
Don’t tolerate bullying and harassment

Helen is a 32 year old Primary teacher. She loves her job and her Y5 class. She is thinking of leaving the school, however, and possibly abandoning teaching altogether. It isn’t pay that’s driving her out although she does need a lot more. It isn’t workload or SATs though she would love more time to do the job properly and have a social life. What is really getting to her is the behaviour of her Head teacher. 

One Friday afternoon last term the Head met her in the corridor and announced loudly, in front of pupils and other staff, that he needed to see her sometime the following week because he had some serious concerns about her attitude. She spent all weekend getting angry, worrying and then decided to confront him about his behaviour. On arrival on Monday, after a sleepless weekend, she found the Head was sweetness and light, overtly and disarmingly friendly. She felt completely unable to be assertive.

On Tuesday there was a memo in her pigeonhole calling her to a meeting to discuss ‘the concerns mentioned previously’. After two further sleepless nights she attended the meeting. Most of the concerns seemed petty and unconnected to each other. One of them was that she left school at 1.30 on one of the days when she came in during the holidays. The meeting ended when a senior colleague knocked on the Head’s door and asked for a chat. Helen was sent away, no future actions or meeting were set in train.

This pattern recurred at least three times before the end of term. Helen was publicly criticised then treated like a personal friend. She received memos about every possible failing, many of them inaccurate and none of them followed up. Late for assemblies, not paying attention in briefings, leaving before 4pm. On checking with a colleague who travelled with her she found that he received no such memos. Neither did any other colleague. 

Eventually Helen applied for another post, was short-listed and interviewed really well, only to discover that her current school had sent no reference. On return to school she raised it with the Head who told her, in the privacy of his office that her reference had been ‘thrown in the bin’ and asked what was she going to do about it?

Helen is now off sick with depression and anxiety. Her doctor is telling her not to go back until the problems at work are sorted out. The school denied there are problems at work. Personnel say that the work issues can only be dealt with when she returns. If she doesn’t return within the school year, however, she could be dismissed on grounds of ill health.

Is Helen an extreme case, unusual or implausible? Hopefully neither you nor any of your colleagues have had the experiences she has had, but a number of Leeds teachers have had similar. Her experiences include some of those we have had to deal with during this school year. All of the above has happened, some of it repeatedly. It is bullying and harassment at work and it is becoming one of the most serious problems in schools. It is making teachers ill, ruining lives and ending careers. It needs to be stopped.

Tackling bullying at work: A checklist





Keep a written record of all incidents with the bully including dates and witnesses.





Talk to your NUT rep and/or a trusted friend about your experiences.





Check whether your school has adopted the ‘Bullying At Work’ policy. The LEA policy was sent out in October 1998 as Personnel Bulletin 98/7.





Contact the NUT Office, even if only for an initial discussion, support and guidance.





Some incidents may require a complaint of bullying and harassment. Contact the NUT Office if you think this applies to you.





If you think someone else is being bullied offer support and encourage them to take these steps. One of the worst effects of bullying is the feeling of isolation.





If it is possible to tackle serious bullying as a staff group, consider that. Bullies often target victims in sequence. The longer it remains unchallenged the more staff are at risk.



















