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Abstract

This article researches the working conditions of support services professionals in vulnerable schools in
Chile, school actors who, despite being marginalized from the pedagogical center, play a fundamental
role in the educational process and support of the students. It has been considered as theoretical
references: social support, the job demands and resources model, and symbolic violence. A qualita-
tive methodology was used, involving semi-structured interviews with these professionals. It was
subsequently analyzed using a content analysis model. The study draws attention to how relational
factors, peer support, and participatory leadership emerge as processes of deterioration and motivation
in the face of the development of occupational well-being. At the same time, it problematizes the lack
of institutional mechanisms that promote the care and recognition of this group, revealing a tension
between the structural demands of the education system and the well-being of its workers.
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Introduction

In the Chilean educational contexts, it has been encouraged the development of plans and
actions to improve educational quality with a focus on the students. However, to achieve
quality education, the conditions in which other school actors perform in favor of formative
processes also come into play (Ballén et al. 2021; Casabona 2022). In educational communities,
these actors, in their role as workers, not only face demands inherent to their work, but also
additional challenges, which arise as part of their conditions, such as exposure to contexts
of violence, work overload, and lack of recognition (Canales-Vergara et al. 2018). These
conditions generate emotional exhaustion, directly impacting the school environment and
the formative processes of students (Elige Educar 2018). For this reason, making visible the
working conditions of the different educational actors is essential for building healthy school
communities, which entails analyzing not only material conditions but also psychosocial and
relational factors that influence their well-being in the workplace.

Several authors (Azocar et al. 2022; Casabona 2022) highlight the crisis in the Chilean
education system regarding the conditions in which children’s learning takes place, where
widespread discontent is observed among professional teams as well as among other actors
that make up the establishments,? such as teachers, assistants, among others (Dinamarca 2024).
This situation worsened after the pandemic, an event that affected the mental health of the
population and generated a significant increase in cases of school violence (Cabezas et al. 2022;
Avellaneda, Elizondo 2023). In this sense, working in contexts of violence has detrimental
effects on educational communities, affecting coexistence and the school environment (Avila
2019). Likewise, it has serious repercussions on the mental health of workers, which manifests as
emotional exhaustion, stress, depression, among other symptoms (Abril 2020; Ferndndez 2022).

Thus, school violence will be understood as any act of mistreatment that physically or
psychologically affects any member of the school setting ( Tijmes 2012), emerging as a factor
that impacts the well-being of educational communities and builds a key perspective of the
working conditions of education workers. From this perspective, violence is not limited to its
physical manifestation, but adopts multiple forms that can affect the well-being of workers,
deteriorate relationships between the different actors in the educational community and
compromise the full development of students (Razeto, Santana 2024).

Local data indicate that education is the third economic activity with the greatest exposure
to psychosocial risks, with the main factors being the perception of vulnerability, workload,
and emotional demands (Superintendencia de Seguridad Social [SUSESO], 2024). Along
these lines, it is evident that the most frequent form of violence perceived by teachers is insults
from students and parents. Furthermore, discomfort associated with anguish and stress are
identified, especially among women (Zurita 2023).

? In Chile, the education system is a mixed system, with public institutions, subsidized private institutions—
which receive state funding per student and, since 2018, must be non-profit—and private institutions financed
by families. Each operates under specific regulations that affect the working conditions of their employees
(Law 20.845; Ordinary Law 5.586).
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Understanding working conditions as the set of characteristics of the environment in
which workers perform, encompassing not only material elements such as infrastructure and
availability of resources, but also psychosocial elements such as interpersonal relationships,
work demands, among other aspects (Cornejo 2012). A significant portion of national and
international research on working conditions in the educational field refers to specific conditions
of teachers. Thompson (2021) describes the current situation of teachers, evidencing high levels
of burnout associated with a lack of support, work overload, and low wages. Although there is
widespread concern regarding the deterioration of the working conditions of all educational
personnel, there is little research involving other educational actors, such as paraprofessionals
and Support Services Professionals (hereinafter referred to as: “SSP”) (Giangreco 2013). SSPs in
Chile group together the officials who perform fundamental tasks for the development of
the educational process in establishments dependent on the Local Public Education Services.
According to Law 21.109 (2018), they are classified into four categories: professional, which
includes those who hold a university degree and provide psychopedagogical, psychosocial or
educational management support; fechnical, corresponding to those with technical training
and who perform support tasks in the classroom, administration or school management;
administrative, made up of those who perform secretarial, archiving and document management
tasks; and assistant, made up of those in charge of the maintenance, cleaning and security of
educational establishments.

Developing research that verifies the working conditions of SSP is crucial, considering their
growing presence in the educational system and the key role they play in the area of school
coexistence, for example, in England, they represent more than a quarter of the state school
workforce (Department of Education UK, 2025); in Finland, their number has increased
significantly due to the increase in students with special needs, which highlights the urgency
of studying their working conditions (Sirkko et al. 2024). In Chile, by 2024, there were
195,746 SSPs, who mainly perform essential functions in supporting the educational process
(40.9%) and are mostly concentrated in public establishments (49%). Likewise, 77.7% of
SSP in Chile are women (MINEDUC 2024), a proportion similar to the United Kingdom,
where 90.7% of SSP are women, which reinforces the gender dimension in the precariousness
of the sector (Melay 2024).

