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Tackling
workload together
Workload in schools has reached unprecedented levels. The National
Education Union (NEU) continues to work for change at a national
level, putting pressure on the Government to reduce this. Many NUT
and ATL workplace groups have secured improvements at school
level by working together to tackle workload and improve work-life
balance.
This toolkit gives advice on identifying problems and the best ways of
successfully securing change. You can use these methods to tackle
other issues in your workplace as well.
You and your colleagues are best placed to know the problems and
solutions for your school or college. Successful action starts by
identifying and prioritising the main problems and considering
solutions.
Once you have done that, the next step is to work together, across the
workplace, with staﬀ and leaders working collaboratively to secure
change.
If this approach doesn’t succeed, the NEU will support members to
ballot for industrial action in order to resolve matters, continuing the
successful approach pursued by ATL in Northern Ireland and NUT in
England and Wales.
This toolkit includes advice on the most common areas of concern,
how to resolve them, and how to take part in action if it becomes
necessary to secure change.

The NUT’s Action Short of Strike Action (ASOS) programme secured
significant changes for many teachers.
Changes to working practices secured through ASOS in the past should
be seen as permanent, not temporary. The NEU has not carried out a
national ballot on ASOS, so members wishing to take any new industrial
action will need the support of a new industrial action ballot which
would cover all NEU members including former ATL and NUT
members.
Where teachers have previously stopped undertaking particular
activities as part of ASOS, this should be regarded as a permanent
change in working practices not as “ongoing action”. Changes can
continue irrespective of the lapsing of the national ballot as long as
members are not still regularly asked to undertake work which they
then refuse each time. A further ballot can and should be organised if
managers issue fresh instructions to teachers to undertake the
activities in question.
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Developing a workload
campaign in your workplace
– a ten point plan

NEU members have reduced workload in many workplaces using the
strategy set out in this section. Punitive appraisal policies, unacceptable
pay policies and excessive observations have all been successfully
resisted.
The more members that participate, the greater the impact will be.
Remember, you can use this approach to tackle just one workload
concern or more than one – it is up to you and your colleagues to
identify and take forward the issues of main concern.
1 The ﬁrst step is always to share your concerns with colleagues and
start a conversation. Ask one of your NEU reps to arrange a meeting of
members to discuss the issue(s). If you don’t have a rep, organise a
meeting yourself or contact organise@neu.org.uk to seek advice on
how to organise a meeting.
2 Find out which issues members are concerned and care about most –
there may be other commonly shared concerns. Use the checklists at
Appendix 1 and Appendix 2 to identify your priorities, adding further
issues as needed.
3 Don’t just rely on one lunchtime meeting to ﬁnd out about workload
concerns:
• identify volunteers to talk to other colleagues and collate evidence
and views
• hold informal and creative discussions at other times eg coﬀee
breaks or lunch periods
• organise a survey using the tools available on the ATL and NUT
section websites
• use the workload tracker to collect data
• raise the issue through staﬀ meetings or other communication
systems.
Issues aﬀecting individual members shouldn’t be regarded as solely
matters of casework. Organise around these as well – solutions which
are secured for individual members can also be the basis of improved
working conditions for all members.
4 Encourage your colleagues to be part of a campaign – look in
particular for issues which are:
• widely and deeply felt by colleagues
• winnable or partly winnable
• easy to understand and non-divisive
• likely to result in a real improvement in working lives and
demonstrate the value of NEU membership.
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5 Make all your discussions ‘solution focused’:
• use responses to initiate further discussion and develop concrete
suggestions for changes in working practices that will reduce workload
• if you can, ﬁnd case studies of successful work-life balance in other
workplaces
• set out the impact that areas of concern have on students and the
school or college as well as on staﬀ.
6 Once you secure a consensus that members want issues to be
addressed, seek a meeting with the head teacher/principal. Make use
of any existing structure for union consultation meetings – and if there
isn’t one, ask for one to be established as a regular means of
communication in your workplace. Your rep should be accompanied
by other members if additional support is needed.
7 Decide the issues you want to focus on. Take a collaborative approach
as far as possible. Explain that NEU members have discussed the
issues, identiﬁed concerns and proposed solutions to reduce excessive
workload, allowing staﬀ to focus time on tasks which contribute to
pupil learning and create a healthy workplace. Seek to work together
with your managers in discussing the evidence and proposed solutions
in order to reach an agreement.
8 If you reach an acceptable agreement with your head
teacher/principal, you should congratulate yourselves on joining the
many other groups of NEU members who have succeeded in
improving their working conditions. You should also ask your head
teacher/principal to meet with staﬀ representatives on a regular basis
– perhaps once a term – to discuss workload. It is legitimate that this
professional discussion takes place.
9 If the head teacher/principal doesn’t accept your proposals and insists
that members will be required to continue working in a way which
creates excessive workload, contact the NEU. Find your ATL Section
lay oﬃcer here: atl.org.uk/my-atl/atls-districts. Find your NUT Section
local oﬃcer by clicking on the map at teachers.org.uk/contactus.
They will arrange to come and meet with you all, and discuss ways in
which the issue could be revisited with your head teacher/principal.
There are several options available to members in schools to press the
issue, including industrial action. As part of the discussion with your
local oﬃcer, you could discuss whether members are willing to take
part in an industrial action ballot.
10 The NEU will always make every eﬀort to resolve disputes before
industrial action – but remember that even the threat of action often
persuades school leaders or governors to respect concerns about
workload and its impact on staﬀ and students. In the vast majority of
schools where members have threatened strike action, the situation
has been resolved without action taking place. If it is necessary for you
to take industrial action, any loss of pay in these circumstances will be
reimbursed by the NEU.
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Examples of success
Many members have already taken the lead in tackling
workload and improving work-life balance with great success
School
in the
Eastern
region
Members were frustrated by the amount of
paperwork and preparation required for
lessons and recording purposes, feeling it
took them away from pupils. Members
came together with the rep to collectively
record activity using the Union’s online
tracker and then raised the results with the
head. As a consequence of these, recording
processes were streamlined, which both
improved workload and optimism about
future negotiations on working conditions.
Primary
school
in South
Wales
Excessive scrutiny and an overbearing
management style led members to threaten
strike action. Management style improved,
teachers were trusted once again and
subjected to less scrutiny.

