because they are there

4. Status
• Teaching assistants and nursery nurses feel that they

have very low status both within schools and in the wider

community partly because their roles and job titles are

poorly understood 

• While their contribution has grown, the ‘Mum’s Army’ or

‘paint-pot washer’ image remains remarkably persistent 

• Low status is closely linked to low pay –each reinforces

the other

• Teachers and others often feel ‘embarrassed’2 about the

gap between what other staff are paid and what they

actually do –and this may make some reluctant to always

acknowledge the depth and breadth of responsibility

taken on, even though this is essential to the running of

the school

• There is a hierarchy in schools which can lead those with

vested interests in preserving it to treat other staff as

subordinates 

Recommendations

• The national employers, the trade unions and local

education authorities should agree a consistent and

coherent set of job titles whereby ‘educational

practitioner’ status replaces ‘assistant,’ ‘aide’ or ‘non-

teaching’ status

• The DfES and Local Education Authorities, supported by

the unions, should promote information and awareness

raising for pupils and parents about the role, status and

responsibilities of all staff who work in classrooms

5. Working relationships
• Good teamworking is often undermined by ‘us and them’

practices such as separate staff meetings or generic

training sessions for teachers

• Teaching assistants in particular are often spread too

thinly and subject to crisis-management deployment

which often means being pulled out of planned activities

with no notice

• Staff could work much more effectively if they were

deployed in a more planned and consistent way with

better communication and consultation

• Pressures on teachers mean that they often do not work

with other staff in the way that best utilises their skills 

Recommendations

• Head teachers and governing bodies should ensure that

they develop a ‘whole- school’ approach to information,

consultation and involvement

• There should be input for all staff into staff meetings

with paid time built into contracts to cover attendance

• There should be built-in paid time for teaching

assistants/nursery nurses and their teacher colleagues

to undertake joint planning and preparation work and

exchange information about pupils and classes

• There should be comprehensive training for teachers –

both as part of initial teacher training and for existing

staff –covering effective working with other staff 

1. Motivation and morale
• While motivation among teaching assistants and nursery

nurses remains very high – largely generated by the

intrinsic rewards of working with children and young

people –morale is dangerously low 

Recommendation

• A New Deal on pay and conditions and action to raise the

profile and status of these jobs is the only way to arrest

declining morale 

2. Time for Standards: fears and
expectations
• Staff are concerned that the ‘headline’ message of

Government funding for 50,000 extra staff will encourage

schools to go for numbers rather than quality. The ‘two-

for-the price-of-one’ approach is already leading some

head teachers to replace one nursery nurse with two

cheaper teaching assistants (often inexperienced and

unqualified)

TThhee GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt aarree pprroommoottiinngg qquuaalliittyy eedduuccaattiioonn bbuutt

uunnffoorrttuunnaatteellyy aarree nnoott pprreeppaarreedd ttoo ppaayy ffoorr iitt......uupp ttoo ttwwoo

yyeeaarrss aaggoo tthhee sscchhooooll eemmppllooyyeedd aa ffuullll--ttiimmee NNNNEEBB.. NNooww aann

uunnqquuaalliiffiieedd ppeerrssoonn iiss eemmppllooyyeedd ppaayyiinngg tthheemm aa lleeaarrnniinngg

ssuuppppoorrtt aassssiissttaanntt rraattee.. TThhiiss ppuuttss ttrreemmeennddoouuss pprreessssuurree oonn

