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As employers cram increasing numbers of students onto courses, the issue of classroom overcrowding is becoming more important.  Overcrowding can also be a big problem early in the new academic year as courses begin.

The Workplace Health, Safety & Welfare Regulations, Regulation 10 provide for each worker to have a minimum of 11 cubic metres of space in their workroom.  In colleges and universities, that applies to staff rooms and offices, but classrooms are specifically excluded from this standard by the associated Approved Code of Practice (ACoP) Paragraph 98.  However the general provision in Regulation 10 that everyone should have sufficient space & unoccupied floor area still applies, just that the specific 11m3 standard does not apply. (http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/books/l24.htm )  In FE colleges, the old Learning & Skills Council issued a circular in May 2007 “Guidance for further education colleges on the management of floor space”.  This contains a table giving the amount of floor space per student in square metres in different teaching environments and with different classroom layouts.
Regulation 11 of the Workplace Regulations also requires the workstations to be so arranged as to be suitable for the work being done there.  One FE college manager told the UCU rep that this only applies to rooms where there are tools and machinery, but that’s not true. There should be enough space to permit the work to be done safely and without risk to health - so overcrowding can make people tetchy, they start getting annoyed if they are being elbowed by the person next to them because of lack of room, for instance, which can lead to a problem with disruption and potential violence. Overcrowding can also be a problem in relation to temperature and ventilation in a classroom.
Workplace Regulation 7 requires the employer to maintain a reasonable temperature in the workplace, and the ACoP suggests this to be at least 16OCelsius, but the professional organisation the Chartered Institute of Building Services Engineers, (CIBSE) recommends 19O–21O in winter and 21O–23O in summer for educational premises.  As a rule of thumb, heating system engineers work on the premise that a human being is equivalent to about 100 Watt lightbulb, so 20 students in a room is an additional 2-bar electric fire. 

Workplace Regulation 6 requires enclosed workplaces to be ventilated by sufficient quantities of fresh or purified air. Recommended fresh air ventilation standard by professional organisation CIBSE is a minimum of 8 litres per person per second (See Paragraphs 32 – 33 of HSE publication ‘General Ventilation in the Workplace’ HSG 202)  A room designed for 20 people is unlikely to have sufficient ventilation flow for half as many again.  Fresh air flow can be measured; if there is a problem, ask your employer to test that it meets at least the minimum basic standards in the Workplace Regulations guidance paragraph 57– between 5 – 8 litres per person, per second.

Employers are also required to undertake fire risk assessments, a duty initially imposed on them since 1997.  In a classroom, this assessment should take potential overcrowding into account, to ensure that the ability of people to get out in case of fire is not restricted. The requirement is to ensure there are clear pathways to the emergency exit, so there needs to be enough room to put bags and coats safely out of the way.  In lecture theatres there are design standards for the spacing of seating rows.  

There are other emergency situations that need to be taken into account when employers conduct a risk assessment.  One of our members was assaulted by two students when she tried to stop them fighting in the classroom. She sustained severe physical injuries, and other students were also injured. Membership of two different gangs was a primary cause of the fight, another risk factor that had been ignored.  The room was seriously overcrowded with people, bags and furniture, and people couldn’t get out of the way.  Our member was so traumatised that she never returned to work in the college.
Undertaking a risk assessment using the factors above will enable the employer to calculate with some degree of accuracy the total numbers of people to be in the room.  Good practice is to assess the numbers according to layout style - theatre, cabaret, boardroom etc., and post that outside each room; lecturers can then police it.
UCU health & safety reps should ask for the risk assessment key points that the employer is required to record, and check the information about the assessment has been given to the staff members concerned. It can be useful to point out to the employer their responsibilities should an injury or incident happen.
Overcrowded classrooms can also be an indicator of work-related stress problems due to increased and excessive workload and other stress factors.
Permanent resolution for this sort of problem means having a more efficient system for recruiting and allocating students, courses and staff to appropriate teaching space. As one acting Head of School recently e-mailed staff at the start of a new year:

“Can I ask that if your class is oversubscribed you maintain professionalism and do the best possible. In these cases please remind students that they need to book a lecture or tutorial session where appropriate. It is important that we manage this week as calmly as possible and whilst some problems may occur, we all need to remain professional and calm.” 
So it’s not really management’s problem then! They just permit courses to be over-subscribed like airlines over-book flights – ultimately the people who suffer are the students and the staff.

So it's into negotiation based around risk assessments and the potential for problems to arise, I'm afraid, followed by whatever is believed necessary to persuade management to be more reasonable.
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