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SAFETY IN PRACTICAL LESSONS



NUT HEALTH AND SAFETY BRIEFING

This briefing gives NUT guidance on the law’s requirements on assessing the safety of practical activities and on taking steps to ensure that these do not pose risks to the safety of staff or pupils.

What is a Practical Activity?

This guidance is aimed at promoting safety in practical activities.  Today, nearly every lesson has some form of practical activity within it, no matter which Key Stage is being taught.

Teachers’ vigilance means that practical activities in schools are usually safe and accidents are thankfully rare.  Nevertheless, teachers concerned about situations with which they are asked to cope when undertaking practical activities with pupils regularly approach the NUT.

In applying this guidance, it should be recognised that there is no easy single definition of what constitutes a practical activity.  In the NUT’s view, what matters is the nature of activity and the circumstances in which it is being undertaken.  Although some activities are inherently more hazardous than others, all practical activities can become hazardous in some circumstances due to factors such as pupil misbehaviour, poorly designed work areas, inexperience of teachers, ability of pupils, etc.

All of us recognise secondary school subjects such as design and technology, art and science as “practical subjects”.  Other subjects regularly involving practical activities include ICT, drama, music and physical education lessons.  Often, however, secondary school lessons in subjects such as languages and geography can include practical activities where safety considerations are as important as in those other subjects.

Practical activities also occur, however, throughout the primary curriculum involving a wide range of equipment from scissors to computers.  Safety considerations are therefore also important in the primary sector in order to ensure the safety of pupils, particularly since primary teachers may be less familiar with some activities than secondary teachers who are subject specialists.

What The Law Says

The Health & Safety at Work etc Act 1974 requires employers to ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, the health and safety of employees and other persons on their premises.  In schools, this means that the employer - the local authority or, in foundation and voluntary aided schools, the governing body - is responsible for taking steps to ensure the health and safety both of teachers and of pupils.

These steps should be identified by means of “risk assessments”.  The legal provisions on risk assessment set out in the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999 state that hazards to health and safety facing teachers and pupils must be identified, the risks posed by these hazards evaluated, and the measures needed to remove or reduce those risks identified and put in place.  Risk assessments must be properly recorded, brought to the attention of staff and made available to them on request.

Risk assessments for practical activities are needed because of the likelihood that these activities will involve a potential risk to health and safety that is greater than usual.  The principles applying to risk assessments for practical activities will be similar to those that apply, for example, when assessing risks for outdoor activities on trips out of school.

Whatever the nature of the practical lesson, it is generally accepted that, as a minimum, some form of risk assessment should appear on the scheme of work and/or lesson notes.  The more complex the risks, the more detailed the risk assessment will need to be.  In many cases, however, all that is necessary is a brief note outlining the principal risks and the control measures needed to remove/reduce those risks.  This would reflect the duty placed on all employees under the Health and Safety at Work Act etc. 1974 to take reasonable care for their own health and safety and the health and safety of other persons who may be affected by their actions or omissions.  

MODEL RISK ASSESSMENTS

For some activities, there are “model” or “generic” risk assessments available for work patterns, processes and equipment that are common to all schools.  This avoids unnecessary duplication of work and also provides a quality standard and ensures consistency between schools.  These could prove useful for areas such as design and technology rooms, gymnasia and science laboratories.  All of these should, however, not be simply adopted by the school without considering how they will be applied in practice and how they may need to be adapted or amended according to the school’s circumstances.  

COMPETENT PERSON

Employers are obliged by legislation on risk assessment to appoint one or more ‘competent persons’ to carry out risk assessments.  This is a very important matter in determining the extent to which teachers, in particular heads and deputies, should be involved in carrying out risk assessments on behalf of the employer.

The Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999 clarify that employers should, wherever possible, use competent employees in preference to external sources of advice and assistance on health and safety.

For an individual to be deemed to be ‘competent’ under the Regulations, he or she must have ‘sufficient training and experience or knowledge and other qualities’ to be able to undertake the task.  This does not mean that a risk assessment can be carried out only by qualified health and safety specialists.  It does mean, however, that anyone who is asked to carry out a risk assessment, or who agrees to do so, is entitled to be given proper support.