School
in the
South-East

The Union rep undertook a mental health
and well-being survey with members, which
found high levels of stress and workload. As
a consequence of discussions with the head
and governors – and using the DfE national
working group reports – commitments
were secured to collaborate on a new
marking policy and for regular meetings to
address ongoing workload issues.

Secondary
school
in the
North-West
Members were concerned about
unreasonable appraisal targets and
excessive monitoring of pupil data. They
refused to accept appraisal objectives and
to carry out tasks linked to pupil data
tracking. After one month, concessions led
to the settlement of the situation.

Workload
charters

In a growing number of areas, originating in Nottingham, workload charters have been
negotiated which mean that schools have undertaken that staﬀ can expect:
• a fair and reasonable workload, with policies on marking, planning and data management
subject to regular review and workload impact assessment; and
• high quality training and professional development opportunities.
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Addressing workload and
accountability issues
You can tackle workload by focusing on a number of issues
concurrently, focusing on the one causing the greatest concern,
or addressing them one by one.
Our approach involves identifying tasks or activities which are
unnecessary, have no educational beneﬁt and cause the most stress –
and agreeing to approach management with a view to stopping those,
with NEU support being available if necessary to refuse to undertake
them until they are ended or changed.
The checklists at Appendix 1 and Appendix 2 will help you and your
colleagues identify priorities, agree an approach to your managers and,
if necessary, seek a ballot for industrial action to back up your refusal.

Government,Ofsted and Estyn guidance
The DfE’s three independent Workload Review Group reports on
marking, planning and data management include powerful
recommendations designed to improve practice in schools which can
be used to help limit workload. In Wales, Estyn has published similar
advice.
You can ﬁnd links to these reports, and to advice on how to ensure that
their recommendations are actually implemented, at the end of this
document.
Ofsted has also published guidance on what it does not expect from
schools during or before inspections. It makes clear, for example, that
Ofsted does not expect to see deep or extended marking or written
records of oral feedback.

Securing your entitlements
under the STPCD
The School Teachers’ Pay and Conditions
Document (STPCD) applies by law in all local
authority maintained schools. Many
academies include its terms in teachers’
contracts and it will continue to apply by law to
teachers who worked at the school before it
adopted academy status. All teachers should
receive their entitlements under the STPCD.
Planning, preparation and assessment (PPA) time
The STPCD gives all teachers the right to at least 10
per cent of timetabled teaching time for planning,
preparation and assessment. Teachers cannot be

6

required to carry out other duties during their PPA time. It should be for
teachers to determine how this should be used.
Management time/headship time
The STPCD also gives a right to dedicated time within school sessions
to support the discharge of leadership and management responsibilities.
Cover for absent colleagues
The STPCD requires teachers to cover “rarely, and only in
circumstances that are not foreseeable” ie in genuine emergencies.
Asking teachers to cover in other circumstances, such as for planned
absences, is unacceptable.
Administrative and clerical tasks
The STPCD continues to provide that teachers cannot be required
routinely to carry out such tasks. Appendix 3 sets out the STPCD’s
former list of examples of such tasks for guidance. Teachers should not
carry out time-consuming tasks which do not require their professional
expertise and staﬀ should consider whether the work is necessary at all.
Invigilating exams
The STPCD says that teachers cannot, other than in a few exceptions, be
required to invigilate public examinations. If your school has slipped back
into using teachers, it’s time to address this before the next exam season.