In Chile, a recent study on SSPs in School Integration Programs exposes the difficulties
faced by professionals, such as psychologists and speech therapists, who must deal with lack
of time, administrative overload, and scarce resources, factors that affect their well-being and
limit the quality of their interventions (Dinamarca 2024). At an international level, research
has documented precarious working conditions for these workers, characterized by undefined
roles, work overload, contractual instability, limited autonomy, and lack of recognition within
the educational community (Ravalier et al. 2021; Fritzsche, Kopfer 2022). Furthermore, the
lack of adequate preparation exposes them to high levels of stress and to assuming functions
that may exceed their training, such as managing challenging behaviors in children, young
people, and even families (Max, McCoy-Dailey 2024), which can affect their emotional
well-being and increase the risk of conflicts with other members of the school team (Clarke,
Visser 2016). Finally, their precariousness is aggravated by low remuneration and limited
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opportunities for professional development, factors that contribute to high turnover and job
discontent (Rainbird 2007; Giudici, Cone 2024).

Job insecurity of SSPs is not an isolated problem; it is part of an educational management
model based on reducing labor costs and making work more flexible. This ultimately reinforces
inequalities within school communities and impacts professional performance, limiting
students’ right to quality support (Anaya 2019). In contexts of insufficient funding, schools
increasingly turn to these workers to fill structural deficits, such as a shortage of teachers or an
increase in the number of students with special educational needs (Giudici, Cone 2024). In
countries such as England and Finland, they have been observed to take on pedagogical roles
without receiving commensurate compensation or opportunities for professional development
(Geeson, Clarke 2022; Sirkko et al. 2024).

In this scenario, exposure to school violence emerges as a critical issue affecting the well-
-being of SSPs. Studies in the United Kingdom and the United States show that these workers
are frequent targets of verbal and physical aggression, especially in highly vulnerable school
settings (Schofield et al. 2022; Reddy et al. 2024). A study conducted in the United Kingdom
found that 80% of SSPs surveyed reported feeling overwhelmed and anxious due to a lack of
institutional support and tasks overload (UNISON 2018). The lack of specific training in crisis
management and protection mechanisms in schools exacerbates their vulnerability, affecting
their occupational well-being and the quality of the educational environment (Lewis 2023).

The well-being of SSPs not only impacts their personal lives but also directly influences
their professional performance and the learning conditions of children, as previously noted
(Zamora 2016). Despite their essential role in the educational community as paraprofes-
sionals, assistants, and professionals (Ministry of Education [MINEDUC] 2015), they have
been historically invisible in scientific research and public debate, where the lack of data on
their working conditions has favored their precarious conditions, limiting the development
of actions aimed at improving their well-being. In this context, understanding their reality
and needs becomes essential to ensuring their optimal performance and strengthening school
communities. A safe environment and effective communication among workers are important
clements for strengthening well-being in the educational setting (Castafieda et al. 2017).

From there, this article aims to contribute to the generation of knowledge, understand-
ing the working conditions of SSPs. This exploratory analysis of the working conditions of
SSPs addresses questions such as: What characteristics of the working conditions associated
with well-being do SSPs report in their own narratives? How does school violence affect the
well-being of these workers? In what other ways is violence expressed within educational
communities, and how do they perceive its impact? How do the working conditions of SSPs
vary depending on their role within the institution?

Particularly, this article will focus on an exploratory and descriptive account of the percep-
tions of support services professionals’ working conditions in the Chilean school context,
based on their own narratives, highlighting their effects on occupational well-being and the
functioning of educational communities. The article is structured into distinct sections that
allow for analysis of the topic, beginning with a presentation of contextual, regulatory, and
conceptual background, followed by a description of the methodological approach used in
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the study. Subsequently, the main findings regarding the work dynamics of SSPs are presented,
followed by a discussion and conclusions that allow for reflection on the challenges and
opportunities for improving their working conditions.

1. Background Information

To understand the working conditions of SSPs in Chile, it is essential to address some contextual
background information derived from educational policy and regulatory frameworks associ-
ated with the world of work and their latest regulations in the country. Additionally, a concise
conceptual approach to working conditions is presented from a well-being perspective, based on
two main models: the Job Demands-Resources Theory of Bakker and Demerouti (2007) and
the Social Support Theory of Cohen and Wills (1985). Both approaches are useful for analyzing
how job demands and available resources influence the well-being of workers, where social ties
are considered a crucial resource, a field that the Social Support Theory allows to delve deeper
into. This dynamic understanding is relevant considering that working conditions are determined
not only by material elements, but also by multiple structural, relational, and symbolic factors.

1.1. Contextual Background

Below are contextual elements that help situate the topic within the Chilean regulatory and
educational framework. These regulations provide an understanding of the conditions and
work environment in which the various actors interact.

