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Executive Summary

Response Rate

· the medications survey was distributed in the fall of 1997 to approximately 860 CUPE members who work with special needs students.  The response rate was 30.2 percent (260 responses).  [p.5]
A Female Profession

· the job of working with special needs students is a predominantly female profession.  93.1 percent of the respondents to our survey were female.  [p.6]

Job Positions Vary

· job titles in this sector varied tremendously across the province – there were 50 separate job titles or combination of job titles identified in the survey.  Despite the variety, 55 percent of respondents held the position of teaching assistant or teacher associate.  [p.5]
Membership

· 55 percent of respondents worked for an urban school division (Regina, Saskatoon, Moose Jaw or Prince Albert) and 45 percent were from rural divisions.  [p.6]
Workforce is Relatively New

· more than half of the respondents (53.8 percent) have worked with special needs students for five years or less.  Only 14.3 percent had worked with special needs students for more than eleven years.  [p.7-8]
Education

· more respondents have a university degree (18.2 percent) than those with a certificate for working with children (15.1 percent).  [p.9-10]
Training

· one of the key themes that emerged from the survey is that our members who work with special needs students want access to training when they start the job and opportunities for more education during each school year.

· only 15 percent of respondents received training from the school board when they started their job.  Twice as many received training from someone else (34.2 percent).  [p.11]
· almost 60 percent said they receive additional training from their employer throughout the year.  Employees of large urban school divisions are more likely to receive additional training from the school board (73.8 percent) than employees in rural divisions (47.3 percent).  [p.11-12]
· 81.7 percent of respondents believe that more training for their job would be beneficial.   The main areas identified for training were:  behaviour management skills, fetal alcohol syndrome, sign language and interpreting, computer training, early childhood development and attention deficit disorder.  [p.13]
Special Needs Students

· one-quarter of respondents work one-on-one with a special needs student.  28.2 percent regularly work with 7 to 14 students at a time.  TAs in rural school divisions are more likely to work one-one-on than those in urban divisions.  In rural school divisions, 37 percent work with one student compared to 17 percent in large urban and 10.3 percent in mid-size urban school divisions.  [p.14-15]
Administration of Medications

· just over one-half of respondents to the survey work with students who require medications or medical procedures.  Only 27 percent said they administer medications.  Although the percentage may seem low, we have to remember that the survey is a reflection of the broader sample.  We can expect that 27 percent of our TAs, or approximately 232 CUPE members, are administering medications in the province.  [p.17]
· over half of the medications administered are for behavioural management.  [p.18]
· less than one-quarter of respondents perform medical procedures.  If a person performs medical procedures, she is likely to perform more than one procedure.   Of those who said they perform medical procedures, the majority (65.2 percent) do more than three medical procedures on a student.  [p.20-21]
· more people (45.4 percent) did not know if a medications policy existed in their school than those who said yes (43.8 percent).  Only 1.2 percent said no policy existed.  [p.22]
Other Roles at School

· one-half of respondents regularly supervise students at recess or lunch hour.
One-third of respondents are involved in extra-curricular activities in the school in coaching sports, choir or arts and drama clubs.  [p.23]
Aggressive Students


· just over one-half of respondents (52.2 percent) said they work with aggressive students.   45.5 percent of respondents said they sometimes feel at risk and 5.5 percent said they often or always feel at risk.  [p.23-24]
Planning with Teacher

· a majority of respondents (67.7 percent) said they have the opportunity to collaborate or develop plans with the teacher with whom they work.   Many commented that they would like more time (and paid time) to plan with teacher.  [p.24]
· over one-half of respondents (56.7 percent) stay after regular hours for parent-teacher interviews or meetings with other support staff.  [p.25]
Concerns Raised

· comments from the survey indicate that CUPE members have strong concerns about liability, access to additional training,  fair remuneration and standard guidelines or policies on the administration of medications.  [p.25-27]
Conclusion

· a standard medications policy for the schools must be developed and applied consistently across the province.  All school board employees must be informed and educated on the policy.

· there is a need to examine the various job titles and descriptions of those working with special needs students so we can better understand the nature of the different jobs.

· the survey results reveal that access to paid training and continual upgrading is a major concern of our members.  Training needs go beyond the administration of medications or medical procedures.

· respondents to the survey want to be paid for all hours worked, including planning time.