RISK ASSESSMENTS AND CONTRACTUAL RESPONSIBILITIES

The contractual responsibilities of school staff relating to risk assessment can be summarised briefly as set out below.  A fuller discussion of these issues appears in the NUT’s guidance on Risk Assessment, which can be found on the NUT website at www.teachers.org.uk.

The professional duties  of a head teacher include responsibility for managing health and safety in schools.  This includes a duty to co-operate with the governing body and local authority so far as is necessary to ensure compliance with health and safety requirements.  As a result of this, head teachers may be required by their local authorities or governing bodies to manage the process of risk assessment in their school.  This does not necessarily demand personal involvement in the completion of risk assessments.

Deputy and assistant head teachers may be required to undertake any of the professional duties of head teachers which are reasonably delegated to them. They  may, therefore, be required to manage the process of risk assessment.  Heads of department or subject may, as a result of their managerial roles, be required to do so for their areas of responsibility.  This does not necessarily mean, however, they must carry the risk assessments out themselves.

Classroom teachers who are not heads of department or subject have no obligation under their conditions of service and professional duties to become involved either in managing or undertaking risk assessments.  Teachers, if they so wish, may agree however to participate in the risk assessment process.

Non-teaching staff may be required to undertake risk assessments if this is provided for under their contracts of employment.

What Matters Should Be Considered?

In the following sections, issues are considered that are of greatest relevance in deciding whether practical activities are safe:

· the nature of the activity;

· supervision issues; and

· the suitability of the teaching area.

This guidance is aimed at teachers assessing the safety of activities but will also be useful to those undertaking risk assessments for the employer.

THE ACTIVITY

The nature of the activity is possibly the most important matter to consider - some things are simply more inherently dangerous than others and the inherent risks need to be fully assessed before any further contributing factors are added into the equation.  

Making sure that there are written risk assessments is particularly important for the most hazardous activities.  Generic assessments are available for most design and technology and science activities, for example, from bodies such as the CLEAPSS Schools Science Service.  As noted above, these set useful standards although they may need to be adapted to suit the circumstances.

Workbooks and activity sheets should be examined to ensure they are not out of date and do not recommend activities which have since fallen out of use or even been banned.

The type of equipment to be used should also be considered.  The following questions should be asked.

· What is the age of the equipment?
· What is its quality and condition?
· Is the equipment being maintained correctly, including regular services and inspections?
· How suitable is it for use by the age group involved?

All equipment should, of course, meet the requirements of the relevant legislation and relevant British Standards.

Finally, safety precautions and protective equipment should be examined.

· Are protective guards or other protective measures built into the equipment in place and being used?

· Is protective equipment or protective clothing available and being used?

SUPERVISION ISSUES

Supervision issues will impact upon the potential risks of an activity.  Some activities will be more dangerous in some circumstances than in others.  You should consider first the abilities and the training of teachers in charge of a particular activity.

· How familiar are they with the activity?

· Do they have any relevant subject specialism?  Have they been specifically trained in the particular activity?  Is this training up-to-date – have they had recent subject-based INSET training?

· How confident do they feel about supervising?

Most secondary teachers in charge of practical subjects are trained specialists and, as noted earlier, accident levels are very low in such classes. The above considerations will, however, be very important in primary schools.  They will further be relevant in all cases where teachers are providing internal cover or on supply and may not be specialists in the subject being taught.  If there are any doubts about the ability and experience of teachers supervising a practical lesson in any subject, they should not be doing it at all.

Then there is the question of support for the teacher in supervising the activity.

· What is the extent of non-teaching staff support?

· Are they technicians or other adults?

· How do the above considerations of familiarity, training and confidence apply to them?

Next there are the pupils themselves.

· How familiar is the teacher with the pupils?

· How familiar are they with the activity?

· Have they been given training on the use of the equipment in question and in use of safety precautions?

· How old are they?

· How many of them have special educational needs, what are those needs and are they likely to cause a risk to themselves and/or others?

· Are any of them likely to be disruptive and thereby cause a risk to themselves and/or others?