From the perspective of Chilean educational policy, it is essential to consider the proposals
of the General Education Law (Law 20.370, 2009), which regulates the education system and
emphasizes the importance of school coexistence as a key element in ensuring an environment
conducive to learning, understanding this concept as the set of relationships that take place in
school establishments. Likewise, this law protects the right of SSPs to physical, psychological,
and moral integrity, emphasizing the importance of educational communities having strate-
gies that ensure optimal conditions for successful performance, as these are pillars of student
formation and development (Law 20.370, 2009).

In 2017, Law 21.040 was enacted, creating the New Public Education System, an initiative
that introduces a new intermediate level into the system through Local Public Education
Services (Servicios Locales de Educacién Publica, SLEPs), organizations responsible for the
provision and management of education in the regions (Law 21.040, 2017). In Chile, public
education centers concentrate a higher proportion of socioeconomically vulnerable students
(Bellei 2018), where this new system seeks to promote greater equity, quality, and inclusion.
Here, SLEPs are responsible for coordinating resources and improving the operating condi-
tions of the education system. While its implementation has brought multiple challenges for
educational teams (Garretdn et al. 2022), it is a law that is embedded in a complex context,
with a pandemic in the middle, demanding more effective strategies to meet the needs of
students while improving the working conditions of workers.
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In this sense, have been a particularly affected group, facing a deterioration in their working
conditions due to an overload of duties and a lack of specific strategies to address their needs.
Following the COVID-19 pandemic, new demands related to social interaction emerged in
educational spaces, considering the increase in cases of school violence and the deteriorating
mental health of both students and workers in general. In response, Chile created the National
Policy on Educational Coexistence 2024-2030, and developed an Educational Reactivation
Plan, with a focus on strengthening social interaction and the mental health of communities
(MINEDUC 2024). This policy seeks to create school spaces focused on the care, protection,
and socio-emotional well-being of its members, highlighting the importance of interpersonal
relationships through work on dimensions such as management of coexistence, learning
contexts, and ways of living together. In this article, SSPs gain prominence as key actors in
creating safe and equitable educational environments, promoting their participation and
visibility. However, this is a recent regulation that does not yet allow us to assess its impact
on the working conditions of this group.

Now, regarding the regulations that establish what SSPs are and their scope of action,
there is Law 21.109 (2018), which regulates the Statute of Public Education Support Services
Professionals, formalizing their duties, rights, and working conditions, distinguishing between
different categories of support services professionals: professionals, technicians, administra-
tors, and assistants. This heterogeneity in the profile of SSPs adds complexity to the analysis
of their conditions because their functions, training, and career paths are diverse, making it
difficult to develop homogeneous diagnoses of their well-being. It should be noted that this
law recognizes the fundamental role of the SSPs in their different roles within the school
system and although it secks to promote more equitable working conditions, its application
is limited to professionals who work in public establishments, including those who are part
of the SLEP, but does not regulate SSPs who work in subsidized private establishments or
paid private establishments, who would have their own regulations in the Labor Code (Labor
Office 2019).

In parallel with educational policies, Chilean labor legislation has established some guarantees
for SSPs as workers. One of the most recent regulations is Law 21.643 (2024), implemented
after several emblematic cases that revealed the lack of protection against workplace harassment
and violence. One month after its entry into force, 4,820 complaints have been filed, mostly
for harassment and violence at work, from various productive sectors, with the education
sector ranking third in terms of complaints, accounting for 10% of them (SUSESO 2024).

Finally, it is possible to see that both coexistence policies and labor regulations converge
in a common goal: to build safer, more respectful, and equitable educational spaces among
the same actors, prioritizing the well-being of all people in educational communities.

1.2. Theoretical-Conceptual Background Information

Within the framework of this research, working conditions are understood as those
characteristics of the work environment in which a worker performs, referring not only to
material conditions (Cornejo, 2012) but also to structural and organizational dimensions,
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among others, such as the perception of safety, mental and physical health, workload (Zamora
2016). In this conception, relational aspects become relevant, where social dynamics at work
influence both job satisfaction and well-being as well as the functioning of organizations
(Mayo, 1945).

To analyze the working conditions of SSPs from the perspective of occupational well-being
and with the intention of designing actions to promote it, three main theoretical frameworks
were chosen. First, occupational well-being is approached from the Demands-Resources
Theory of Bakker and Demerouti (2007), which allows us to differentiate between factors that
contribute to stress and those that can mitigate its impact. This approach provides a bilateral
view of aspects that positively or negatively influence the well-being of SSPs in their different
roles. This theory is complemented by the contributions of Cohen and Wills’ Social Support
Theory (1985), which allows us to visualize the role that interpersonal relationships play in
the workplace as a protective resource against the structural demands of work, valuing the
role of support networks.

Finally, from a more structural point of view, to understand working conditions, the
perspective of symbolic violence of Bourdieu and Passeron (1996), which allows us to analyze
the ways in which violence manifests itself beyond physical aggression, affecting workers through
normalized practices and discourses that perpetuate their invisibility in the school system.