Excessive or unnecessary workload due to
current working practices or new initiatives
If such practices have not been properly assessed for their workload
impact, you could start by seeking to work collaboratively to look at
their impact and decide whether to stop or ﬁnd better ways of doing
things. If that doesn’t solve the issue, the NEU will support members
(including by balloting where necessary) in refusing to cooperate with
such practices.

Marking
Although giving feedback to pupils is important, this does not
necessarily mean written marking. Too many schools have fallen
back on written marking as a proxy for feedback, adding to
teacher workload. Schools should assess the time demanded
by their marking policies and work collaboratively to
develop feedback policies and practices that
demonstrably improve pupil learning.
Many teachers are also required to set and mark
practice tests and exams. Where this is deemed
absolutely necessary, teachers should expect that other
tasks are stopped in order to make time available.
Where this does not happen, then challenging
unreasonable expectations about marking will help reduce
unnecessary workload, while also enhancing teaching and
learning.
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Lesson planning
Planning lessons is an essential part of every teacher’s role. Teachers
constantly review and amend their planning and teaching to support
pupils’ learning. They do not regard lesson plans as scripts but instead as
a key element of professional practice.
Ofsted is interested in the eﬀectiveness of planning rather than the form
it takes. Objecting to unreasonable prescription and scrutiny is
consistent with maintaining the highest standards of professional
practice.

Expectations in relation to emails
Email is an essential tool but it is unreasonable to expect teachers to
read and respond to emails to unrealistically tight deadlines or outside
the normal working day.

Meetings
Sensible arrangements for meetings are important to prevent them from
encroaching on time for other professional duties. For classroom
teachers, all meetings should be part of the contractual 1265 hours of
directed time. To keep track of directed hours, schools should use
directed time calendars. Seek to ensure that on average there is no more
than one after-school meeting per week lasting no more than one hour,
with a maximum of two evenings in any week, including parents’
evenings. Adopting these measures will help schools to operate more
eﬃciently for all concerned.

Mock inspections
Inspection by itself does not improve teaching or learning. Mock
inspections, and preparation for them, can be disruptive and cause
unnecessary stress and workload. There is no statutory requirement to
participate in ‘mocksteds’.

Appraisal processes
The NEU advocates appraisal which is developmental,
supportive and based on a professional dialogue and
which ultimately improves teaching and learning. If
the appraisal process in your school is unfair or
over-burdensome then collectively you
should seek to secure change. Find links at the
end of this document to appraisal checklists,
classroom observation protocols and guidance
on what constitutes reasonable objective setting.
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Lesson observations
Good practice in lesson observation requires a professional dialogue,
proper planning and the allocation of suﬃcient time. When this is
carried out for professional development purposes, chosen by the
teacher and followed up with discussions with peers, it can lead to
great improvements in practice throughout a school. However,
observations for performance management purposes are usually
carried out by senior leaders and may be perceived to be about
judgement rather than development. It is diﬃcult to envisage meeting
the criteria for good practice under these circumstances and with more
than three performance management observations per teacher in any
one year. Excessive classroom observation is one of the biggest
sources of stress and does not of itself lead to better practice. It also
adds unnecessarily to the workload of those undertaking the
observations.

Writing reports for parents and families
One report per year is suﬃcient for parental accountability, alongside
parents’ evenings and individual discussions where necessary.
Spending too much time on report writing can distract from eﬀective
formative assessment and feedback to learners.

