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The National Agreement on Workforce Reform goes into its third phase this September; already you should be free of the 24 non-teaching tasks; you should have leadership and management time (if appropriate) and your work/life balance should have been considered. There is now a 38-hour annual limit on cover and, from September 2005, you should have 10% guaranteed non-contact time for planning, preparation and assessment.

According to the ATL's most recent survey, 58% of schools have implemented the National Agreement but the biggest teaching union, the NUT, remains opposed to the Government's reforms. However, the same survey confirms that, where changes have been made, teachers are extremely positive and say that they now have a different attitude to the job.

Mike Best, Headteacher at Beaminster School in Dorset, says that having 13 teaching assistants (TAs), five technicians, an administration and examinations officer, an ICT manager, a welfare assistant, two lunch-time supervisors and staffroom assistance has enabled teachers to improve the quality of lessons. The School also advertised for three cover supervisors, to meet their legal obligations under the National Agreement for this September, and staff are looking forward to not having to cover sickness and training.

Head of English, Linda Croft, says workforce reform has opened her eyes to what is possible: "I now think 'I shouldn't be doing this!' And I'm able to spend the time that has been freed up on things that are directly related to my profession."  Exam cover has also made a difference to Croft, though she says that she was still very busy over the summer. Best believes that assigning TAs to tutor groups has made a major difference. "Co-tutors are able to chase up absences, complete registration, check planners, collate reports and give the teacher an extra pair of eyes. They enable tutors to focus on issues of pupil need rather than pupil administration," he says. Croft agrees: "Co-tutoring has made a huge impact - my time with my tutor group has become much more productive. It's halved my work."

Finding the budget has required creative thinking, says Best. "We've paid for remodelling as part of school development and we have had to make sacrifices." There is good news on this front, however. As part of July's Treasury Spending Review, the DfES announced that next year's budgets will include money to help pay for the Workforce Reform Agreement. Although the School is extremely positive about the work of TAs, Best is taking a 'wait and see' approach on the subject of Higher Level Teaching Assistants (HLTAs). "I think it is a good idea, but it needs to be defined more clearly. Having said that, I would always support colleagues who wanted to pursue it for their own professional development."

But have workloads actually reduced? Croft says there is still some way to go. "I hadn't really thought about whether I had reduced my hours! I'm just happy to be free to be able to do my job," she says. Best agrees: "Teachers' expectations have risen - they appreciate that we are working to make their lives happier.