1.3. Demands-Resources Model for Understanding Occupational Well-being

The Job Demands-Resources Model developed by Bakker and Demerouti (2007) implies
a dynamic understanding of the work environment, where the well-being of workers depends
on the balance between job demands and the resources available to meet them.

According to this theory, demands are those aspects of work that require sustained effort,
whether physical or psychological, such as task overload, role ambiguity, time pressure,
among others; and although they are not negative in themselves, they can deteriorate health
if not balanced with appropriate means. In contrast, resources are those elements of the work
environment that help achieve goals, reduce job demands, or foster personal/professional
growth. These resources can be found at different levels: organizational, such as role clarity
or participation in decision-making; individual, such as autonomy or self-efficacy (Mérida-
Lopez et al. 2020; Bakker et al. 2023). There is also the interpersonal level, which involves,
for example, peer support or positive leadership. The types of leadership perceived can affect
both resources and job demands, where participatory guidance is considered a determining
factor of job satisfaction (Vizoso 2022).

One of the model’s main contributions is that it explains well-being through two com-
plementary processes: the deterioration process, in which high demands not compensated
by resources can lead to exhaustion and burnout; and the motivational process, in which job
resources foster commitment, performance, and job satisfaction (Bakker, Demerouti 2007).
This model also allows us to identify both risk and protective factors.

This theory is believed to capture the complexity of the school environment and understand
how working conditions, whether adverse or favorable, interact and impact workers’ well-being.
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1.4. Social Support Theory for Understanding Occupational Well-being

The social support model proposed by Cohen and Wills (1985) is a theoretical tool for under-
standing how interpersonal relationships influence the individuals’ mental and physical health,
particularly in stressful situations. This model is complemented by the Demands-Resources
Theory (Bakker, Demerouti 2007) in that social support is understood as an essential work
resource that contributes to meeting the various demands of the work environment. Thus,
this theory provides a framework for understanding how social ties can influence how people
cope with work demands.

The authors distinguish two mechanisms through which social support can influence
well-being: the main effect model, which maintains that this type of support associated with
ties contributes to people’s well-being; and the buffering model, which proposes that social
support acts as support in stressful situations, reducing their negative impact (Cohen, Wills
1985). In both cases and positioned in a work context, the support that can be found in social
relationships, whether among peers or from leadership, becomes relevant.

According to this theory, well-being implies having resources, such as social support, that
allow one to effectively face environmental challenges. Thus, it is recognized that there are
structural and functional factors, such as the social and organizational conditions where an
individual operates, which are key determinants of well-being (Aranda, Pando 2013).

One of the strengths of this model lies in its focused approach to interpersonal relation-
ships, a key component in the perception of well-being, recognizing that these in themselves
constitute a central axis of working conditions. The relational context of each individual
influences how they confront the world, where a lack of social support in the workplace can be
considered a stressor (Aranda et al. 2004). Furthermore, this model facilitates the identification
of intervention points, allowing for the design of strategies focused not only on improving
working conditions from an ambiguous perspective, but also on strengthening support
networks at specific breaking points in the organizational environment (Cohen, Wills 1985).

1.5. Symbolic Violence Associated With Working Conditions

The notion of symbolic violence was developed primarily by Pierre Bourdieu and is based on
sociological theory, providing a broader conceptual framework than the theories presented
above. According to Bourdieu (1979), symbolic violence emerges from the imposition of
cultural norms by the dominant classes, which are presented as natural and universal. These
attitudes are not perceived as a form of oppression, as they are internalized by individuals.

In this way, manifestations of symbolic violence are not physical or explicit, but rather subtle,
and are exercised through normalized discourses and practices that perpetuate the subordination
of certain groups (Bourdieu, Passeron 1996). Some everyday examples include the phenomenon
of male domination or the imposition of certain cultural knowledge and values in schools,
an institution that establishes norms that should be (and are) accepted (Calderone 2004).

Then, symbolic violence is understood as a form of violence focused on power relations,
considering that both Bourdieu and Passeron (1996) or other authors such as Domenach
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(1981) allude to the fact that schools can be a reflection of the hierarchies existing in society
and that, in general, institutions such as education can be spaces where structural violence and
hierarchy are manifested and perpetuated. This type of violence ends up making roles invisible
or putting the voices of certain workers above others as something that happens every day.
Finally, this notion is useful within the framework of this study to interpret the ways in
which violence can manifest itself in institutions, particularly in the school setting, affecting
working conditions and the well-being of workers even when they are not fully aware of it. It
also complements both previously presented theories, since incorporating symbolic violence
makes it possible to visualize how invisible inequalities in work relations contribute to the
deterioration of well-being, as they are not recognized as stressors or demands.

2. Method

2.1. Design

The research was based on a qualitative methodological design, which allows one to approach
the understanding and analysis of phenomena through the perceptions and meanings generated
by those who experience them (Herndndez-Sampieri, Mendoza 2018). This is an exploratory
and descriptive study, since it addresses a little-addressed problem, which seeks to explore new
areas of it (Herndndez et al. 2014) and is aimed at characterizing the experiences of a study
group in its specific context (Ramos-Galarza 2020).