INTRODUCTION

At the end of August of 1997 the Education Workers Steering Committee distributed a questionnaire to all CUPE education locals that had members who worked with special needs students.   The purpose of the questionnaire was to find out more information about those members who worked with special needs students and, in particular, whether or not our members are administering medications or doing medical procedures as part of their job.

The issue of the administration of medications had been raised at two previous conventions of the provincial division of CUPE.   Delegates to the 1997 CUPE Saskatchewan convention passed a resolution asking for research on this question.

At the same time the provincial government established a committee to review the administration of medications in the schools.   The Education Workers Steering Committee of CUPE felt it was important to survey members on this important question. 

Methodology

A sub-committee of TAs and the CUPE research representative worked together to develop the survey instrument (questionnaire).  The executive of the CUPE Saskatchewan Education Workers Steering Committee also reviewed the questionnaire.  

Once the questionnaire was finalized, it was distributed to 30 education locals which had been identified as having TAs in their bargaining unit.   One of the difficulties in conducting membership surveys within CUPE is the fact that we do not have centralized membership lists.  Therefore we worked with an estimate of the total number of TAs in the province based on an earlier poll of classifications in education locals.  

The local president was asked to distribute the survey to all members who worked with special needs students.    The surveys were then returned to the research representative in the Saskatchewan Regional Office.  The Sample Survey and Data Bank Unit at the University of Regina conducted the coding, data entry and statistical output, all of which has been summarized in this report.

Response Rate

Nineteen of the thirty locals that received questionnaires returned responses from their members.   From the nineteen locals there were a total of 260 individually completed questionnaires.    Without a central membership list, we have been able to only estimate the total number of teaching assistants/teacher associates represented by CUPE.   Based on membership information from locals, we have estimated that CUPE represents 860 teaching assistants in the province. Based on that estimate, the response rate to the survey was 30.2 percent.  This is considered a good response rate.

It is also important to examine how well the survey responses represent the survey sample group.  Our estimate of teaching assistants in the province (our sample) represented by CUPE indicates that more than half (53.4%) of TA’s work in either Saskatoon Public or Separate School Boards or Regina Public School Board.   However, only 43.1% of the respondents to the survey work for these three urban school boards.  Therefore we received somewhat lower level of response from the TAs in the urban school divisions.     

How does our survey sample reflect the numbers of teacher associates in the province?

In 1996 the Saskatchewan Teachers Federation (STF) and the League of Educational Administrators, Directors and Superintendents (LEADS) conducted a survey of Directors of Education regarding teacher associates.   In that survey,  school divisions reported a total of 2,187 teacher associates in the province of which 1,051 -- or 48 percent --  were CUPE members.  It is important to note, however, that the STF/LEADS survey included library technician/assistants, computer aides, clerical positions, and other positions in its classification of teacher associates which may explain the higher numbers than the CUPE sample.

DEMOGRAPHICS

Job Position

Although the questionnaire had listed six possible job descriptions for respondents to check, respondents provided a long and varied list of job titles.  In total, there were 50 separate responses to this.   The main reason for such a wide range of answers was the fact that each school division uses different job titles for jobs that are basically the same.   

Although there are some positions that are very specialized, such as physiotherapy or speech therapy,  many of the differences in job title would not indicate a difference in the nature of the job (a teacher assistant, a teacher associate and a special needs assistant in different school divisions could be doing the same job).

Another reason for the variety was the fact that many of the respondents held more than one position.   Some were both “teaching assistant and library tech” or “teacher associate and life skills coach” or “special needs assistant and secretary.”   

Despite the wide variation in responses, more than half of the respondents held the position of either teaching assistant or teacher associate (55%).

Gender

Working with special needs students is predominantly a female occupation.  Of the 260 valid responses to the questionnaire, 242 of them, or 93.1 percent were female.  Only 6.9 percent of the respondents were male.
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School Division

More than half of the respondents (55 percent) worked for an urban school division (Regina Public, Saskatoon Public, Moose Jaw Public and Separate, and Prince Albert).  Broken down further, 43.1 percent of respondents are from either Saskatoon or Regina and 11.9 percent are from Moose Jaw or Prince Albert. 

The remaining 45 percent of respondents work for a rural school division.


