Staffing crisis causes school leaders anguish
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Issues of availability and quality are high on a list of concerns, survey reveals

A survey of secondary headteachers and deputes by School Leaders Scotland, in conjunction with TESS, reveals widespread concern about the quality and availability of supply and permanent staff, at both promoted and unpromoted level.

The findings underline the growing crisis around supply cover as the Scottish Negotiating Committee for Teachers continues to wrangle over improved pay for short-term supply teachers.

They also highlight the impact of pension reform, budget cuts and tighter staffing on the recruitment and retention of senior staff.

The survey on staff recruitment was distributed to all 700 SLS members and received 92 responses. That response rate was closer to one in four, said SLS general secretary Ken Cunningham, as the association has members in 380 secondaries and only one member per school was likely to respond.

No respondents find it easy to find supply cover, with 25 per cent finding it “difficult” and 66.3 per cent “very difficult”.

Comments attached to the survey reveal the impact of the supply problem, with heads and deputes having to take classes every week.

“There are a number of subject areas where it is impossible to get supply. Since the change to the level of pay for short-term supply the problem has increased significantly,” said one respondent.

Another said: “The pay adjustment last session has decimated a previously willing workforce, who feel that they are being taken for granted. It will take years to repair the damage.

“At this stage of implementing Curriculum for Excellence, the lack of supply staff to support developments has been a major hindrance. It has further damaged ethos and staff morale at a crucial moment, making the jobs of senior leaders harder.”

Others report that subject-specialist cover is increasingly difficult to find, so teachers are “baby-sitting” classes. Some reveal that certain authorities are continuing to pay the “old” full rate for supply, creating an uneven playing field in the competition for cover staff.

While certain subjects have traditionally been shortage areas, notably home economics and Gaelic, many other posts are now proving difficult to fill, including all the sciences, modern languages, drama, English, technical, business, computing and maths.

The question “Which levels of post does your school have problems recruiting for?” elicited a variety of responses: from temporary posts to unpromoted and supply, all the way up to faculty heads and senior leadership.

THE FINDINGS

How easy is it to obtain supply teachers?

· Very easy 0.0%

· Easy 0.0%

· Neither easy nor difficult 8.7%

· Difficult 25.0%

· Very difficult 66.3%.

