This essay is going to discuss the role of the Teaching Assistant (TA) / Learning Support Assistant (LSA). For the purpose of this essay TAs/LSAs will be referred to as TA, as a provider of pastoral care to pupils. It will include research into relevant theorists, linking to everyday practice.  Firstly, it will look at how the role of the TA has evolved since first being introduced with regards to the number of TAs in post, discussing the duties that they undertake and the factors which have contributed to it becoming more of a pastoral role.  It will refer to Maslow’s (Hopper, 2019) pyramid showing the hierarchy of needs and how pupil’s physiological needs have to be met before they can progress onto feeling safe, loved with a sense of belonging, promoting self-esteem and striving for self-actualisation.  In addition to this the essay will address how important it is to get the balance right between building positive and trusting relationships with pupils and having the skills and qualities to make a measurable impact while maintaining professional boundaries. Pastorally the roles that the TA now undertakes are vast, however this essay will explore breakfast club, Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) and home school communication.  


[bookmark: _GoBack]Originally classroom assistants were volunteering mothers, going into schools to help out with duties such as listening to children read and being an all-round helper in the classroom. In a time of work force reform, the position has evolved into more of a professional role in the form of a TA.  The role was designed to assist the classroom teacher with displays, preparing resources and to support the less able pupils within an inclusive setting (Groom and Rose, 2005). According to Hodge (2015) the number of TAs had more than trebled in a 15-year period between 2000 and 2015. Blatchford et al (2009) claim that more TAs have been employed due to an increase in Special Educational Needs (SEN) pupils, the roll out of interventions and funding allocation.
Therefore, this has led to TAs now taking on more of a pastoral role, working with pupils in small groups (Groom and Rose, 2005). 


According to Mcleod (2018) Maslow believes that unless your physiological needs, food, drink, clothing, warmth and shelter, are being met you cannot progress.  Through experience it is felt that trying to encourage a pupil who has not had breakfast to focus on academic studies is futile as the fundamental physiological need of food has not been met.  The Food Research and Action Centre (cited in Healthy Food Choices in Schools, 2019) state that entering school without breakfast could have a detrimental impact on a pupils learning. Being hungry and lack of concentration can trigger negative behaviours and emotions. Taha and Rashed (2017) agree with this as they discuss pupils who have breakfast before coming to school have significantly higher results in class compared to those who regularly miss out on breakfast.  Due to this TAs provide a breakfast club, no matter what time a pupil turns up to school they are given the opportunity to have breakfast before going into class. As well as providing food this also gives the pupils a chance to speak to the TAs in a relaxed environment. An example of this in practice would be when a pupil was consistently refusing breakfast in club, leading the TA to believe that he had eaten at home.  During first lesson the pupil would be very disruptive. This escalated throughout the morning. When spoken to on a one to one basis, with the TA who he had built a relationship with, the pupil explained that he was hungry as there is never any breakfast at home.  When questioned as to why he did not have breakfast in club, he said he did not want to eat with the group. As a result, the pupil was given food once everyone had to gone to class. A significant improvement was seen in his behaviour from this point on.  Also during breakfast club, the TA will ensure that any pupil who does not have uniform is provided with one. This contributes to their sense of belonging and well-being.


Another intervention used within the setting is the ELSA.  ELSAs are TAs who have undertaken further training to provide targeted programmes and strategies for individuals or small groups of pupils.  Often these can be to do with bereavement, anger management or self-esteem. Additionally, another factor that needs to be taken into consideration is the impact that Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) have on behaviour, wellbeing and academic achievements. It is imperative that time is invested in pupils who are affected by this. These pupils are often existing in a heightened state of protection, in the form of fight, flight or freeze. Having just one TA that takes the time getting to know them and build up a positive trusting relationship, can make all the difference to the pupil’s school experience. This is where the TA in the form of their ELSA role comes into play (Miles, 2019). A programme could follow any format which would encourage the pupils to talk about their feelings and emotions.  The ELSA would firstly engage the pupils in a topic they are interested in, then build a programme around this.  Research undertaken by Edwards (2016) shows that working with pupils in this way has had a positive impact in the following areas, transitions and changes, resilience, improved attendance and engagement, behaviour and feelings and social skills.  Furthermore, McEwen (2015) states that children reported that they felt happier, had more friends and were more confident.  According to Marvin et al (2002, cited in McEwen, 2015, p. 69) “The caregiver provides a safe base for children to return to as they explore their world with confidence, learn to manage their emotions, and grow and develop”.  For instance, following on from a six or twelve week ELSA programme the pupils can access a regular open door policy.  This allows them to check in with the ELSA, who they previously built a relationship with, as and when they need to.  Having this consistent approach ensures that the pupils feel safe and secure in the knowledge that they will be listened to, have time out to just sit or talk through any concerns.  Throughout this programme the pupil will have learnt that the ELSA is reliable, predictable and consistent.


Although most interventions can be successful home school communication is key, all working together is crucial for collaborative learning and outcomes.  After an initial meeting with the parents, many of the pupils arrive on school transport. This means that TAs have to rely on building relationships with parents through the regular use of communication apps, telephone calls, text messages and email.  Although this appears to be an informal way of communicating, TAs are mindful to always adhere to professional boundaries. This can be very challenging as it takes longer to build trusting relationships.  Due to this the school puts on more events in the attempt to encourage parents to attend. TAs have seen an increase in pupil’s positive behaviour and academic achievements when a positive relationship with parents is formed.  Research undertaken by Burton and Goodman (2011, p.143) shows the positive impact on the pupils when parents feel that they are able to approach TAs.  Speight (2017) agrees with this saying “If there are concerns or queries regarding that pupil, it is crucial to get yourself in a position where neither party is afraid of contacting the other”.  As seen from the first example given, had there been a holistic approach between home and school the TA would have been aware that there may not be food available at home.

In conclusion it is evident that from the changing needs of the pupils the TA plays a fundamental role in supporting them pastorally.  Breakfast club is an intervention which supports the pupils physiological need enabling them to progress further up Maslow’s pyramid.  The consistent and reliable approach of the TA has resulted in positive relationships being built, therefore the pupils begin to feel a sense of belonging and safe within the school environment. This again relates to Maslow’s theory and hierarchy of needs. Furthermore, the ELSA programme links to this by providing pupils with targeted programmes and strategies to allow them to begin to understand their feelings and emotions and build on their self-esteem, the open door policy also contributes to this. Moreover, ELSA also expands the pupil’s social skills therefore allowing them to make more friends which in turn results in happier pupils. It not only has a positive impact on their well-being but increases their level of academic achievements. This approach also helps to make transition into further education or employment a smoother process. Using all the tools they have accumulated through experience and training will make a measurable improvement to the pupils affected by ACEs (Gloucestershire County Council, 2019).  As a result of building effective home school relationships pupils can see that a holistic approach is being used, putting them at the centre which develops their self-worth.  For the TA to deliver these interventions effectively they need to use their skills of always being reliable, having a consistent approach, being predictable and taking the time to listen to the pupils.  On balance it is the growing needs of the pupils that has contributed to more TAs needing to be employed and the role becoming more pastoral. This series of interventions as well as stability, nurture and consistency support each pupil on their journey to self-actualisation. 
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