[image: image2.wmf]33

78

16

9

6

1

3

6

8

8

7

12

10

4

8

15

11

5

19

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

actual number of responses

Regina Public

S'toon Public

MJ Public

MJ Separate

PA

Battleford

Biggar

Broadview

Indian Head

Kamsack

Kindersley

Lanigan

Sask Central

Leader

Melfort

PA Rural

Red Coat Tr

Shamrock

LandsWest

Response by School Division


Years Worked with Special Needs Students

More than half of the respondents have worked with special needs students for five or less years (53.8 percent) indicating a relatively new group of employees.   Those that have worked between six and ten years with special needs students represented 18.9 percent of the survey.   Only 9.3 percent of the respondents have worked with special needs students between eleven and fifteen years, and only five percent of respondents have worked more than fifteen years in this area.

There were 22 people who did not respond to this question and two respondents who answered that they have not worked with special needs students this year.
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Employment Status

Almost three-quarters of the respondents (74.7 percent) said that they work full-time and 25.3 percent said they worked part-time.

When we examine the number of hours per week worked,  we see that 35.3 percent of respondents said that they worked 29 hours per week or less.   The majority of respondents (61.2 percent) said that they worked between 30 and 35 hours per week.  Only 3.5 percent of respondents worked between 36 and 40 hours per week.

Bearing in mind that only 25.3 percent of the respondents are considered part-time workers and yet 35.3% work less than 29 hours per week, we can conclude that a number of respondents who work only 29 hours per week or less are considered full-time employees.

 
The large majority of respondents (87.8 percent) said that they were permanent employees.  Only 12.2 percent indicated that they were temporary employees.
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Education background

To this question we received a broad and varied range of answers even though only seven suggested answers were given to this question.   Some of the respondents provided information about education courses that were not directly related to their work with special needs students (for example, a certificate in dairy science).  

The responses to this question indicate that there is a broad range of education and training skills of those who are employed to work with special needs students.

Only 16.5 percent of respondents said that their highest level of formal education was grade 12 or less.

Almost one-quarter of respondents (24.6 percent) had some post-secondary education.

Only 15.1 percent of respondents held a certificate that related to working with children such as certificates in early childcare development, special education, teacher aide, life skills, and youth care worker.  Within this category, only four respondents indicated they had a certificate in special education, two as teacher aide, one had a certificate in life skills and two had a certificate in sign/ASL.

There were 27 respondents (10.4 percent of total) that had a Bachelor of Education.    Another 7.8 percent of respondents had a different university degree including one with a Masters of Arts degree.    That brings to a total 18.2 percent of respondents who had a university degree. The high level of education of TAs is an interesting result.  There are more respondents with a university degree than with a certificate for working with children.

There were 10.1 percent of respondents who had a degree or certificate in a health-related field such as nurse assistant, registered nurse, psychiatric nurse or rehabilitation worker.

The remaining respondents had checked a wide variety of education training related to clerical, accounting, library and other fields.
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TRAINING


We asked a number of questions in this section to try to find out what level of training school boards are providing our members when they start the job and throughout the year.

Starting the Job

Only 15 percent of respondents said that they received training from the school board specific to their job when they started.   A large majority (84.6 percent) said that they did not receive any training specific to their job.

For the small number of respondents who did receive training, the number of hours of training they received varied from one to 64 hours.    Fifty percent received 14 hours of training or less.   The sample size is so small, however, that it is difficult to make strong conclusions about the hours of training.


Training from Others


Another 35.2 percent of respondents said that they received training from someone else or another institution when they started their job.   However, the responses to this question are once again extremely varied which make it difficult to draw conclusions.  Some identified a technical course of 6 months or 24 months, a private 6-week course, training through social services or that they were self-taught (one had a daughter with special needs).  

What we can infer from these two questions is that twice as many respondents received training from an outside institution than they did from their employer.


Additional Training


Although very few respondents received training from their school boards when their job began, more than half (59.8 percent) said they do receive additional training from the school board throughout the year.
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Approximately one-third (33.0 percent) of respondents said they receive less than ten hours of training from the school board throughout the year.   Another 22 percent receive ten to twenty hours of training in a year.    Eleven percent of respondents received between 28 and 80 hours of training in a year.    (Another 34 percent of respondents did not specify hours but provided a written response to qualify their answer).
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When we break down the data by size of school division, we see some interesting differences.  The respondents from a large urban school division are more likely to receive additional training from the school board throughout the year than those in smaller rural school divisions.


