
PEOPLE BEFORE PROFIT
THE RETURN TO EDUCATION

2020



PEOPLE BEFORE PROFIT

People Before Profit wants fundamental change across the whole of Ireland.

We demand decent jobs – not just precarious contracts. We want the government to guarantee a 
right to work by creating jobs. It could employ more teachers, more nurses, more cleaners, and more 
building workers to build social housing and retrofit existing stock.

We want to stop Ireland becoming a low wage economy. That means strong unions who can force 
employers to pay a living wage.

We want a health service that treats people according to need and not the size of their wallet.

We want to tackle the housing crisis with a major programme for social housing.  We want rent 
controls and a ban on evictions during the Covid-19 crisis.

We want to protect our environment and make this country a model for tackling climate emergency.

We need to move away from a society addicted to profit to one where the needs of people come first.
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Key Issues for Teachers and Lecturers Nor th 
and South

Covid-19 has had a huge impact on schools and colleges. North and South schools 
and colleges were closed and there was a wholesale shift to online delivery in some 
form. Teachers and lecturers have demonstrated huge commitment in maintaining 
their service to students. 

Teaching and learning in a remote environment has been challenging for both 
teachers/lecturers and their students. Workloads increased significantly for 
educators as they sought to support students from home often without the 
necessary technology to do so and often without adequate childcare. The shift to 
online learning took place without any planning, training or support for educators. 

It is now proposed to make it a permanent feature of delivery in some sectors.

Many students have suffered as a result of the changes especially those with 
additional needs and from poorer household where access to online learning has 
not been possible due to a lack of resources. The crisis has deepened educational 
inequalities and exposed the inadequate funding of education at all levels.

We are keen to get back to our schools and colleges. We are aware of the profound 
impact on learners of an extended absence from school. But we need to be assured 
that a return to face to face learning will be safe for both learners and educators 
and will not contribute to a second wave of the virus North and South. Educators 
must be assured that they are not subject to lower levels of protection than workers 
in other sectors and that their good will in helping students through this crisis is 
not abused to initiate unilateral regime change in our school and colleges.

The key to a safe return to work is major investment to reduce class sizes, support 
students with additional needs and provide additional infrastructure.

THE RE TURN TO EDUCAT ION

 The crisis has deepened educational inequalities and 
exposed the inadequate funding of education at all levels.. 
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What’s the current posit ion?
It is an understatement to say that the approach of the authorities North and 
South has been unsatisfactory.  The key issue now is that plans for reopening 
involve a reduction in the requirement for social distancing.

There is much talk of social bubblies, students being kept together in class groups 
and not mixing with other groups during yard time and while moving around the 
school building. In all cases it has been proposed that teachers will be required 
to provide a mixture of online and face to face delivery placing new demands on 
teachers across the board.

In higher education the main message is that most education will be delivered 
online in the next academic year although arrangement for this remain unclear. 
The use of extended use of online delivery have not been agreed with unions. It 
is also being stated that no additional resources will be available to support new 
modes of delivery.
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What are the Issues?
A wide range of issues arise from this for educators at all levels. Here are some key 
issues:

1. Health and Safety

• There can be no return to work unless educators and students are safe. Clear 
national guidelines and protocols must be published before schools/colleges 
open. Risk assessments must be completed, by qualified people, on all aspects 
of physical infrastructure: classrooms, laboratories, communal areas, gyms, 
lockers etc. Deep cleans must be carried out.

• Social distancing 
must continue to 
apply at the same 
level as for the 
rest of society. We 
reject the idea being 
promoted by the authorities that there should be a differentiated approach to 
physical distancing in schools versus requirements for other parts of society.  

• As necessary schools/colleges should be reconfigured to facilitate social 
distancing. School accommodation must be expanded with the  provision 
of temporary prefabs where suitable, the repurposing of  halls and utilising 
spare capacity in the system such as closed school buildings. We demand the 
temporary use of community centres, hotels,  church halls etc as identified by 
school staff on the ground.

• A robust cleaning regime should be in place with on-site cleaners in 
very school/college.

• PPE must be provided as necessary. Hand sanitisers must be placed in 
every classroom.

• There must be clear protocols for dealing with cases of Covid-19 

There can be no return to work 
unless educators and students are 

safe. 
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2. The needs of learners 

• Students have missed much by being out of school. The temptation will be to try 
and catch up to cover material that has been missed. The effect of this will be to 
overload students especially those with special needs. Additional resources will 
be required to support the psychological and emotional wellbeing of students 
and help students in disadvantaged schools make up for lost learning.

• The syllabus content for national exams will need to be reviewed given the time 
students have lost and given the unequal access to online learning for some. 
The format of exam papers should be reviewed to provide for wider choice.

• Reliance on distance learning is not appropriate for some learners especially very 
young children and those with special needs. In addition, some programmes 
in further and higher education involve significant laboratory and practical 
elements.  Students will require some participation in these especially of they 
are required by professional bodies.

3. Workloads and conditions of educators 

• An ASTI study has shown that teacher workload has increased exponentially as 
a result of the shift to remote learning. Uploading resources and marking online 
is a very time consuming and teachers are fearful that they will be expected 
to do this work during their personal time.  Normal work-life boundaries have 
been dissolved. 

• Those working from home must be provided with the necessary equipment 
to work safely and effectively. As well as IT equipment desks and appropriate 
chairs need to be provided.

