
 
Rt Hon Gavin Williamson MP 
Secretary of State 
Department for Education 
Sanctuary Buildings, 20 Great Smith Street 
London  
SW1P 3BT 

14 December 2020 
 

Dear Secretary of State 
 
Re: School support staff and vaccine prioritization 
 
I am writing to you following recent reports that teachers may be prioritized for 
protection in the next stage of the vaccine programme, which were based on the 
Joint Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation’s report of 03 December.  
 
The suggestion that teachers, and not support staff, may receive early vaccine 
protection is a cause of real concern for our members. Such a policy, if adopted, 
would ignore the occupational realities of modern school working, and it would fail to 
adequately address the high rate of infections in school.  
 
Support staff form the majority of the school workforce. Our members regularly 
perform tasks that inherently involve risk of exposure, such as administering food, 
medication, and restraints. 
 
This high occupational exposure is reflected in the evidence. According to ONS 
estimates, the positive testing rate for education support staff was higher than it was 
for primary or secondary teachers between 02 September and 16 October (ONS, 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) Infection Survey, UK: 6 November 2020, Figure 12). The 
figures for some groups of support staff workers are likely to be higher, as the ONS’s 
analysis did not distinguish between classroom and non-classroom based staff. 
 
Our members work closely with children, and they are more likely to live in the 
communities that they serve. It is essential that the immunization programme gives 
equal weight to all those who work in schools if the community transmission 
associated with schools is to be ended. 
 
While there is a strong pragmatic case for making the vaccine available at an early 
stage to support staff, there is also an important issue of fairness. Support staff have 
made heroic sacrifices during the pandemic (and tragically, some of them have lost 
their lives due to occupational exposure). Support staff workers are more likely to be 
on low incomes than teachers – the gross median earnings of teaching assistants 
was under £14,000 in 2020. If the Government is serious about ‘levelling up’ then it 
must act to protect the health of support staff alongside teachers.  
 
 



 

Support staff have rightly been recognised as key workers without whom the 
continuing operation of schools would not have been possible, and now that effective 
vaccines are available it is vital that all steps are taken to protect them from 
coronavirus disease. 
 
In your discussions with the Department for Health and Social Care, and other 
bodies, I urge you to make the case that any occupational vaccination programme in 
education must be extended to all key workers in schools. 
 
I am making similar representations to the Secretary of State for Health and Social 
Care. 
 
Yours sincerely   
 
  
 
Karen Leonard 

GMB National Officer 

 


