This essay will look at the role of the Teaching Assistant (TA) as a provider of pastoral care. In the last 15 years the role of the mainstream TA has become widely recognised and grown considerably with there now being over 37,000 support staff registered with Education Workforce Council (EWC) in 2019 compared to 33,000 in 2017 (EWC, 2019).

The role has changed and developed so much that The Welsh Assembly Government (WAG), following consultation, published on their websites in September 2018 a full set of Professional Standards for both TAs and Higher-Level Teaching Assistants (HLTAs).  The standards are intended to set clear expectations for both practicing teaching assistants and those who are new or interested in becoming a TA, be a source of self-reflection against national standards, support TAs to identify professional development needs and form a benchmark for performance management (WAG, 2019). 

Alongside the professional standards that are available there are also specific work-based training programmes, college courses (NCFE, 2019), and even university degrees (UWTSD, 2019) aimed solely at TAs working within primary, secondary and special schools.  These courses and qualifications are essential in providing the knowledge that is needed for TAs to be able to understand how children and young people learn, which is vital for supporting them.

The theories of Lev Vygotsky a Russian psychologist are explored in the book Teaching and Learning in the early years, Whitebread (2008, chapter 1) explores the claim by Vygotsky that adults should be the providers of opportunities for social interactions between children in order to enhance their learning and allow them to move out of their comfort zone and into the zone of proximal development (ZPD) a concept developed by Vygotsky (Vygotsky, 1978) and defined as:
the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).
Vygotsky’s theories also stress that social interactions play a fundamental role in cognitive development (Whitebread, 2008, chapter 1). Cognitive development refers to the mental process needed in order to gain knowledge and comprehension (Collins, 2019).  These include thinking, knowing, remembering, problem solving and judging.  These are higher level functions of the brain and enable the ability to use language, imagination, perception and planning. 

The lack of cognitive development in a child may be the result of injury, illness or an adverse childhood experience (ACE). ACEs are stressful or traumatic experiences that occur during childhood causing the child direct harm.  This could be physical or sexual abuse, growing up in an unsuitable environment such as extreme poverty, witnessing domestic violence, substance and alcohol abuse. Recent studies have found that children who have suffered an ACE are less likely to do well in school and often continue the cycle of abuse themselves when raising their own children later in life (Public Health Wales NHS, 2015). 

In 2015, the WAG published The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) which aims to improve the social, economic, cultural and environmental well-being in Wales (WAG, 2015).  It also claims that it will be providing an opportunity to reduce ACEs for future generations by ensuring that families who have been identified as being at risk are supported in the long term, not just during a child’s infant stage, by health visitors and GPs but in the long term through schools and other agencies in a bid to reduce the growing number of children and young people suffering from mental health issues.

Pastoral care, or well-being as it is more widely becoming known, is the responsibility of everyone who is involved in the care and education of a children, meaning we should all ensure that children and young people feel safe and that their physical and emotional needs are being met.  As TAs, we do this on a daily basis, sometimes without even realising.  Working closely with the children we support enables us to form strong bonds and trusting relationships; this gives us the ability to “know” or recognise when something is not quite right with one of the pupils we support.  
A report published in 2014 by The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) stated that ‘Over the course of their education a child will spend over 7,800 hours at school’ (Young Minds, 2017), so it is vital that they feel safe and that there is somebody they feel they can turn to for help and support.

Equally as important is the way in which you respond to a child that comes to you with a problem or if you have concerns or notice something not quite right with a child.  You must never promise to keep anything they tell you secret, but instead explain that you have to tell someone so that you can ensure that they get the help and support they need.  

This should be made clear to the child right from the start.  You should always try to have another member of staff with you if a child asks to tell you about something that has been done to or has happened to them this is not just to protect the child but also yourself. It is not always easy if they child is reluctant to talk in front of someone they do not know or trust. You can ask the child to tell, explain or describe to you what has happened, but you must never ask leading or direct questions, or be judgemental and never be dismissive.  If a child comes to you with a problem or a concern and you are unsure of how to deal with it then it is always best to explain that you and they should go and talk to the well-being or pastoral care officer explain to the child that they will be better able to help and advise them.  

Whilst in my current position, there have been many occasions where I have provided pastoral or well-being support to either the pupil, I am there to support or others in the class.  For example, we have a young polish boy who has only been at the school for approximately 9 months.  He was placed in our form, which is a very small class of only 14, because he has limited English.  The class is one of two nurture form groups in the year who follow an adapted curriculum.  I have a good relationship with all the children in the class.  The young polish boy’s father passed away unexpected a few weeks ago and the family returned to Poland for the funeral.  The form tutor and I told the class what had happened during a registration session and we talked as a form about how he must be feeling and what we could do to support him upon his return.
When he did return and the opportunity arose for me to talk to him privately but without drawing attention to him, I explained to him that if he needed a moment at any time during the next few weeks, then he should let me know.  I also explained to him that I was there if he ever wanted someone to talk or if he needed anything and that we had experienced support staff in school that he could talk to if he would prefer.  I also explaining that he should try not to bottle up his feeling and emotions and that talking to someone other than mum might be helpful to him.

On another occasion, at the end of the school year, a trip had been arranged to the local animal park. I noticed that one of the girls in class become withdrawn and uncomfortable when mention of the trip was made.  Quietly, whilst alone one day I asked her if she would be going on the trip and she replied that she would not as they could not afford it.  Knowing she was from a single parent family and a young carer for her disabled mother as well as being a very good student who was always will to help others, I wanted to ensure that she got to go on the trip like everyone else. So, with this in mind I went and explained the situation to the schools safeguarding officer and asked if the schools hardship fund could pay for her to attend. 

The safeguarding officer agreed as long as mum was ok with it.  I wrote a note to mum explaining that I had nominated her daughter for one of the exceptional student award places available on the trip and asked if she was happy for her daughter to accept.  Mum was thrilled and very grateful for the opportunity.  The child no longer withdrew when mention of the trip was made and very much enjoyed going on the trip with her friends.

In conclusion, the work of a TA is not just to help children with additional learning needs to access the curriculum or manage disruptive behaviour in the classroom. TAs can be invaluable members of staff giving a unique insight into the children they spend their time with. They are ideally placed to provide positive influences in all aspects of day to day life, including building relationships, friendship, trust, patience and communication. It is important that children have positive role models in their lives. 
In order to ensure we provide these role models in schools, finding ways in which to bring more male TAs into the profession should be investigated this will then re address the balance of females to males currently employed.  Also ensuring that the staff employed not only receive the professional training that is widely available along with basic mental health awareness training but also ensuring that they are deployed affectively in schools to maximise both the potential of the TA along with the potential of the child or children they are supporting. 
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