This methodological option responds to placing the researcher in a position of sharp, but
discreet and respectful gaze, allowing to know the phenomenon from within, without invading,
but recognizing the value of the diverse perspectives of the participants (Vasilachis de Gialdino
2006). Furthermore, the qualitative approach is appropriate when little is known about a topic,
when the context of the object of study is insufficiently understood and when knowledge
must be constructed from the experiences and narratives of the subjects themselves (Zerpa
2016). Finally, this methodology is particularly well-suited to research social relationships in
contexts of change (Flick 2007), such as those experienced by educational communities. This
fits with the study of the occupational well-being of support services professionals, since their
experiences and the narratives that emerge from their daily interactions in school settings are
fundamental to understanding workplace dynamics.

2.2. Sample

Purposive convenience sampling was used, allowing observation units to be deliberately
identified based on the wealth of information they could provide on the phenomenon of
interest (Martinez-Salgado 2012), their accessibility and willingness to collaborate with the
study (Izcara 2014). For this research, it was proposed a minimum of three schools and ten
participants, safeguarding the criterion of theoretical saturation. Finally, four schools and
twelve informants participated.
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The schools were selected according to the following inclusion criteria: (i) student
vulnerability index above 75%, (ii) diverse administrative dependency of the school, and
(iii) location within the Metropolitan Region. The first criterion responds to the association
between high vulnerability and greater presence of school violence situations; the second, to
the need to capture different organizational configurations specific to the educational system,
excluding private establishments; and the third, to reasons of accessibility for data collection.

Participating schools responded to the characterization in Table 1.

Table 1. Characterization of Participating Schools

Administrati Teaching Levels
Commune iustrative IVE—SINAE 2024 Present in the
Dependency
School
Estacién Central Subsidized 80% Preschool, Elemen-
Individual tary and Middle
School
Pudahuel Local Service 88% Elementary
El Bosque Municipal 81% Elementary
Santiago Center Municipal 75% Middle School

Source: own elaboration.

The participants were 12 support services professionals, selected according to the fol-
lowing inclusion criteria: (i) working as a support service professional in any of their roles
(professional, technical, administrative, or assistant), considering that work experiences may
vary depending on the role; (ii) having at least five years of work experience in the position, in
order to ensure a solid perspective on institutional dynamics; and (iii) being willing to share
their work experiences. Table 2 shows the characteristics of the participants.

Table 2. Characterization of the Participants

Gender Post Role of Suppf)rt Service
Professional
Man General Inspector Administrative
Woman Social Worker Professional

102



SERVICES PROFESSIONALS IN CHILE: WORKING CONDITIONS...

Gender Post Role of Suppf)rt Service
Professional
Woman UTP Administrative Support Administrative
Woman Psychologist Professional
Man Social Worker Professional
Woman Yard Inspector Technical
Woman Social Worker Professional
Woman Cleaning assistant Assistant
Woman Yard Inspector Technical
Woman Social Worker Professional
Woman Cleaning Assistant Assistant
Man Receptionist Administrative

Source: own elaboration.

2.3. Data Production Strategy

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews, which are flexible and facilitate adaptation
to the interlocutor and create an environment conducive to dialogue (Dfaz-Bravo et al. 2013).
The interview guidelines were developed based on a matrix of categories and dimensions,
organized into four areas: (i) general characterization of the interviewee, (ii) perception
of school violence, (iii) perception of interpersonal relationships, and (iv) perception of
occupational well-being. The interviews were conducted in person at the schools, on days
and at times agreed upon with the participants.

2.4. Data Analysis

The analysis was conducted using the thematic content analysis technique proposed by Braun
and Clarke (2006), which allowed for the identification, organization, and description of
content patterns present in the data. This strategy was appropriate for the descriptive nature
of the study. The procedure was carried out manually using a content matrix, where the
codes were systematized and illustrative extracts from each focus were selected. Finally, the
analysis concluded with the development of a section that summarized how each constructed
subcategory contributed to answering the research question.
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2.5. Ethical Aspects

The research was conducted while safeguarding ethical aspects centered on respect for the
dignity of the participants, their autonomy, and voluntariness ( Vasilachis de Gialdino 2006).
Data confidentiality was maintained by protecting the identity of the participants and the
secure storage of the information collected. This was guaranteed through the development
of the informed consent process and the use of authorization letters from the schools, as
established by Chilean regulations (Santana, Valera 2022).

3. Results

The results are organized into two broad analytical categories: the perception of adverse
working conditions by SSPs and the perception of available resources for safeguarding well-
being. The descriptions refer to the different roles these SSPs play, as they reveal differences
in their experiences.