Inappropriate use of ‘gained time’
‘Gained time’ is when teachers are released from timetabled teaching
commitments as a result of study or examination leave. While the
STPCD no longer restricts the activities that you can be required to
undertake during gained time, the NEU advises that teachers should
not agree to undertake any work other than the following activities
previously set out in the STPCD:
• developing/revising department/subject materials, schemes of work,
lesson plans and policies in preparation for the new academic year,
including identifying appropriate materials for use by supply staﬀ
and/or cover supervisors
• assisting colleagues in appropriate planned team teaching activities
• taking groups of pupils to provide additional learning support
• supporting selected pupils with coursework
• undertaking planned activities with pupils transferring
between year groups or from primary schools
• where the school has a policy for all staﬀ to release
them for continuing professional development (CPD)
during school sessions, gained time may be used.
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NEU workplace teams
Strengthening our inﬂuence in schools and colleges lies at the heart of
the creation of the NEU.
Bringing together strong and inclusive rep teams will help build a
representative and inﬂuential union in every workplace, and will enable
members to challenge and change the culture of excessive and
unnecessary workload.
A larger presence in schools and colleges will mean more reps, working
with school leaders to deliver on the Government’s Workload
Challenge to reduce workload, and improve the working lives of
education professionals and outcomes for pupils.
Your existing reps (ATL section and NUT section) can use this resource
to work together to tackle workload with members in your workplace.
If there isn’t a rep in your school or college then members can elect
one or more to represent you.
• Workplace reps: working together to organise and represent the
views of members in discussions and negotiations with school and
college leaders.
• Health and safety reps: leading on issues which impact on health and
safety, working with staﬀ and leaders to ensure that the workplace
and workplace practices are risk assessed and safe.
• Learning reps: leading on issues around professional development,
working to ensure that colleagues have access to high quality CPD to
continually develop their knowledge and improve outcomes for
pupils.
When someone new takes up the role of rep/reps in your workplace,
email membership@neu.org.uk with full contact details.
If you would like further guidance and support on your workload
campaign, contact us. NUT section reps and members should contact
their local NUT section secretary. ATL section reps and members
should contact the ATL Organising Team organise@neu.org.uk who
can also advise you about training and mentoring opportunities for
reps to help develop your conﬁdence and skills.

Other support from the
National Education Union
You could also make contact with other NEU reps and members
in your area to share ideas. And keep an eye on our websites –
atl.org.uk/abouttime and teachers.org.uk/workload –
for more resources, information and case studies.
Finally, if you feel that you need support in your workplace to tackle
workload, contact us. NUT section reps and members should contact
their local NUT section secretary. ATL section reps and members
should contact the Organising Team at organise@neu.org.uk.
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Sources of information
Ofsted advice for schools on “Ofsted myths”
www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-inspection-handbook-fromseptember-2015/ofsted-inspections-mythbusting
Reports from Independent Workload Review Groups
www.gov.uk/government/publications/reducing-teachers-workload/
reducing-teachers-workload
NEU Summary of the Independent Workload Review Group Reports with commentary
and advice
www.neu.org.uk/workload
DfE poster and pamphlet
www.gov.uk/government/publications/teacher-workload-poster-and-pamphlet
Wales Government Workload Poster
www.estyn.gov.wales/document/reducing-workload-english-poster
School Teachers’ Pay and Conditions Document 2017
www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-teachers-pay-and-conditions
NUT classroom observation protocol and appraisal checklist
www.teachers.org.uk/pay-pensions-conditions/appraisal
NUT guidance on what is reasonable marking
www.teachers.org.uk/pay-pensions-conditions/workload/
marking-which-leads-excessive-workload
ATL guidance on dealing with workload with colleagues and
individually
www.atl.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/make1change
ATL workload tracker
www.atl.org.uk/atls-workload-tracker
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Appendix 1

School action checklist
Use this checklist to help you and your colleagues discuss how you want to use
the NEU’s support for action on workload. Identify the specific steps you want to
take on inappropriate working practices.
You could focus on a number of issues concurrently, choose to focus on those
causing the greatest concern, or gradually address issues one by one. You could,
for example, use the list to identify the three issues that members feel most
strongly about and three steps they are prepared to take. It is not an exhaustive list
and is currently weighted towards teacher concerns – you can add others.
This approach has been used successfully to secure real beneﬁts for members. You
can seek advice about the best way of taking this forward from local oﬃcers or via
organise@neu.org.uk
When you have your list of priorities, approach your managers to see if you can
work together to ﬁnd better ways of working. Managers and leaders may also be
NEU members, and working collaboratively to meet the needs of support staﬀ,
teachers and leaders will be the best way to achieve sustainable change.
Where this is not possible, you should seek to outline your position and reach an
agreement based on the concerns members have identiﬁed and their proposed
solutions. If you reach an acceptable agreement, you should congratulate
yourselves on having succeeded in improving your working conditions.
If management doesn’t accept the proposals, discuss with your local oﬃcer
whether members are willing to take part in an industrial action ballot.
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Checklist of possible actions at school level.