Almost three-quarters (73.8 percent) of respondents from the large urban school divisions (Regina and Saskatoon) said they receive additional training from the school board.  Of those from mid-size school divisions (Moose Jaw and Prince Albert), only 57.1 percent said they received additional training.  Rural school divisions were the least likely to provide additional training throughout the year.  Only 47.3 percent of respondents from rural school divisions said their school division provided training throughout the year.
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Access to Other Training


Over half of the respondents (56.7 percent) said that they have access to other training.   The responses to this question were varied and included:  SIAST courses, various conventions and conferences, conferences of the Saskatchewan Association of School Paraprofessionals, crisis intervention training, signing courses,  courses on autism, CPR training and in-services.  In the section for open comments, many of the respondents said they attended the courses and workshops at their own expense.


More Training Beneficial

A large majority of respondents (81.6 percent) said that more training for their position would be beneficial.   There was no difference between the urban and rural school divisions to this question: the desire for more training is high across all school divisions.  

In terms of the kind of training they would like to have, there was a wide variety of responses to this question but the most frequent response was in behaviour management or modification skills (26 percent indicated they would like training in this area).   

The other major themes that emerged in the responses were: 

· Fetal Alcohol Syndrome

· Sign Language, interpreting

· Computer training

· Early Childhood Development

· Language development, speech, oral motor exercises

· Autism,  ADD (attention deficit disorder), ADHD

· Lifting and transfers, physiotherapy techniques

· Native studies

· Reality therapy

· Child abuse

· Specific teaching techniques for working with special needs students

ADMINISTRATION OF MEDICATIONS/PROCEDURES

number of Students

The provincial government provides Boards of Education with separate funding for special needs students in the school division.  The funding is not tied to the provision of a set number TAs to work with the special needs students.
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The results of our survey show that only one-quarter of respondents work one-on-one with a special needs student.  Another 15.3 percent work with between two and three students, and 11.7 percent work with between four and six students.   There were 28.2 percent of respondents who said they regularly work with seven to fourteen students and 19.0 percent who work with more than 14 students at a time.   Almost one-half of respondents (47.2 percent) work with large groups of special needs students (more than seven students).

When the data is broken down further by school division groupings,  we can see than our members in rural school divisions are more likely to work one-on-one than those in the urban school divisions.  In rural school divisions, 36.6 percent  of respondents work with just one student.    This is much higher than in the large urban school divisions where only 17 percent work one-on-one or in the mid-size school divisions where only 10.3 percent work one-on-one.
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Urban school divisions are more likely to have TAs work with large groups of special needs students.   Of the respondents from large urban school divisions, 56.6% of them regularly work with groups of seven or more students.  The numbers are even higher for the mid-sized school divisions – 65.5 percent of respondents work with groups of seven students or more.  In the rural school divisions, only 15.2 percent work with large groups of students.
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Students who Require Medications

Just over one-half (52.8 percent) of respondents said they work with special needs students who require medications or medical procedures.  Three respondents (1.2 percent of total) said that they sometimes work with students in this category.
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The responses to this question varied, as well, according to school division.  Those working in large urban school divisions are more likely to be working with students who require medications (65.5 percent) as compared to only 44.8 percent for mid-sized divisions and 42.1 percent for rural school divisions.

Administering Medications

Only 27.0 percent of respondents or 69 respondents said they administer medications to special needs students.   A small number of respondents (2.3 percent or 6 persons) said they “occasionally” administer medications and three respondents (1.2 percent of total) said they administer medications only in the case of emergency.  One person answered that she administers medications with supervision.

The large majority of respondents do not administer medications (69.1 percent).

[image: image18.wmf]Do you administer medications?

No

69.1%

Yes

27.0%

Yes, with 

supervision

0.4%

Occasion &  

emergency

3.5%


Again with this question there are differences between the rural and urban school divisions.  Almost 40 percent of respondents (39.1 percent) from urban school divisions said they administer medications compared to only 23.3 percent of those in mid-size divisions and 16.5 percent of those in rural school divisions.
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Nature of Medications

Only 71 people answered the question “what kind of medications do you administer?”   Of the 71 responses, 52.1 percent indicated that they administered behavioural management medication.   Another 15.5 percent administered seizure management drugs.   Just under one-quarter of respondents (23.9 percent) administered a combination of behaviour and seizure management and antibiotic medications.   A small number of respondents (8.5 percent) administered antibiotics only.