3.1. Perception of Adverse Working Conditions that Permeate Occupational
Well-being

3.1.1. Perception of Working Conditions: Adversity, Complex Relationships and Lack of Institutional
Support Resources

Regarding the relational dimension, inherent to working conditions (Zamora 2016), interpersonal
relationships are considered, that is, the dynamics between the different educational actors
and the way in which these develop, shaping the work environment and impacting individual
well-being. Particularly, with regard to relationships between coworkers, these are perceived
as deteriorated, which is seen as an adverse condition that contributes to burnout. This is seen
in the group of assistants and technical SSPs, whose interactions are described from a sense of
competition and latent conflict, which translates into communication problems and a lack of
cooperation between them. For this group, the support of their superiors takes on an important
role, serving as a source of validation, as is the lack of close relationships with their peers. They
perceive greater isolation and vulnerability in their work environment. This is how they say it:
“(...) people come to work to do their jobs and create work ties, not friendships (...) at work
there are no friendships, in my case I have seen it and I have confirmed it (...) because there
is a lot of competition in cleaning and there is a lot of gossip about why they give you more,
why you are there (...)” (SSP Assistant).

For the professional group, regarding the relationship between SSP and teachers,
perceptions show a latent differentiation and competition between the two groups, mainly
due to the institutional hierarchy, where the needs of teachers are perceived as more relevant
and attended to than those of SSP. It is reported, “There is a differentiation between Tam
a teacher and you are a support; as if being a support were more derogatory, as if it were a lower
rank (...) I think teachers still don’t recognize our work (...)” (Professional SSP).
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These situations not only affect the actors directly involved, but also impact the work
environment. Thus, labor relations in these establishments are characterized by dynamics of
competition and lack of cooperation, which is reinforced by the perception of support from
management and is felt most strongly by the group of assistant SSPs.

3.1.2. Perceptions of School Leadership: Authoritarianism and Rigid Institutional Hierarchy

Recognizing that the perception of leadership is key to occupational well-being, especially
due to its effect on motivational processes (Vizoso 2022), the results indicate that the type of
leadership directly influences the perception of well-being and the self-perception of professional
worth, showing that, in the face of more authoritarian and rigid leaderships, more focused in
decision-making, SSPs tend to inhibit their autonomy and participation. So, in schools with
this type of leadership, more tensions were perceived, with a lack of consideration for the
needs or suggestions of SSPs, in addition to a lack of spaces for participation. In this context,
relational dynamics tend to be vertical and rigid, where assistants perceive unequal treatment
from the authorities, both between SSP strata and in the contrast between teachers and SSPs,
which generates discomfort and demotivation. This type of dynamic was most frequently
identified in large schools with high student enrollment, where SSPs are functionally dependent
on multiple supervisors and perceive their autonomy as significantly restricted. The need for
leadership that listens to their employees and fosters collaborative work is highlighted. It is
noted: “(...) if you have a despotic principal, a principal who doesn’t listen, who is driven by
their own ideas and who wants to be able to say ‘Tam the principal and I have the final say,
it’s useless (...)” (Technical SSP).

For the assistant group, the perception of limited autonomy and participation is reinforced,
arguing that their subordinate position and following instructions without decision-making
power beyond time management is normalized as inherent to their role. They express it this
way: “(...) the assistant does everything, we just need to begin hammering, but hey, I've been
in this job for seven years and it’s always been the same, why should I complain now? (...)”
(SSP Assistant).

In short, this type of leadership reinforces a rigid and authoritarian institutional hierarchy
by perpetuating vertical relationships where decisions are centralized, limiting worker
participation and reinforcing their perception of devaluation.

3.1.3. Perception of Lack of Institutional Resources: Lack of Protection

Institutional resources are key to occupational well-being, especially in the balance between
demands and available resources (Bakker, Demerouti 2007) and as part of the social support
provided by the workplace (Aranda, Pando 2013). One of the study’s findings is a widespread
perception of a lack of institutional resources aimed at protecting and maintaining occupational
well-being, which is identified as a structural condition affecting the work of SSPs in the
Chilean school system.

The SSPs, in their various roles, agree that establishments lack systematic actions to
safeguard employee well-being. While annual or semiannual sessions dedicated to care are
recognized, they do not consider the specificities of each role. While some workers can
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suspend their work to participate in these activities, assistant staff are required to complete
their duties before attending.

On the other hand, it is mentioned that there are action protocols for critical conflict
situations, however, these are perceived as reactive rather than preventing or promoting care
in the community.

Professional SSPs point out that they are usually the ones, due to the nature of their
professions, who must carry out emotional support or self-care activities aimed at other
workers. However, there is no institutional mechanism to take charge of their own care,
despite being frequently exposed to emotionally demanding situations. They explain: “I don’t
believe in self-care workshops because we usually do them ourselves, the psychosocial team

»

itself (...) There is no one to take care of us or to provide us with self-care tools as a team (_..)
(Professional SSP).

The perceived lack of institutional resources to protect educational teams creates a situation
in which SSPs feel unprotected in the face of daily emotional and work demands. Furthermore,
safeguarding well-being is viewed as an individual and personal responsibility.

In summary, SSPs’ perception of working conditions in adverse contexts is characterized
by relational difficulties, discomfort associated with authoritarian and rigid leadership, and
alack of institutional resources to promote their well-being.