• All initiatives other than those aimed at maintaining the health and safety of 
staff and students should be suspended. Inspections should also be suspended 
for the next school year

Additional resources will be required to 
support the psychological and emotional 

wellbeing of students 
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4. Staffing/Resources

• As with other public services the Covid19 crises has exposed the low levels 
of funding of our education system. Major investment is required to provide 
additional physical infrastructure, reduce the pupil/teacher ratio; protect health 
and safety and provide the infrastructure requited for online learning;

• Staffing levels must be increased to deal with demands in relation to social 
distancing, the curriculum, pastoral care and to cover for staff who will need to 
remain at home because they are at high risk. Pupil teacher ratios are high in 
both North and South and need to be reduced.

• Students with special needs will require additional supports such as additional 
Special Needs Assistants;

• Effective online learning cannot take place without a major improvement in 
access to broadband and equipment. No student or teacher/lecturer should be 
disadvantaged because of lack of access to digital devices and tools;

• There must be effective provision of childcare for educators who need it.
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On Health and Safety
Unions must insist that there can be return to work unless there has been extensive 
negotiation and agreement at national and local level. Safety reps elected 
by workers must play a central role in ensuring that staff are not being put at 
unnecessary risk. They must be provided with risk assessments and be satisfied 
that their workplace is safe.

We believe The Five Tests (see page 9) publicised by unions in the North are a 
good basis for ensuring a safe return to work. Of course employers can only be 
forced to pass these tests with if there is a strong union on the ground forcing 
them to do so. It is imperative that a campaign of recruitment across education be 
launched to increase union membership.

But unions must be clear that no return to work will happen in conditions where 
teacher/lecturers are out at risk. 

Unions must make it clear that teachers/lecturers who refuse to work in unsafe 
conditions will be fully supported.

Vulnerable workers, and those who live with vulnerable people, must have the 
right to stay at home on full pay. Pregnant women should also have the option to 
work from home.

UNIONS MUST G IVE A CLE AR LE AD
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On Workloads
They must also ensure that workloads are not increased and that educators have 
the time to educate those students for whom they are responsible. This will require 
a reduction in current teaching commitments and a clear right to disconnect so 
that a separation between home and work lives can be maintained.

Any shift to online 
delivery must be fully 
negotiated and agreed 
and include a reduction 
in teaching loads and 
training for teachers/
lecturers. It should be 
without precedent as to future arrangements. Ownership of material must remain 
with the teacher/lecturer.

Some employers are using the crisis to opportunistically move to wholesale online 
provision. Unions must indicate clearly that they will not cooperate with modes of 
delivery that are not agreed and which overload teachers/lecturers. 

Teachers subject to performance related pay should receive normal incremental 
pay progression and holiday entitlements should not be eroded.

Unions must be clear that no return 
to work will happen in conditions 

where teacher/lecturers are out at 
risk
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On resources 
All of the above require that investment in education be increased. Our education 
systems were suffering from a lack of investment prior to this crisis. The requirement 
to protect the health and safety of staff and students and to provide a supportive 
learning environment mean significant increases in investment and staffing are 
required. 

• Unions must now launch a significant public campaign for additional funding 
which should include.

• A reduction in the people teacher ratio;

• All teachers on non-permanent contracts should be made permanent;

• A campaign similar to On Call for Ireland to recruit teachers and encourage 
teachers to return from abroad. This requires, in the first instance, the abolition 
of the two tier pay system in the South;

• All vacant school buildings, some of which become vacant due to amalgamations, 
should be brought back into use. A necessary temporary prefabs must be put 
in place and other suitable buildings must be taken over.

• Additional support staff and cleaners must be employed.
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Test 1: Much lower numbers of Covid-19 cases

The new case count must be much lower than it is now, with a sustained 
downward trend and confidence that new cases are known and counted 
promptly. And the Government must have extensive, open and transparent 
arrangements in place for testing, contact tracing and isolating those with 
Covid-19 symptoms.

Test 2: A national plan for social distancing

The Government must have a national plan in place which includes 
parameters for both appropriate physical distancing and safe levels of social 
mixing in all further education settings. To help ensure physical distancing 
during travel and at colleges, all staff and students who can work and study 
from home must continue to do so.

Test 3: Comprehensive testing

Comprehensive access to regular testing for students and staff, with 
isolation for all suspected cases, to ensure colleges don’t become hotspots 
for Covid-19. In addition to routine testing, protocols to be in place to 
ensure testing across whole college sites and other non-college work-based 
learning sites whenever a confirmed case of Covid-19 occurs. 

Test 4: A whole college strategy for health and safety

Risk assessments and safe ways of working for all tasks and spaces within 
a college should be established with relevant staff and unions in advance. 
This should include regular deep cleaning and stringent hygiene measures. 
Where PPE is identified as required by risk assessments, supplies of these 
are secured before re-opening of affected areas. Strategy to be clearly 
communicated to all stakeholders.

Test 5: Protection for the vulnerable

Vulnerable staff, and staff who live with vulnerable people, must work from 
home, fulfilling their professional duties to the extent that is possible. Plans 
must specifically address the protection of all staff, students and members 
of their households who are vulnerable to Covid-19.

F IVE TESTS HAVE BEEN SE T BY UNIONS IN 
THE NORTH BEFORE COLLEGES CAN REOPEN
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Text JOIN to 087 283 9964

Visit www.pbp.ie/join.