There were also 20 respondents who checked a variety of medications under the “other” category.     The kinds of medications listed included respiratory, pain, urinary and allergy medications, oxygen, and prescriptions.
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How Medications Administered

The vast majority of those who administer medications (92.4 percent) answered that they administered medications orally.  Five respondents, representing 6.3 percent of those who administer medications, answered that they administer through injection.  One person administers medications both orally and through injection.

Frequency of Medications

Just over one-third of those who answered this question said they administer medications only once in a day (36.4 percent).   Another 19.5 percent of respondents administer medications twice a day.    There were 15.6 percent of respondents who provide medications between three and six times a day.

However one-quarter of respondents (24.7 percent) reported that they do not administer daily or that it varies.   There could be a number of reasons for this:  the student may not be in the school daily,  or may not need medications daily, or there may be someone else in the school who also administers medications.

Secure Storage of Medications

Fewer people answered this question (118) than those who did not respond (138).  The low response to this question may reflect the fact that only 79 respondents ever administer medications (30.4 percent of total respondents), and only 137 respondents (54%) said they work with students who require medications.  It can be expected, therefore, that many of the respondents would not know whether or not medications are stored in a secure place if they do not personally administer the medications or work with students who require medication.

Of the 118 respondents who answered this question,  72.9 percent said that medications were stored in a secure place.   More than one-quarter, however, said that medications were not safely stored (26.3 percent).

Again the differences between the rural and urban school divisions are dramatic.  A large majority of respondents from urban school divisions (80.6 percent) and 90.9 percent of those from mid-sized school divisions said that medications were securely stored.  However, only 55 percent of those from rural school divisions said that medications were in a secure place. 

Access to Medications

The number of responses to this question was extremely varied.    In a small number of cases only a nurse or hospital staff had access (8.9 percent).    Almost one-half of the responses (48.3 percent) listed a combination of principal, teachers, and TAs who had either sole or combined access to medications.  There were 4 cases (3.6 percent of total) where only the secretary had access, two cases (1.8 percent) where only the student had access, and 6 cases (5.4 percent) where “anyone” had access.

Medical Procedures

Only 61 respondents, or 23.5 percent of the total responses, said they perform medical procedures on students.    Although the number of respondents is low, those who perform medical procedures represent 45% of respondents who said they worked with students who required medications.   This indicates that almost half of the students that CUPE members work with have very high medical needs.

The nature of the procedures was again extremely varied.   If a person performs medical procedures, it is more likely that she will perform more than one procedure.  Less than one-quarter (22.8 percent) of respondents to this question performed only one medical procedure on a student.  The most common procedure noted was toiletting (7.6 percent of respondents).  Other procedures included feeding, physio, drain, change dressing, lifting, administering oxygen, administering PEN, and general first aid.

Another 12 percent of respondents performed two separate medical procedures, such as catheter and toiletting, lifting and physio, feeding and toiletting, toiletting and speech, mobility and toiletting.

Another 29.3 percent of respondents performed three or four medical procedures on students.  The kind of procedures included catheter, bladder, mobility, toilet, physio, tube, and lifting.

Another 35.9 percent of respondents performed five to seven different medical procedures on students.  At this level the nature of procedures includes more complicated procedures such as catheter, tubes, drain, mobility, toilet, feeding, physio, suction, diaper, brace and percussion.
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There were no significant differences in the responses to this question by school divisions.  

Consent Forms

Only 178 of 260 respondents answered this question.  Of those who answered, 51.7 percent said that they have seen consent forms or written permission from parents or guardians for the administration of medication.   The response to this question varied between school divisions.  There were 63.2 percent of respondents from urban school divisions who had seen consent forms compared to 57.9 percent of those in mid-sized and only 36.1 percent of those in rural school divisions.

Who Else Administers Medications

Forty-one percent of respondents said that someone other than themselves administered medications in the school.  

When asked who else administered medications, only 87 people answered this question.  Of those who answered the question, more than one-quarter (26.3 percent) of respondents said that a nurse or a nurse in combination with a teacher, therapist or parent administered medications in the school.   Another one-fifth (20.7 percent) said that the teacher administered medications.   Another 14.9 percent said that another TA administered medications.  

The remaining responses provided various combinations of staff that included principals, principals and secretaries, secretaries, all staff, or parent that administered medications.

Medications Policy

Just under one-half of the respondents (43.8 percent) said that their school board does have a policy regarding the administration of medications.  Only 1.2 percent said that there was no policy in place.