3.2. Perception of Resources Available for Occupational Well-Being

Despite the previously described relational difficulties, perceptions of mutual support and
reciprocal bonds are identified as resources that address workplace discomfort. These rela-
tionships are particularly evident in interactions with students and among SSPs themselves,
especially among professionals. Furthermore, the importance of participatory and democratic
leadership is evidenced, which fosters autonomy and recognition and is considered essential
for addressing workplace challenges. However, in general terms, the strategies and resources
available to promote occupational well-being within the school context are perceived to be
limited.

3.2.1. Perceptions About Connections With Students: As a Motivational Driver

For SSPs in their various roles, relationships with students are the most meaningful, appealing
to their vocation within the school environment. Although they don’t interact directly in the
classroom, SSPs are part of students’ daily lives in spaces such as playgrounds, restrooms, and
school entrances. In these places, they accompany them, listen, and provide support both in
the school and personal settings.

This vocational drive persists despite the fact that SSPs frequently witness acts of violence
between students, intervening in the conflicts that arise. Despite this, the greatest emotional
impact comes from concern for the students’ well-being, as they report: “(...) regardless of
how changeable, disorganized, or argumentative (the students) can be, it’s always as if they
release positive energy, and you catch it and absorb it; it gives you energy to keep going”

(Technical SSP).
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In this way, the bonds with students function as a protective factor, allowing SSPs in their
various roles to find meaning and purpose in their daily work. This emotional connection
not only mitigates the negative impact of school violence but also acts as a driving force that
sustains their vocational commitment.

3.2.2. Perception of Social Support: Resources of Professional SSPs

Social support refers to the support that an individual receives and perceives from their
networks, functioning as a buffer against stress and as a protective factor for well-being
(Cohen, Wills 1985).

Among SSPs in the professional category, such as social workers, psychologists, occupational
therapists, and others, lower levels of competitiveness are observed compared to other groups.
This is exacerbated by the fact that they are responsible for school coexistence, addressing
rights violations, and providing complex psychosocial interventions, among other functions.

In this work setting, dynamics of cooperation and collaboration are perceived among its
members, which promotes a greater sense of social support to meet the demands of work.
Paradoxically, this group of professionals is the one that perceives the highest levels of functional
and emotional overload. They report: “(...) you think T’'m not going to reach the goal, and
that also frustrates you because at some point they may evaluate me, but they’ll evaluate me
based on what? Standards from where? Of course, because you can’t keep up. (...)” (SSP
Professional). They add: “(...) as a person (...) some things affect you (...) we have our place
of self-care and where we feel protected, which is there, when we’re all in that office” (SSP
Professional).

Like this, social support emerges organically within teams as a personal and collective
construct. Strengthening it as an institutional measure of care could contribute to the overall
well-being of SSPs, beyond the professional group.

3.2.3. Perception of Participatory Leadership: Collaboration, Autonomy and Recognition

From the perspective of SSPs, certain leadership styles are identified as resources that promote
occupational well-being. This was observed in smaller schools where relationships with
supervisors are more direct. In these contexts, participatory and close leadership predominates,
characterized by more horizontal ties. SSPs also report higher levels of confidence in reporting
complex situations, requesting support, or contributing ideas, feeling part of a community
they can turn to and, moreover, in which they can contribute. Thus, the perception of various
resources such as participation, autonomy, social support, and professional recognition is
reinforced by the presence of this type of leadership.

Gender differences also emerge regarding the perception of autonomy and participation
promoted by management, with these being more frequent in the accounts of the men
interviewed.

In these settings with participatory leadership, SSPs, regardless of their role, report a positive
assessment of the work environment, both in relation to their colleagues and their supervisors.
Although work overload and exposure to complex situations persist, this positive perception
acts as a protective resource against the demands of the job.
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The results suggest that these participatory leaderships generate a cycle that promotes
occupational well-being: they contribute to improving interpersonal relationships, stimulate
employee participation, foster social support, interdisciplinary collaboration, peer recognition,
and greater professional appreciation.

In short, leadership styles significantly influence the configuration of work relationships
and the perception of job resources. Relationships based on trust and cooperation are central
to strengthening the well-being of employees, regardless of their role in the organization.

Conclusions

This research finds that SSPs are a heterogeneous group in terms of functions and profiles.
Currently, their work is especially relevant given the increase in school violence and the mental
health problems that have intensified in educational communities following the pandemic
(Avellaneda, Elizondo 2023). Consistent with the development of research in other latitudes
(Melay 2024; Sirkko et al. 2024), in Chile this group has historically been rendered invisible
as a social subject and has been scarcely addressed by scientific research (Dinamarca 2024).