· Finally, of course, how many are there of them?  The number of pupils will affect the teacher’s ability to supervise effectively.  It may also be relevant in terms of the suitability of the teaching area and possible overcrowding, as indicated below.

SUITABILITY OF THE TEACHING AREA

· There are a number of important considerations to do with suitability.  Whether the teaching area was actually designed for the activity being undertaken in the circumstances in which it is being undertaken will have a substantial influence upon the risk of accident or injury.

· Was the teaching area designed or adapted for the type of activity being undertaken?

· How many pupils was it designed for?  Some spaces, particularly laboratories and workshops, were designed for particular group sizes - see Appendix 2.  Putting larger groups into these spaces can create overcrowding and affect safety standards.

· Are the facilities provided in the teaching space adequate for the activity?

· Is there adequate space for circulation and access and egress?

· Are there any potential problems caused by layout, lines of sight, acoustics and noise?

· Have fire precautions been drawn up which specifically reflect the activities undertaken and the numbers involved? 

· Does the area make necessary provision for people with disabilities?

A further potential problem can arise when non-practical lessons are timetabled into rooms designed for a particular practical activity.  Where such arrangements are unavoidable, any attendant risks would need to be appropriately identified and managed.

NUT Class Size Policy

The NUT has longstanding policy which specifies class size figures which are considered the maximum acceptable numbers on both educational and safety grounds. These are called the NUT’s “action policy” figures.  Members may approach the NUT for support in seeking the reduction of class sizes which are larger than these figures.

For practical classes, the relevant figure is a maximum of 20 pupils.  The NUT will, however, take into account the full range of health and safety factors considered earlier as well as simply the number of pupils in the class in giving support to members who are concerned about classroom safety.

Appendix 2 contains a fuller discussion of class sizes in practical lessons.

What Steps Should Be Taken?

The legal rules governing risk assessment demand that the first step is to eliminate the hazard. This can be done by carrying out the activity in a different way or by stopping the activity altogether.  The following extract from the DfES’s guidance document, “Safety in Science Education” supports the need for such measures.

“It may be possible to adopt alternative methods for particular pieces of work.  However, if the risks cannot be made acceptable, the activity must cease until it can be resumed safely.”

There are various ways in which safety can be improved by modifying the way the activity is carried out.  These include not using the equipment in that particular way; undertaking teacher demonstrations instead of allowing pupils to do activities themselves; having only some of the class undertaking practical activities at one time; reducing the number of pupils - but not simply by excluding disabled pupils or those with special educational needs - or increasing teacher staffing or non-teaching support.

The rules governing risk assessment then provide that where hazards cannot be eliminated altogether, steps must be taken to reduce risks by provision and use of protective equipment.  In industry, it may be necessary to continue activities that pose a substantial degree of risk.  The safety first approach necessary in schools, however, dictates that hazardous practical activities should be discontinued where a substantial level of risk remains.  Nevertheless, for every kind of practical activity teachers should give priority to ensuring the availability and use of protective equipment should be a priority for teachers supervising practical activities.

Practical steps in dealing with safety situations help illustrate how the above advice can be applied.  For example, it is sensible to get rid of large, obsolete and unused equipment rather that keep it on the premises where it takes up space and obstructs circulation.  If it is considered to be in too good a condition to throw out, it could be sold or given away.  

What if the Teacher Believes Activities Are Unsafe?

First of all, the issue should be raised with the appropriate senior member of staff and advice should be sought from the local authority subject adviser.  If the health and safety problem cannot be resolved in this way, the Health and Safety Adviser of the NUT division or association, the NUT regional office or, in Wales, the NUT Wales Office, NUT Cymru, should be contacted.

Under Section 7 of the Health and Safety at Work etc Act 1974, employees are required to take reasonable care for the health and safety of themselves and others who may be affected by their acts or omissions at work.  This means that teachers can legitimately refuse to participate in activities which risk their own health and safety and/or that of their pupils.  Advice should, however always be sought from the NUT before doing so.

Access to Specialist Advice and Guidance

Sources of guidance of a detailed and specialist kind relating to particular subjects are available to teachers from the DfES, HSE and various subject teacher associations.   Some of these are listed in the Appendix to this briefing.  Teachers should press for these to be made available or, where necessary, obtain them themselves.