However, more people did not know (45.4 percent) whether or not a policy was in place than those who said yes.  Almost ten percent of respondents did not answer the question, which could indicate an even higher number of respondents who are unfamiliar with a medications policy in their school.
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We need to ask ourselves why so many respondents are unaware if a medications policy exists for their school board.   It may be possible that only those who actually administer medications would be informed or familiar with any policy that exists.

Nonetheless, if a school division has a policy regarding medications one could argue that all employees should be aware of that policy even if they do not work directly with students who require medications.

WORKING CONDITIONS


Supervision of Students

One-half of the respondents regularly supervise students at recess or lunch hour and another 18 percent sometimes provide supervision.  Only 31.5 percent said that they do not supervise students.  Those in urban school divisions are more likely to be supervising students.  70.4 percent of respondents from large urban school divisions said they supervise students compared to only 45.2 percent of those in mid-sized and 33.3 percent of those in rural school divisions.

Of those who supervise students, 61.6 percent are given an alternate break.  Another 17.9 percent said they are sometimes given an alternate break.

Not many respondents who work one-on-one with a student are sent home on the days when the student is not at school.  Only 4.5 percent, or 8 out of 179 who answered the question, said they are sent home.


Extra-curricular Activities

Only one-third of respondents (33.2 percent) said that they were involved in extra-curricular activities in the school.   There was no difference in the outcome for urban and rural school divisions.

The kind of activities that the respondents were involved in ranged from regular coaching, arts and tutoring to occasional fundraising, supervision, coaching, and arts activities.  


Aggressive Students

Just over one-half of the respondents (52.2 percent) said that they work with aggressive students.  Another 2.4 percent said they sometimes work with aggressive students.  

A greater number of respondents in urban school divisions work with aggressive students than do those in rural school divisions.  61.5 percent of respondents from the large urban divisions and 69 percent of those in mid-sized divisions said they worked with aggressive students.  Less than 40 percent of respondents from rural school divisions said they worked with aggressive students.
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Only a small number of those who answered the question said they often or always feel at risk (5.5 percent).   Close to one-half of the respondents, however, (45.5 percent) said that they sometimes feel at risk.  Forty-nine percent said they never feel at risk.
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Role in Student Evaluation

A majority of respondents (67.7 percent) had the opportunity to collaborate or develop plans with the teacher with whom they worked.  Another two percent said they sometimes have time to plan with the teacher.

Only 41.6 percent of respondents said they attended parent-teacher interviews, 5.8 percent said they sometimes attend the interviews and two respondents (representing 0.8 percent of the total) said they have their own interview with the parents.

More than one-half (56.7 percent) said they stay after regular hours for parent-teacher interviews or meetings with other support staff.  Another 6.3 percent said they sometimes stayed after regular hours for meetings, whereas 36.5 percent said they did not.

One-third (32.5 percent) of respondents receive calls at home from parents or students.  

A majority of the CUPE members who work with special needs students have a role in providing information in report cards or updates on the student’s progress.  57.9 percent said that they have input into report cards and another 3.4 percent said they sometimes have input.  Only 38.3 percent said they had no input into report cards.  

An even greater number of respondents give update reports on the student’s progress – 72.7 percent said they gave reports either in written or verbal form.  Only 26.9 percent said they did not give progress reports.

Other Comments

The last question on the survey was an open-ended question which allowed people to add any comments they felt important to note or concerns that were not captured in the survey.  The comments varied significantly but some of the main themes that emerged in this section were concerns about liability, training, fair remuneration, and common guidelines/policy regarding the administration of medications.  

Liability

A number of questions and concerns about liability when working with special needs students were raised.   Respondents are concerned that they would be held liable if something happened to the child they worked with.  This concern is directly related to the lack of training in the administration of medications or other medical knowledge.

As one respondent commented:

“I work with a multi-handicapped child of fragile health.  I am amazed at the lack of time spent in training for a position such as this.  I basically started sight unknown.  It sometimes worries me what my rights and responsibilities would be if something happened to the child while I was working with her.  Could I be held responsible due to lack of medical knowledge? Could I live with myself because of the guilt due to lack of knowledge? These questions often trouble me.”

Training

Respondents to this survey want to have access to training when they start the job, and constant upgrading so they are aware of current developments in special needs teaching.   They also want specialized training in areas such as behaviour management or modification,  fetal alcohol syndrome,  feeding and physiotherapy.

They also want the costs of the training to be covered by the school board. 