mmyysseellff aanndd tthhee ccllaassss tteeaacchheerr 

Nursery nurse, primary school

Recommendation

• The Time for Standards vision is generating high

expectations among staff that at last their role and

contribution will be recognised. If they are to be the

‘solution’ to the teacher workload crisis there must be

reform to pay, conditions and employment practices in

schools. The DfES and LEAs should be aware that the

price of failing to meet these expectations could be

serious

3. Roles and responsibilities
• School workforce remodelling is well underway –teaching

assistants and nursery nurses are working flexibly to

deliver a whole range of teaching, planning, assessment

and extra-curricular activities 

• The acquisition of greater skills and responsibilities has

been unplanned and ad hoc

• Nursery nurses in most cases have retained a defined role

often taking formal responsibility for all aspects of the

education and care of their groups –and where this works

best it should be a model for how teachers and other

professionals can work together in complementary and

overlapping roles

• Teaching assistants have less well-defined roles and

delegation of responsibility is often in response to short-

term crises, and ‘on the quiet’ to avoid open

acknowledgement of the role

• Covering for teachers is a regular feature of the working

week –but it is happening without any coherent

framework of safeguards, recognition or reward

• Most of the 25 tasks not to be routinely undertaken by

teachers are most appropriately delegated to clerical and

administrative staff

Recommendations

• Before moving on to look at employing extra staff or

introducing new responsibilities under Time for

Standards, Local Education Authorities and schools

should ensure that the roles and responsibilities of

existing staff are clearly defined, formalised and

properly recognised by everyone in school 

• Local Education Authorities and schools should develop,

in consultation with the recognised unions, a protocol

governing support staff cover for teachers with

adequate safeguards and a fair payment system 

• Staff should be fully involved in planning and

preparation so that if they are called upon to cover they

can do so more effectively

• Schools should ensure where possible that they employ

Conclusions and
recommendations

2 See comments in ‘Teaching assistants, a survey analysed for the NUT by the University of
Warwick’, 2002 eg “They are valued by teachers and work as hard. I am embarrassed by the
huge difference in our hourly rates.”
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8. Pay 
• The pay and conditions of teaching assistants and nursery

nurses provide a graphic illustration of the undervaluing

of what is seen as ‘women’s work’

• Gender pay inequality in relation to male-dominated local

government workers remains entrenched and with it the

risk of equal pay cases 

• In recent years the divergence between the value of the

work done and the pay it commands has reached crisis

point

• Rising levels of dissatisfaction with pay have not

necessarily translated into obvious recruitment and

retention difficulties largely because of the dedication

and commitment of staff to their jobs, but morale is

suffering and that will store up trouble for the future

• Staff are resentful that if they choose not to leave for

better paid work in a supermarket, this is thrown back at

them as evidence that there is no need to improve pay

levels 

• Recruitment difficulties may not be obvious but if pay

levels do not improve there will be a limit to the ability of

schools to attract applicants of sufficient calibre to fill a

greater number of higher level jobs 

PPoooorr ppaayy wwiillll mmeeaann aa ppoooorr qquuaalliittyy ooff nnuurrsseerryy nnuurrssee.. II lloovvee

aanndd eennjjooyy mmyy jjoobb bbuutt ccaannnnoott aaffffoorrdd ttoo ssttaayy aass II aamm