Action Points for NUT Safety Representatives

NUT safety representatives should:

· find out whether members have concerns about practical activities;

· find out whether risk assessments have been undertaken by a competent person or persons, and whether these reflect the guidance in this document on safety precautions and other matters; and

· check whether relevant guidance documents are available.

APPENDIX 1 : SOURCES OF GUIDANCE ON PRACTICAL SUBJECTS


Department for Education and Skills

· Area Guidelines for Schools, DfES, HMSO, 1996

· A Guide to Safe Practice in Art and Design, HMSO, 1995

· Safety in Science Education, HMSO, 1996

· Science Accommodation in Secondary Schools - A Design Guide, DfES Building Bulletin 80, HMSO, 1995

· Design and Technology Accommodation in Secondary Schools - A Design Guide, DfES Building Bulletin 81, HMSO, 1996

· Music Accommodation in Secondary Schools – A Design Guide, DfES Building Bulletin 86, HMSO, 1997

· Art Accommodation in Secondary Schools – A Design Guide, DfES Building Bulletin 89, HMSO, 1998

· Modern Foreign Languages Accommodation in Secondary Schools - A Design Guide, DfES Building Bulletin 92, HMSO, 2000

CONTACT:  Stationery Office (formerly HMSO) Publications Centre, PO Box 276, London SW8 5DT.  Telephone orders can be placed by phoning: 020 7873 9090.

BAALPE

The British Association of Advisers and Lecturers in Physical Education (BAALPE) is an association for advisers, lecturers, inspectors, consultants, advisory teachers and other professionals with qualifications in physical education, sport and dance. It exists to promote and maintain high standards and safe practice on all aspects and at all levels of physical education.  
· ‘Safe Practice in Physical Education and School Sport’. 
· ‘Case Law in Physical Education and School Sport’.
CONTACT: ‘Coachwise 1st 4sport’ on 0113 2015555.  Alternatively, copies may be ordered online at www.1st4sport.com.   

British Standards Institution

· Health and Safety for Design and Technology in Schools, British Standard 4163

CONTACT:  BSI, 389 Chiswick High Road, London W4 4AL. Tel: 020 8996 9000.

National Association of Advisers and Inspectors in Design and Technology

· Managing Health and Safety in School Workshops, NAAIDT Publications, 1992

· Managing Health and Safety in Food and Textiles in Schools, NAAIDT Publications, 1994

CONTACT:  NAAIDT Publications, 16 Kingsway Gardens, Chandlers Ford, Hampshire.

Design and Technology Association 

· Risk Assessment in Secondary School Design and Technology

· Safety in Technology : Food and Textiles

CONTACT: DATA, 16 Wellesbourne House, Walton Road, Wellesbourne, Warwickshire CV35 9JB. Tel: 01789-470007

CLEAPSS 

· CLEAPSS Laboratory Handbook, updated 1995

· Hazcards

· CLEAPSS Bulletin

CONTACT: CLEAPSS, Brunel University, Uxbridge UB8 3PH.

Tel: 01895-251496

Association for Science Education

· Safeguards in the School Laboratory, 10th edition, 1996

· Safety in Science for Primary Schools, materials for in-service training, 1998

CONTACT: Association for Science Education, College Lane, Hatfield, Hertfordshire AL10 9AA.

Tel: 01707-267411

Health and Safety Executive

· Woodworking Information Sheets, Woodworking National Interest Group, 

CONTACT: HSE Books, PO Box 1999, Sudbury, Suffolk CO10 6FS.  Tel:01787-881165.

Please note that none of the above publications are free.

APPENDIX 2: CLASS SIZES, ROOM SIZES and SAFETY IN PRACTICAL LESSONS

The longstanding convention that class sizes in practical lessons should not exceed 20 has no basis in law in England and Wales, neither is is explicitly set out in DfES guidance.

