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How do Teaching Assistant’s provide pastoral care to students?

The way in which Teaching Assistants work and provide care for children and young learners has developed over time. It has changed significantly especially the way in which Teaching Assistants provide pastoral care to students. Schoolsmith (2020) describe pastoral care as,
Pastoral care is the provision the school makes to ensure the physical and emotional welfare of your child. A successful pastoral care programme means that your child is safe, happy, involved and able to perform to their potential. They are integrating well with other pupils and any problems are spotted and dealt with.
When providing pastoral care, the TA’s tend to be caring, nurturing and give social support which is a natural role for TA’s to provide. This can be for several reasons such as being parents themselves, from personal experiences or because it is a natural role. TA’s are used and utilised differently in all schools and their individual job roles can change significantly from one setting to another. As the learning Collage (2020) state “The role of a teaching assistant will vary hugely between different schools, and there’s often a large variation even within a school.” Teaching assistants’ role has become far broader and part of that role includes pastoral care. 

The theory of Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs must be met for the rest of the higher needs to be successful. Without the lower needs being met the chances of success are less. According to (McLeod, 2020),
Maslow (1943, 1954) stated that people are motivated to achieve certain needs and that some needs take precedence over others. Our most basic need is for physical survival, and this will be the first thing that motivates our behaviour. Once that level is fulfilled the next level up is what motivates us, and so on.
Teaching assistants are regularly the link between recognising Maslow’s needs for growth within children and what needs are being met. As they work so closely along side children and have close face to face contact with them, they are the ones that can see if these needs are being met and set the wheels in motion to get the basic needs met in order to move up the hierarchy pyramid. 

TA’s provide a range of pastoral duties. ELSA is Emotional Literacy Support Assistant and was developed by Sheila Burton. According to the website (SEN toolkit, No date),
They are teaching assistants who have received specific additional training from educational psychologists on aspects of emotional literacy including emotional awareness, self-esteem, anger management, social and friendship skills, social communication difficulties, loss, bereavement and family break-up.
ELSA allows TA’s to take time to talk to children and get them to identify with their feelings and emotions. 
This further allows teaching assistants to build good relations with children. As ELSA supports are not qualified councillors it is important that the support, they provide is legal, ethical, sensible and follows the schools safeguarding procedures.  When schools utilise this tool and the TA’s to provide ELSA support it can be invaluable to both the school and the child. In the authors school which is a secondary PRU setting they do not utilise the ELSA trained member of staff. The staff member does not have any timetable space allocated for ELSA support resulting in young learners not having access to the emotional support or having a rushed five minutes here and there to try and express feelings and thoughts. Whereas in the authors children’s school a child who struggles with social interaction and lacks confidence has had the same TA since joining the school. The child is now 8 so the TA has been with him for 4 years. The TA has had a pivotal role in providing pastoral care for this child. Over the time she has provided ELSA sessions to encourage the child to talk about his feelings. The TA has given support to both the child and the parents and has been a fundamental link between parents, child and school. The child’s confidence has grown over time and he has become more independent within school. The TA is still supportive and has provided excellent pastoral care resulting in a positive outcome for the child. 

Another way in which TA’S now support children is through the use of Nurture groups. The Nurture Group Network 2016 state that, 
Nurture groups are an in-school, teacher-led psychosocial intervention of groups of less than 12 students that effectively replace missing or distorted early nurturing experiences for both children and young adults; they achieve this by immersing students in an accepting and warm environment which helps develop positive relationships with both teachers and peers.
Nurture groups follow 6 key principles of nurture. TA’s naturally fall into a nurturing role. This can be because they already have the qualities that are fundamental in building relationships within the classroom. The nurture group network use Carl Rogers theory of unconditional positive regard as the forefront of change. They state that “First and foremost, NGs focus on having the student form attachments to loving and caring adults at school, unconditional positive regard being the most powerful mechanism for change.” Carl Rogers client centred approach follows three core conditions. Empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard. Rogers unconditional positive regard is showing support and acceptance of a person no matter what that person says or does. TA’s and teachers in the authors place of work do follow this theory in order to place children at the centre of their approach. It is also another way in which teaching assistants provide pastoral care for children and young learners. 

A recent report that Estyn carried out into Effective school support for disadvantaged and vulnerable pupils supplied case studies of good practice across different schools in Wales. Nurture groups were identified as being positive for children. The report uses case studies to show how nurture groups can be developed into bespoke provisions to support children with social emotional and behavioural problems. In the report one of the case studies at Somerton Primary School state, 
The school has adopted a consistent, calm and nurturing approach to all pupils and their needs. Nearly all pupils now make good or better progress academically. 
Exclusions are extremely rare and vulnerable pupils, including those with additional learning needs, achieve well in relation to their age and ability. Pupils are mostly resilient and most cope well with disappointment, should this arise. They have very positive attitudes to learning and nearly all feel safe at school. Parents have good relationships with staff and together are able to support pupils well during times of need.
Schools such as Somerton utilise TA’s to provide additional support to the most vulnerable children in school. According to young minds (2018) “Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are highly stressful, and potentially traumatic, events or situations that occur during childhood and/or adolescence. They can be a single event, or prolonged threats to, and breaches of, the young person’s safety, security, trust or bodily integrity.” TA’s now have training on ACE’s and how to recognise ACE’s within children. As they work closely with children and work as an ELSA or within Nurture groups, they can be the ones to recognise the signs. TA’s can use unconditional positive regard to form relationships with children. Accepting all children with out judgement in order to help them overcome barriers. 

TA’s form strong relationships with children and young learners making them a key link in their educational journey. Quite frequently they are the ones able to identify what needs are being met in accordance with Maslow’s hierarchy pyramid. When strong relationships are formed between teaching assistants and children it can lead to children having fulfilment in school life. ELSA and Nurture groups are just some of the ways in which TA’s now provide pastoral care for children. With teachers’ roles being so busy and having pressures for results in terms of the curriculum TA’s are more available for pastoral roles and have further time to engage with children on a more personal level. TA’s are now essential in providing pastoral care and some go on to having pastoral care jobs as their main roles. It is fundamental that teaching assistants always lead with an ethical, legal and sensible approach when offering help and guidance to young learners. although TA’s can form strong relationships with children they still report to teachers and higher school staff and must communicate and record concerns and issues appropriately. An Estyn report (2020) report that, 
Schools that best support disadvantaged and vulnerable pupils place the wellbeing of every pupil at the heart of their work. In these schools, there is a strong focus on providing a safe and nurturing environment where pupils and staff feel secure. Leaders in these schools know their pupils and families well, and work openly, positively and productively with them in a non-judgemental way. They have a clear understanding of the barriers facing pupils who may have experienced trauma and harmful experiences and recognise the challenges these pupils need to overcome to become resilient, well and happy.
This approach supports all staff and pupils and improves emotional health and well being across the board. It is also an approach that TA’s can use to build and strengthen relations with students in order to help them engage. 
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