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Dear INSERT MP NAME,

I am writing to you in my capacity as a Workplace Representative for GMB Union and as a resident of INSERT AREA. I am also employed by Aberdeenshire Council in the INSERT AREA area as a Pupil Support Assistant.
I would like to seek your guidance and support for an issue that has arisen for PSA (Pupil Support Assistants) employed by Aberdeenshire council. We have received notice that Aberdeenshire Council wish to remove the established practice of a short, paid rest break within our working day, deeming it detrimental to service provision.
I would like to outline some key facts about the role of the PSA within Aberdeenshire Council and why we are concerned that this long standing, flexible work arrangement is being removed without adequate justification, consultation or indeed any assessment of the consequences to staff wellbeing.
The PSA role is one that has changed dramatically over the years, and the PSA team have accepted the challenges and differences in the role over time without question.  Our role has changed from being one of supporting general educational activities and supporting learning to a role where we are subjected to challenging behaviours all day. We now take direct responsibility for extremely complex children with severe additional support needs, medical care, personal care, and we carefully juggle all this with the needs of the other children in our classes.  We are at the forefront of crisis management, dysregulated behaviour supervision and implementation of care plans.  This subjects us daily to violence, aggression, classroom evacuations, verbal and physical assault to name but a few. We intervene in disputes, provide first aid and do all of this essentially alone. Staffing has been cut so dramatically over the years due to budget constraints that we now have to face all of this single-handedly. Unlike other roles within Education and Children’s Services, PSA staff do not have the opportunity to step away, recover and collaborate with other colleagues.
PSA staff received a letter from Laurence Findlay on Friday 21st August advising us that he plans to remove a paid goodwill tea break from our working day to avoid detriment to service delivery across Aberdeenshire Schools. Having a short, flexible wellbeing break has previously been advised by senior Aberdeenshire Council staff as beneficial and recommended where workload allows.  The PSA team have always known that these paid, short breaks were goodwill and as such have always afforded great flexibility in return. In practice, this can mean attending to distressed children before we “officially” start work, foregoing breaks when workload is too great or being interrupted during our breaks to respond to situations that arise. We are also aware that the working time regulations, when applied to a PSA’s working day of 5.5 hours (with a 30min unpaid lunch break), means that legally we are not entitled to receive a respite break. We are not challenging this – we understand that the practice of a paid break has always been a goodwill gesture for at least 11 years and probably longer. We acknowledge that a short, paid rest break is not a contractual entitlement however Mr Findlay’s suggestion that the breaks must be removed to avoid service interruptions seems unnecessary given that the arrangement has worked for so long and also affords Aberdeenshire Council significant employee flexibility in return.
This significant change to our working day brings us serious concerns that have not been addressed and this has led to the submission of a Collective Grievance and this letter to yourself.
We are concerned about;
· The effect on staff wellbeing, morale, stress, fatigue and burnout in a pressured environment with limited staffing, support and resources.
· The loss of opportunities to recover emotionally, maintain concentration, reduce fatigue and debrief with colleagues after difficult incidents.
· The lack of a demonstrated operational benefit, given that the previous arrangement already allowed breaks only where workload and pupil needs permitted.
· The fairness and consistency of removing an established wellbeing measure from PSAs while breaks or opportunities to step away remain available to other employee groups.
· The effect on recruitment, retention, trust and goodwill in a demanding and predominantly pupil-facing role.
· Whether appropriate wellbeing, health and safety and equality impacts were assessed before the change, including any impacts that may arise for colleagues experiencing menopause-related symptoms or requiring workplace support.
· The risk that removal of goodwill may result in my colleagues limiting activity to contractual duties, including no pupil involvement before contracted start times, no interruption during unpaid breaks, no non-contractual volunteering, no medical activity where certification has expired, and leaving at contracted finish times.  
· The disproportionate impact on one of the lowest-paid and most demanding pupil-facing groups within the Education Service.
· The absence of evidence that the longstanding arrangement caused material detriment to pupils or service delivery, and the need for compelling justification before withdrawing it.
This proposed change to the PSA role has been carried out with no meaningful consultation with the relevant Trade Unions or indeed the PSA staff themselves.  We have been offered no justification nor evidence that Aberdeenshire Council are taking staff welfare seriously – PSA staff are left feeling undervalued, unappreciated and singled out as a target for cost reductions within the service.  Other Aberdeenshire Council employees do not appear to have been contacted to remind them that pausing “on the clock” for a short break should cease going forward. Mr Findlay states in his letter (attached for your information) that is it not Aberdeenshire Council practice to offer paid tea breaks to any employee however we feel that other staff have plentiful opportunities to pause for reflection, decompression, collaboration, a coffee or indeed a cigarette break. The opportunity to step away from duties is not available to PSAs and as such we believe that working without respite could become detrimental to our wellbeing. This issue will also predominantly affect women as the PSA workforce is female-dominated and this raises an important equality concern. The increasing complexity of the PSA role along with the reality of daily violence, assault and complex needs mean that a short, paid break is good practice to allow staff the opportunity to decompress, regroup and come back stronger to care for the children in our schools.
I would like to thank you for your time reading this and would appreciate your consideration in supporting this matter as a high priority.
Thank you once again
INSERT NAME
PSA Aberdeenshire Council