The 1918 Education Act limited practical classes to 20 pupils.  The Elementary Education Code 1922 - Statutory Rules and Orders 1922, No. 1432, made under Section 118 of the Education Act 1921, Chapter 2 Paragraph 14, expanded on an earlier regulation, and stated that:

“The number of children on the registers of any class in Domestic Subjects, Handicraft, Gardening and other practical subjects must not exceed 20, except that this number may be increased to 40 in classes in Handicraft provided that the class has at least 2 teachers if more than 20 children are registered”.

Regrettably, this legislation is no longer in force.  Regulations do exist in Scotland, where no practical class - including science - may exceed 20 pupils*.  Similarly, in Northern Ireland, Regulation 15 of the Secondary Schools (Grant Conditions) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1973 No 403 requires that practical class sizes shall not exceed 20 where the pupils are under instruction by one teacher.  The Department’s guidance also recommends that a maximum of fewer than 20 pupils is applied where there are pupils with special educational needs.
In England and Wales, therefore, it is necessary to assimilate a variety of guidance documents from a number of sources in order to arrive at the ‘consensus’ of around 20 pupils per practical class.

DfES GUIDANCE

DfES documentation over the years has envisaged, in general terms, a figure of 20 pupils – and certainly no more than 21 - in an average sized design and technology classroom of roughly 100m2.

A 1985 Department of Education and Science Building Bulletin No. 63 stated that for planning purposes, group sizes in design and technology should be taken as 20 in KS3 and 15 at KS4.  Where rooms of less than 80 square metres in area are in use, the recommendation for group size is given as 4 square metres per pupil.

No new advice has been issued and this practice has continued to be implemented in building design. Analysis of the number of workplaces shown on drawings printed in past DfES publications indicates that the maximum number of anticipated pupils is approximately 20 per work area.
The 2000 edition of Building Bulletin 81 quotes 21 as being the expected class size.  The 2004 edition includes a chart showing different numbers of pupils for rooms of different sizes, which additionally takes into partial account the age of the pupils involved.  For example, the chart shows a room size of between 95 and 107 square metres for a food technology class of 20, and of 107 to 119 sq m for 20 pupils in a resistant materials classroom.  BB81 furthermore suggests spaces of 80-85m2 for groups of up to 21 pupils doing small scale practical activities such as textiles or graphics.

In the NUT’s view, what matters is the nature of activity and the circumstances in which it is being undertaken.  Although some activities are inherently more hazardous than others, all practical activities can become hazardous in some circumstances due to factors such as pupil misbehaviour, poorly designed work areas, inexperience of teachers, ability of pupils, etc.

As far as science classrooms are concerned, DfES “Safety in Science Laboratories” 1996 states that “There is no statutory limitation on class size in any subject in schools in England and Wales.  Teachers who are concerned that risks in practical work are increased to an unacceptable level because of the class size should report their concerns to the head of their science department and, if necessary, their head teacher.  It may be possible to adopt alternative methods for particular pieces of work.  However, if risks cannot be made acceptable, the activity must cease until it can be resumed safely.” - para. 7.6 page 25.

It should also be borne in mind that some local authorities will have established their own rules about maximum class sizes for science lessons.  Laboratories in Hertfordshire, for example, are currently designed to allow 2m² free floor space, excluding the area occupied by benches and cupboards etc., for pupils aged 11-16 years.  This is considered to be the amount of space required for safe working.  In laboratories with fixed benches each pupil is deemed to need approximately 700mm of bench space.

PRIMARY AND MIDDLE SCHOOLS

In primary and middle schools, class sizes tend to be larger.  This automatically places limitations on the type of work attempted, the amount of space available in the classroom, and the ability of teachers/classroom assistants to intervene and supervise effectively.

SPECIAL SCHOOLS

As far as special schools are concerned, the specific needs of the pupils should inform the type of work carried out, and any limitations on class size arising from the precise behavioural or learning difficulties which the pupils may have.

In Building Bulletin 77, the DfES recommends the following dimensions for science in special schools:

45m2 is sufficient area for 6-7 EBD pupils, 8 MLD or 6 physically disabled pupils. Or on a larger scale, 65m2 is sufficient for 8 -10 EBD pupils, 10 MLD or 8 physically disabled pupils. 