Gender distinctions are also evident in this group, as has been observed in other contexts
(Melay 2024). In Chile, the majority of SSPs are women, which could be associated with gender
stereotypes that link women with caregiving and emotional commitment tasks, assignments
that respond to a patriarchal structure. This situation is related to forms of symbolic violence
(Bourdieu, Passeron 1996), which naturalize this distribution and its lack of recognition.
Another expression of this type of violence, which permeates their working conditions and
opportunities for well-being, is seen when replicating the structure of inequality and segregation
of the Chilean educational system (Valenzuela et al. 2025). It should be remembered that
these workers are concentrated in the most disadvantaged schools in the country (Centro de
Estudios MINEDUC 2024), showing that they have adverse working conditions with little
institutional responsibility from schools or the intermediate educational level to safeguard their
comprehensive well-being. The perspective of symbolic violence is expressed through power
relations and the subordination of some actors to others, which interact with the perception
of demands and available resources. In this sense, symbolic violence triggers processes of aliena-
tion and conformity with the szatus guo, preventing individuals from demanding structural
changes that favor both the improvement of their working conditions and their well-being.

From the model of job demands-resources (Bakker, Demerouti 2007), working
conditions tend to be unbalanced, with more demands than resources. In this sense, a central
component is overload and relational aspects (Cohen, Wills 1985), which favor the processes
of deterioration of working conditions, over motivational processes. Thus, despite the fact
that the figures show the increase in acts of violence among students and the media uproar
it has had in Chile (Ugarte, Izquierdo 2024), SSP do not report it as the most significant
thing that affects their well-being. On the other hand, competitiveness between peers and
the devaluation of their functions are reported as part of the processes of deterioration of
working conditions, mainly in SSPs in the assistant role. Professional SSPs report sustained
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workload, a lack of attention to their work and personal needs by the institution, and a lack
of support from their superiors.

Regarding the motivational processes that foster working conditions conducive to well-
being, the sense of satisfaction derived from relationships with students stands out, reinforcing
SSPs’ vocation for service, which constitutes a novel finding in this field. Furthermore, ties with
colleagues, supervisors, and work teams are identified as perceived resources that function as
buffers against adverse effects, promoting well-being (Cohen, Wills 1985). These resources
associated with interpersonal relationships are recognized as expressions of social support,
contributing to occupational health. However, the quality of relationships varies, particularly
between assistants and professionals, as well as in interactions between workers and supervisors,
where leadership style plays a key mediating role.

Relational resources focus on personal efforts and willpower, which are difficult to deploy
in contexts with authoritarian and hierarchical leadership. This replicates the inequalities
of the system, limiting networks of mutual support and normalizing symbolic violence in
interactions (Bourdieu 1979).

An indicator of the fragile balance between demands and resources is that the responsibility
for occupational well-being falls primarily on the individual management of emotions and
work demands, obscuring the institutional responsibility of schools and educational and
labor policies in this area.

It is significant that participants perceive their working conditions with resignation and fail
to mention the labor policies and laws that protect their rights in Chile. This omission could be
the subject of a continuity study. Despite efforts to improve work and school environments, it
is essential to establish frameworks that guide schools’ actions to strengthen worker well-being.
A recent advance in Chile is the enactment of the Law amending the labor code and other
legal bodies regarding the prevention, investigation, and punishment of workplace harassment,
sexual harassment, and workplace violence (2025), which seeks to create environments that
respect people and their dignity.

Among the study’s limitations is its exploratory and descriptive nature, which led to its
exclusively qualitative approach. Future research would benefit from incorporating measurements
of workload or job stress, using quantitative methodologies or mixed designs, to broaden our
understanding of the phenomenon. Furthermore, the study focused solely on the perceptions
of SSPs, so it would be relevant to include the perspectives of managers, students, and other
actors involved in their work. Like other research projects, we propose a deeper examination
of the identified gender biases, which would allow for the exploration of institutional actions
aimed at ensuring equal working environments with a gender perspective.

This study highlights the need to address the working conditions of SSPs from a compre-
hensive perspective, considering the specificities of each level in the education system. It is
essential that public policies prioritize strengthening material and social resources, promoting
participatory and equitable leadership that improves labor dynamics.

As a recommendation, it is suggested that schools and their sponsors, especially in the
Chilean public sector, use evidence-based interventions from specialized agencies, such as the
diagnoses carried out by the Superintendency of Social Security (SUSESO 2025), which are
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carried out in conjunction with the Chilean Social Security Association (ACHS (2023), to
characterize the working conditions and well-being indicators of SSPs.

It is also suggested that external programs or recreational spaces be developed to strengthen
collaboration among different school actors, fostering bonds of trust and closeness between
teams and leadership, based on a cooperative approach. These actions could enhance
participatory and democratic leadership, generating social support strategies that, without
relying exclusively on financial resources, can have a significant impact on occupational
well-being.

In line with the importance of leadership demonstrated in this study, we propose focusing
interventions on school principals and leaders through spaces for reflection on the exercise
of leadership, aimed at outlining their role in promoting participation, as well as providing
tools to foster inclusive and collaborative styles.

Finally, it is important to consider that, although each institution presents its own dynamics,
the hierarchy of the school system directly impacts the workplace. The lack of collaboration
and competition among workers does not indicate a conscious intention on their part to
pursue harmful labor relations, but rather reflects an educational model focused on achieving
results over well-being and cooperation. This structural orientation limits the development of
healthy labor relations, even though well-being and collaboration are fundamental conditions
for achieving quality education.
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