Nursery nurse, primary school

• The single status agreement for local government has not

delivered improved pay because very few authorities have

completed pay and grading reviews, and many have left

schools staff to one side in the first instance, partly due

to the operational autonomy exercised by head teachers

and governing bodies, and the implications of an improved

pay and conditions package for their budgets 

Recommendations

• There must be substantial increases in pay for existing

staff to reflect the responsibilities, experience and

qualifications they already hold 

• The DfES should ensure that the funding settlement

supporting Time for Standards does not concentrate

resources for pay on recruiting new staff into higher

paid roles over the heads of existing staff 

• Pay structures for teaching assistants and nursery

nurses must reflect the appropriate overlap with

teachers’ pay scales –a two-tier workforce cannot be

sustained once there is formal recognition of the

complementarity of roles

• The DfES should liaise closely with the local government

NJC to assist it in arriving at a robust national

framework for local pay and grading, job profiles and

model job descriptions

• LEAs should enter meaningful negotiations with support

staff unions to agree local implementation within the

national framework as a matter of urgency, taking the

necessary steps to involve head teachers and governing

bodies and gain their commitment to the process 

6. Training and qualifications 
• Nursery nurse qualifications are relatively coherent and

well-understood

• A high proportion of teaching assistants also have formal

qualifications relating to their job, giving the lie to the

traditional ‘unqualified’ image 

• Teaching assistant qualifications encompass a wide range

of general and specialist areas which have developed in a

haphazard way. Equivalences are not always well

understood, and qualifications not always recognised

• There is little training and qualification provision

specifically designed to meet the needs of secondary

school staff

• Lifelong learning is a strong part of the culture in schools,

but staff often have to fund their own professional

development and do it in their own time 

• Although continuing development brings its own rewards,

it is unfair that schools benefit from staff widening and

deepening their skills and expertise without giving them

the opportunity for financial gain

Recommendations

• The DfES should deliver on its pledge to map existing

provision of training and qualifications as a matter of

urgency, in order to benefit current staff as well as any

new entrants

• The DfES should work with LEAs and local providers to

ensure that there is appropriate provision for staff

working in secondary as well as primary schools

• LEAs and schools should agree with the recognised trade

unions proper training and development programmes

and implement personal development plans for all staff

so they have access to adequate paid time off and cover

arrangements. LEAs should ensure that they apply to

schools staff the provisions of the newly revised local

government NJC training and development agreement 

7. Career progression
• The acquisition by teaching assistants and nursery nurses

of deeper and wider responsibility, higher skills, training

and qualifications does not usually translate into career

progression or promotion, higher pay or status

• Many LEAs and schools operate a ‘one grade fits all’

approach which leads to resentment when it encompasses

a wide range of roles and levels of experience and

qualifications

• More staff would be interested in progressing to QTS if it

were possible to receive due accreditation for the

qualifications and experience they already hold, and some

financial support to replace their lost earnings

• But better pathways to QTS should not be seen as the

‘answer’ to career development for teaching assistants

and nursery nurses –they want proper career progression

and recognition in their own right

Recommendations

• The Local Government NJC should work with LEAs to

ensure that there is a proper career structure

consisting of at least 4 grades linked to responsibilities,

qualifications and experience

• The DfES and LEAs should encourage head teachers and

governing bodies to develop appropriate management

posts open to senior teaching assistants and nursery

nurses 

• For those who do wish to become teachers, the DfES

should explore schemes such as those which allow

healthcare assistants and care assistants to pursue

qualifications as nurses and social workers while

remaining in employment and drawing their normal

salary
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9. Term-time only contracts
• The unfairness of term-time only contracts for some staff

generates problems both in terms of morale and the

practical impact of extended unpaid holidays 

• There is a great deal of confusion about how term-time-

only salaries are calculated, and what if any assistance is

available through the tax credit and social security

system

• As Time for Standards leads to more formal recognition

and expansion of the extent to which teaching assistants

undertake teaching activities, so the unfairness of paying

some staff (teachers and most nursery nurses) all year

round, and others for term-time only will become all the

more glaring

Recommendations

• The NJC should agree national guidance for LEAs on

dealing with the unfairness of term-time only contracts 

• Ultimately, all staff working in classrooms should be paid

all year round. One option for achieving this is by

crediting an annual block of undirected time into

contracts in addition to the 195 day school year. This

would cover those duties and tasks over which staff have

discretion as to where and when they are carried out

10. Working hours
• A combination of dedication and pressure means schools

and pupils are benefiting from hours of ‘voluntary’

overtime, and taking it for granted 

• Teachers have rightly drawn attention to their

unacceptable workload and long working hours, but the

pressures teaching assistants and nursery nurses work

under are rarely acknowledged

• Government action to reduce teachers’ hours and

workload is generating fears among GMB members that

the pressure to put in unpaid overtime will get worse as

more work comes their way

Recommendations

• LEAs and head teachers should ensure that jobs are

designed with sufficient directed and non-directed time

to cover the duties allocated 

• Teaching assistants and nursery nurses also need

guaranteed time for planning, preparation and

assessment activities

11. Job security
• The prevalence of temporary contracts stems in part

from the patchwork of central government grants for

which schools have had to bid and the ensuing

uncertainties over whether funding allocations will

continue 

• It is having a detrimental effect not just on job security

and morale but also on access to training and

development opportunities, and continuity of

relationships with other staff and pupils 

• Pupil-specific contracts are one of the few examples of

work where staff truly are the victims of their own success

–the reward for successfully integrating a child is often a

P45

Recommendations

• The commitment in Time for Standards to shift monies

for support staff salaries into mainstream budgets

must be backed by a joint effort by DfES, LEAs and the

unions to change the ‘temporary contract culture’ and

promote better employment practices

• LEAs should work with head teachers towards

redesignating all pupil-specific contracts so that staff

are retained for other duties –where necessary

involving work in more than one school.
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