• Refuse to attend meetings outside
school session times more than once
a week (perhaps limited to one hour)
• Refuse to undertake any directed
working time activity unless it is
included in your personal directed
time
• Refuse to participate in any form of
classroom observation for
appraisal/performance management
purposes unless the school operates
a policy limiting such observations to
no more than three per year
• Refuse to be observed for
appraisal/performance management
purposes by anyone who does not
have qualiﬁed teacher status
• Refuse to take part in other
management-led scrutiny initiatives
eg learning walks, book looks,
classroom observations for purposes
other than appraisal/performance
management
• Refuse to submit weekly lesson plans
to the head teacher or anyone acting
on their behalf
• Restrict written reports to parents to
one report per year with no interim
reports
• Refuse to send or respond to workrelated emails outside directed time
• Refuse to cover for teachers’
absence

• Refuse to undertake any activity,
including cover, in PPA time other
than planning, preparation and
assessment activities which are
appropriate to support your teaching
• Refuse to implement or participate in
any new or existing working
practices which have not been
subject to a workload impact
assessment
• Refuse to participate in mock
inspections commissioned by the
school, MAT or local authority
• Refuse to invigilate any public
examination or any ‘mock’
examination where the timetable has
been reorganised to replicate the
external exams process
• Refuse to undertake any activities in
“gained time” other than those set
out earlier in this document
• Restrict pupil tracking, refuse to
undertake exam results analysis and
refuse to collate pupil reports
• Refuse to investigate pupil absences,
produce & analyse attendance
ﬁgures and undertake other data
management tasks
• Refuse to undertake routine
administrative and clerical tasks such
as those tasks set out in Appendix 3

13

Appendix 2

Planning your campaign –
putting the plan together
Once you’ve assessed the strength of the workload issue in your workplace, the ‘problem,
information, plan’ approach is a useful way to help develop a plan to tackle this issue.

Problem
• Identify the problem – what is it?
• Why is it a problem?
• What are the causes and what is the
impact?
• Is it an individual or collective problem or
both?
• Who is involved or aﬀected by this
problem?
• Is this wholly or partly something which
can be dealt with at workplace level?

Information
• How can you gather information to
assess the scale of the problem and its
impact (see below)?
• How can members get relevant
information from the employer, NEU and
other organisations?
• How can NEU work-life campaign
resources help?
• What do the terms and conditions of
employment/contract of employment
say?
• What do workplace/local/national
agreements say?
• Is there a relevant procedure or employer
policy?
• Is the problem covered by the law –
health and safety, employment or
equality?
• What is the NEU’s policy and advice?
• Has it happened before and what was the
outcome?
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• Have other reps also dealt with this issue?
How would you ﬁnd out?
• What do other members feel about the
issue and would they support, get
involved or help?
• Is there any other information you may
need?

Plan
• How will you plan to tackle this issue
together?
• What are the speciﬁc things you want to
change?
• Who will you need to work with to
resolve this issue?
• What avenues are there to raise this issue
in the workplace?
• What would be a realistic aim and
approach?
• What advice, assistance and support do
you need from other reps, members, lay
oﬃcers, the NEU nationally?
• If other members are concerned, how will
that inﬂuence your plan?
• Can you take this up as a collective issue?
• How can you keep other members
involved?
• How does your plan aim to attract and
involve new members of the NEU?
• As you try to resolve the problem, what
could you ask members to do to get
them more involved?
• Is there anything else?

Appendix 3

Administrative tasks which
teachers should not routinely
undertake
This list formerly appeared in the School Teachers’ Pay and Conditions document,
which continues to state that teachers should not be required routinely to
participate in any administrative, clerical or organisational tasks which do not
require their professional skills or judgement.

• Collecting money from pupils and
parents
• Investigating a pupil’s absence
• Bulk photocopying
• Typing or making word-processed
versions of manuscript material and
producing revisions of such versions
• Word-processing, copying and
distributing bulk communications,
including standard letters, to parents
and pupils
• Producing class lists on the basis of
information provided by teachers
• Keeping and ﬁling records, including
records based on data supplied by
teachers
• Preparing, setting up and taking
down classroom displays in
accordance with decisions taken by
teachers
• Producing analyses of attendance
ﬁgures
• Producing analyses of examination
results
• Collating pupil reports

• Administration of work experience
(but not selecting placements and
supporting pupils by advice or visits)
• Administration of public and internal
examinations
• Administration of cover for absent
teachers
• Ordering, setting up and maintaining
ICT equipment/software
• Ordering supplies and equipment
• Cataloguing, preparing, issuing and
maintaining materials and equipment
and stocktaking the same
• Taking verbatim notes or producing
formal minutes of meetings
• Coordinating and submitting bids
(for funding, school status and the
like) using contributions by teachers
and others
• Transferring manual data about
pupils not covered by the above into
computerised school management
systems
• Managing the data in school
management systems
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