The Design and Technology Association (DATA) and British Standard 4163

DATA advises that at KS3, class sizes of 20 should normally be manageable, reducing to 18 at KS4.  It furthermore suggests that determination of class size will “require the exercising of professional judgement by the head teacher and the subject leader”.

Another authoritative source of guidance is British Standard 4163 on safety in design and technology in schools: this states that “the recommended maximum number of students in any one work area is 21 students with one supervisor” (para. 3.1).
HEALTH AND SAFETY COMMISSION (HSC)

Regulation 10 of the Workplace (Health, Safety and Welfare) Regulations 1992 states that “Every room where persons work shall have sufficient floor area and unoccupied space for purposes of health, safety and welfare”.

Encouragingly, the ACoP to these regulations states that “The total volume of the room, when empty, divided by the number of people normally working in it, should be at least 11 cubic metres.  Unfortunately, in its accompanying guidance for the education sector, the following caveat appears:

“This figure does not apply to teaching areas, or meeting rooms, kiosks or shelters”.

It should be borne in mind, however, that the HSE clearly indicates that it would not hesitate to prosecute an employer if it believed that overcrowding was a contributory cause of an accident.  

Teachers should be aware that under Section 7 of the Health and Safety at Work etc Act 1974, employees are required to take reasonable care for the health and safety of themselves and others who may be affected by their acts or omissions at work.  This means that teachers can legitimately refuse to participate in activities which risk their own health and safety and/or that of their pupils.  Advice should, however always be sought from the NUT before doing so.

RISK ASSESSMENT

Ultimately, the best legally enforceable route down which to go is for a thorough risk assessment to be carried out to determine the available space, equipment, furniture, and from thence the appropriate staffing levels and maximum pupil numbers. A risk assessment will entail a careful examination of hazards likely to exist, an assessment of whether the particular hazards are likely to harm anyone and what precautions need to be taken.  Employers have specific legal duties to carry out risk assessments for all areas of workplace health and safety, and to appoint a ‘competent’ person or persons to carry them out.

If the rooms are so designed that, as the teacher circulates within the work area, a clear view cannot be obtained of all working situations, it will be necessary to reduce the size of classes. Supervision in work areas is complicated by the fact that the teacher will occasionally need to obtain materials or equipment from the store, where direct visual contact is very likely to be impossible. 

Inexperienced teachers need time and support in order to develop the demanding skills required for the successful delivery of practical lessons.  A suitable ‘cap’ should be placed on pupil numbers in practical classes taken by less experienced teachers. 
Where pupils clearly possess good self-motivation, capacity for forethought, anticipation of hazards and a ready understanding of advice and instruction, it is often possible for them to be taught safely in groups of ‘official’ size.
Many pupils with SEN are at particular risk in practical activities and this is an important factor when considering group size.  It is possible that those with statements of special need will require additional support depending on the nature of their learning difficulty. Where the range of abilities in a class is very mixed or a high proportion of pupils have special needs, class sizes should be reduced.

Decisions on class sizes might be influenced where appropriate support staff can be timetabled to assist during the course of practical sessions, for example with some aspects of equipment use and the collection of materials from stores and elsewhere. 

In addition to maximising the safety and wellbeing of pupils, there is a need to recognise the effect of class size on teacher stress and to consider at what point this becomes a health and safety issue – for both teacher and pupils.  A significant factor affecting the mental and physical health of a teacher might be the mutually reinforcing effects of excessive stress and pupils’ frustration caused by a lack of individual attention in over-large classes. Teachers generally are aware of the potential areas of danger in the classroom, and stress can be caused by continually trying to identify and anticipate problems.  
It should be recognised that some equipment in design areas can generate significant noise, thereby causing physical stress when teachers are obliged to talk above the noise.  Checks should be undertaken to determine if the regulations governing noise at work are being complied with.  If maximum exposure levels are exceeded, remedial action must be taken – the simplest and most effective being class size reduction. Teachers should also be vigilant for signs of vocal strain; NUT guidance on voice care and noise at work can be found on the NUT website at www.teachers.org.uk.  Meanwhile, further NUT class size guidance is available at www.teachers.org.uk/resources/word/classize.doc.
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*Schools (Scotland) Code, 1956.
