Record of Informal Education Health & Safety Reps Meeting

21/02/2002    
County Hall

Present: 
Alan Aldred, Nick Wilding, Mike Peck, John Osborne

Apologies:
David Thornton

Progress from 30th October 2001: Management Arrangements

Education Management Board is trying to raise the profile of H&S by including it as an item on all its agendas.  The feeling was it was necessary to involve managers with ‘clout’ rather than people with expertise but no power to bring about action.  Senior Education Officers for school support now have a formal Health & Safety element written into their job descriptions.  They report to the Area Education Manager, but DT wants them to report to him also on this item.  He wanted to create an ‘executive committee’ to deal with items related to H&S in school.  

John Ling has now been in post a year, and has been tasked with creating a monitoring framework for H&S initially aimed at schools.  The thinking was that he might visit all schools over a three to five year period.  In the short term he has inspected about twelve schools, mostly by invitation of the Headteacher.  It is possible that one or two visits have resulted from incidents which have arisen in school rather than simply to act as a consultant to the Heads who request them.  At the moment this was a ‘free’ service, but AA anticipated this becoming a chargeable service. The problem we anticipated with this was that Heads might stop using the service when they had to pay.  Would the LEA therefore impose these inspections on schools?  We thought not.

To date, the monitoring framework which John Ling was tasked to create is not ready.

1) School Wellbeing Project: Being run by the Teacher Support network, and offers employee counselling for teaching and support staff in schools.  This was a two tier system, with some 100 schools having signed up to the telephone support service.  Some 30 – 40 schools have signed up for the second level of support.  Adrian Gray has just been appointed as coordinator for this second phase where work would be carried out to train a ‘facilitator’ in school to examine institutional factors which might contribute to stress and subsequent illness at work.  AA felt that the LEA would put pressure on all schools to buy in to the full package with time, and was a little disappointed with the take-up to date.

2) School Safe: AA felt this was going well, but had no figures to support his feeling.  I asked that we should have factual data on numbers of staff who have attended the one day training session, and then to what extent this was being cascaded back in schools.  My early investigations would seem to indicate that although some schools are laying on the three twilight sessions necessary to cascade the training not many staff were attending these since they had been slotted in to already busy school calendars.  

3) Violence at Work: In DT’s absence AA could only say that revisions were taking place to guidance documentation for schools and said that these were not yet ready to issue to schools.  We would return to this item at our next meeting.

4) Action Planning Summary: Work was currently taking place to draw up the Education Action Plan for the coming year.  This would again set out H&S initiatives and responsibilities of key LEA personnel.  We hoped to see a copy of this on completion.

Representatives’ Issues

1) Ill Health Retirement: MP raised the issue of the numbers of staff who were retiring early on the grounds of ill health.  Were the LEA monitoring this?  AA felt the figures were fairly stable at around 34 a year (34 in Academic Year 1999-2000, 36 in 2000-2001, and 18 so far this academic year).  Over a period of 18 months from Jan 2000 to April 2001 an analysis of the reasons for such retirements were 17 depressive/psychological, 10 work related stress and 2 with physical symptoms which might be stress related.  The LEA monitor staff retiring early through a questionnaire.  No work was currently being done to collect information from teachers simply retiring early, or younger teachers  leaving the profession.  NW  felt the LEA should be doing more to conduct proper exit interviews, perhaps by requiring Headteachers to complete a return whenever staff left.

I asked whether the LEA monitored reasons for sickness and absence statistics.  AA said that the LEA monitored periods of absence and alerted heads where frequent absences were occurring from an individual or where an individual had been away from work for an extended period of time.  There was no system in place to gather or analyse this information in any detail.  I felt it would be impossible for the LEA to set targets for reductions in work related illness if they had no base data to work from.  I was supported in this by NW.  He felt that a return should be made from schools which would allow this work to begin but funding for the analysis was an issue.  The new pay scheme, shortly to be introduced and taken up by some schools, might provide a mechanism for this.  

2) Long term sick cover: MP asked if the LEA could consider contingency plans in their budget to manage long term absences within areas such as Community Ed.  

3) Violence at work: Working through teacher’s JNC, DT has been in contact with the police working on a policy for their intervention in schools as a result of violent incidents.  New police guidelines were now in place with the emphasis on encouraging prosecution where assaults had taken place.  

4) Security and risk management in schools document: MP pointed out that this document produced in 1997 was now out of date and did not reflect more recent policy documents.  AA acknowledged that it needed updating.  

5) Health and Safety training entitlement: We felt this was not obviously offered to new staff and needs to be built into part of their induction programme.  Health and Safety unit for heads as part of their training has now been reduced to one hour and NW has already expressed concern about this.  We were keen to know what was built into the NQT induction programme, and what training was being offered to staff new in post as a result, for example, of promotion to head of department.  H&S needs to be a more explicit part of these programmes.  

6) Fire Risk Assessments: MP said that some of his staff had been asked to show written risk assessments for premises by the Fire Service carrying out an inspection.  The Fire Service have offered a pro forma and when this was raised at the County H&S Committee they undertook to distribute the necessary forms and offer support with their completion.  AA felt they had let themselves in for more than they had realised and had not been able to deliver what they undertook.  The LEA would look at this again.  

7) Incident Report Forms: I questioned the implementation of these new forms since an early survey I conducted indicated only one of 12 schools were aware they existed.  AA seemed surprised.  NW was able to confirm that large numbers of schools were still using the old report forms and this was causing him considerable problems in collating their return.  Area offices were not requesting schools to use the correct paperwork.  NW had done an investigation and found that the letter describing the new paperwork had gone out separately from the forms themselves.  AA could see no reason why they were not being used.  Since this is a plank on which the LEA support their monitoring of H&S in schools, it raises very serious questions.  

8) Roving Reps: I raised as an information item some feedback from the recent NUT H&S advisors course and described the roving reps model.  NW was strongly in favour of a partnership of this kind to promote routine H&S inspections of all premises on a more frequent basis.  AA questioned the funding for this and I pointed out that the LEA were entitled to retain funds centrally in their budget to support this work, rather than distribute it in small amounts to schools.  I was again supported in this view by NW.  
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