“I think it is important to keep the assistant trained in current and updated teaching methods is we are to be effective partners with the teachers.  When I take part in the training re: social skills, I have a better understanding of the goals and intent of the program; therefore I am better able to reinforce the program.”

“In regards to additional training for the most part it’s on your own time at your own cost.”

“We need to be better prepared for today’s problems that children have.  It is hard to help kids on the spot when you aren’t in the class and know what the teacher wants or even sometimes how to do the academic procedures.”

Fair Remuneration

There were many comments about not being paid adequately or for all the hours worked.   In particular, many respondents do not feel that their specialized skills are recognized and compensated fairly.   Many respondents also commented that they need additional hours for planning and coordinating with teachers, parents and other agencies.  

“I feel teacher associates do not get recognized financially for the extra hours they put in.  I have certain things that must be done each day and these jobs are often done on my own time.  This problem needs to be corrected.”

“I have no time during school hours to prepare students work or to meet with my supervising teacher – the little hours we are paid for are shared by numerous classrooms  -- there is money for personal development but it’s never available for me to take classes to update or increase my skills.”

Medications Guidelines/Policies

Many respondents commented that they would like to see standard guidelines and policies developed for the administration of medications.  Some remarked that procedures vary between schools in the same school division.  Some respondents said they have different responsibilities or expectations placed on them depending on the nature of the special needs child they work with. 

As some respondents commented:

“Medical procedures need to be standardized – tube feeding in some school boards is done by medical personnel (RN or CNA).”

“I feel as secretary of a school I should not be responsible to administering medications.”

“I am glad this problem is being addressed.  This is the first year (out of 10) that I have not had to assist with mobility, feeding and toiletting.  Our students change every year and quite often during the year so the procedures you do with students change as well.  It would be great to see a set guideline so we know we are all consistently doing the same thing.”

CONCLUSION

The administration of medications survey provides us with valuable 

information about the nature of the work of our CUPE members who work with special needs students.  It is the first time we have attempted to quantify the number of TAs that work with students requiring medications and the number of TAs that actually administer medications and/or perform medical procedures as part of their job.

The survey provides us with information about members who administer 

medications but it also gives us information about all of our members who work with special needs students.

What can we conclude about our members who administer medications in the schools?

The survey tells us that more than one out of four of CUPE TAs are 

administering medications as part of their job.  If we apply the survey results to the number of CUPE TAs in the province, that represents approximately 232 members who administer medications.   We also know that those who administer medications are most likely to be working for a urban school division.   The most common medication that is being administered is for behavioural modification.

Almost one-half of those who administer medications also perform 

medical procedures.   The majority of them are doing multiple procedures on a student, indicating that the students they work with have a high level of medical needs.

The survey also tells us that our members who work with special needs 

students want more access to training when they start the job and continuously throughout the year.  As one respondent commented, the students may change from year to year and the TA is expected to constantly adapt to the different needs of students.

Our members are also concerned about liability and they want to see 

consistent policies on the administration of medications applied across school divisions.  A large number of respondents, particularly those from rural school divisions,  indicated that they are not informed about their employer’s policy on the administration of medications.  

What does the survey tell us about all of our members who work with special needs students?

The majority are women who work full-time.   They have been working 

relatively few years in the field (half of them for five years or less) and have a variety of skills and educational background.  Although there is a new teacher aide certificate program offered through SIAST, relatively few of our members have received this training.  Many have a high level of education - almost one in five have a university degree.

Just as there is a broad variety of educational background,  there is no 

standard job title for those who work with special needs students.  The lack of consistent job titles provides a degree of confusion about what the job encompasses.  The same job title in two separate school divisions could have different job descriptions and ten separate job titles could have the same job description.

The survey also provided a great deal of information about the need for 

training when TAs start the job and throughout the year.   The complex nature of the medical and social needs of special needs students calls for constant training and upgrading of those who work directly with these students.  

Actions for CUPE

The Education Workers Steering Committee will need to discuss the results 

of this survey and develop recommendations for action.   Some of the key areas that need to be addressed are:  

· ensure that school boards develop consistent policies on the administration of medications across the province;

· examine the various job titles and job descriptions in the special needs area to determine the degree to which they differ or are similar;

· address the need for continual training and ensure that members from all school divisions have equal access to training;

· improvement of paid hours of work to acknowledge time spent in planning and collaboration with teacher.
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