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How effective are teaching assistants and their strategies in supporting pupils displaying anxiety driven behaviours in primary school settings?
Literature review 
[bookmark: _Int_G7aRF1SX]According to Bobbitt et al. (2023) most children in primary school settings will experience anxiety at some point and will continue to experience worries and fears as they age, however it is important that the adults around the child to support them by naming and validating the emotions that the child is feeling, promoting the child to have better emotional literacy skills. The National Health Service (2024) states that symptoms of anxiety include feeling tense, palpitations, finding it difficult to concentrate and getting more tired easily. Halligan and Cryer (2022) explain that children who experience extreme anxiety and become non-attenders may become classed as Emotionally based school avoiders (EBSA) which can affect attendance leading to affected learning and school experiences. However, anxiety may be caused by internal negative feelings towards social and academic abilities, and the children may feel low self-esteem and shame. For example, even though Lincolnshire County Council (n.d.) identifies behaviours such as shutdown or even physical aggression as possible responses to extreme anxiety, these responses may be interpreted differently depending on staff understanding and training.
 Moreover, Anderson, Havik and Gonzálvez (2026) also support the idea that children who are low academic achievers are more likely to show signs of anxiety in the classroom environment, in primary school this may look like refusing to do the tasks given, refuse to participate and show more emotional responses when given a task to do. As a result, children may require 1-1 emotional support to prevent escalation of anxiety-related behaviours that could impact engagement in their learning.  Research suggests that schools have a key role in supporting children who show anxiety symptoms. Evidence from the journal indicates that anxiety is common in children and can be caused by factors such as socioeconomic poverty and exposure to trauma and children who have more Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES), which may increase emotional difficulties. This explains that anxiety is not only an individual issue but is also affected by the environment the child is in an also experiences and access to support within educational settings. This is relevant when considering how teaching assistants, contribute to identifying and supporting pupils who display anxiety-driven behaviours (Mugisha et al., 2025)
Teaching assistants play a significant role in primary school settings, particularly in supporting pupils with additional emotional needs such as anxiety. Francis et al. (2025) state that teaching assistants play a key role in supporting pupils in accessing the help that they need, as teaching assistants are more likely to recognize behavioural changes in children because they spend more time in one-to-one support with pupils. This is important because increased one-to-one time allows teaching assistants to build stronger relationships with pupils, notice emotional or physical changes that may not be visible in whole class settings, and provide immediate reassurance when anxiety arises. Therefore, it is vital that teaching assistants are given the correct training to try and recognize signs of anxiety and understand how to the child effectively when anxiety arises.
[bookmark: _Int_yvsB7Pxn]To support pupils experiencing anxiety-driven behaviours, research has identified a range of classroom-based strategies and support, and 1-1 interventions aimed at reducing anxiety and promoting engagement in the learning environment. Silver, Emanuel and Jones (2024) describe one strategy and intervention that is commonly used is Emotional Literacy Support Assistant training (ELSA). An ElSA is a practitioner who has received specific training by educational psychologists in supporting children with their emotional literacy. The training is delivered over 6 days and covers topics such as grief, EBSA, social skills, and friendship. It is usually teaching assistants who receive the training and carry out the intervention. Teaching Assistants, who are ELSA, trained can support pupils displaying anxiety driven behaviours by providing structured, consistent one-to-one or small-group interventions that focus on emotional literacy and regulation. Through these sessions, they help children identify and label their emotions, particularly feelings of anxiety, and begin to understand the triggers that may make anxiety worse in school. This may involve using practical, child-friendly activities such as role-play, storytelling, and guided discussion to explore worries in a safe and supportive environment. This suggests that ELSA can be effective in supporting children's emotional literacy, therefore helping their anxiety.  
However, Nicholson-Roberts, Somerville and Lee (2025) suggest that the effectiveness of ELSA may be limited by certain factors within schools. Their research indicates that pupils can become overly reliant on their ELSA practitioner, which may increase anxiety when that adult is unavailable or they could be off work for a while. Also, they highlight that many schools only have a small number of trained ELSAs, who are often also working as classroom based teaching assistants. This limits the number of pupils who can access support and may reduce the consistency and availability of interventions. While ELSA training provides teaching assistants with important skills to support children's emotional literacy, its overall effectiveness is affected by staffing needs in the school. 
Watson (2024) explains that another strategy to support pupils with anxiety is the use of a soft start to the school day, where practitioners introduce a calm, unstructured beginning to the morning when children first enter the classroom. This approach allows pupils time to settle and regulate their emotions into learning rather than immediately facing academic demands, which can be particularly beneficial for children experiencing anxiety or those at risk of Emotionally Based School Avoidance. Refine Education (N.D) says that by reducing pressure at the start of the day, soft starts can help create a sense of predictability and emotional safety, which may support pupils in managing anxious feelings more effectively. In primary school settings, teaching assistants often play a key role in putting this routine into everyday practice by providing reassurance, being a friendly face first thing in the morning and watching the childrens emotional wellbeing during times where anxiety could be high for example arrival times. As a result, soft starts can contribute to improved emotional regulation and increased readiness to engage in learning activities throughout the school day.
To conclude, the evidence suggests that teaching assistants can play an important and positive role in supporting pupils with anxiety-driven behaviours in primary school settings, particularly through close relationships, the delivery of targeted interventions such as ELSA and supporting pupils on entry to school with soft starts. These strategies can help pupils develop emotional literacy, improve regulation, and increase engagement in learning. However, the literature also suggests that the effectiveness of these approaches may depend on factors such as staff training, availability of support, consistency of interventions, and wider whole school approaches to emotional wellbeing. Although research highlights the very important role teaching assistants can play in supporting anxious pupils, there is limited research specifically exploring how effective teaching assistants themselves believe these strategies are within everyday primary school practice. Much of the existing literature focuses on interventions rather than the experiences and perspectives of teaching assistants delivering them. Therefore, further research is important to explore how teaching assistants support pupils displaying anxiety-driven behaviours, the challenges they face, and which strategies are perceived to be most effective within primary school settings supporting children.

Methodological considerations
As the literature shows a short understanding of teaching assistants’ own experiences and perspectives when supporting pupils displaying anxiety-driven behaviours, it is important to select an appropriate research methodology to explore this area further (McPartlan, 2025). When starting this research project, a better research methodology would be a qualitative research approach. Qualitative research focuses on exploring participants’ personal experiences and opinions, allowing the researcher to gain more understanding of issues and ways to improve. As this study aims to explore teaching assistants perspectives and experiences of supporting pupils with anxiety-driven behaviours, a qualitative approach would allow participants to discuss their views in detail and provide examples from their own practice. This may provide a better understanding and more informative data than quantitative methods, which often focus on numeracy data and statistical analysis (Neale, 2016). 
One suitable method of data collection for this research would be semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to prepare a set of key questions while also giving participants the flexibility and opportunity to expand on their experiences and introduce additional relevant information, whereas a structured interview would be more strict and require participants to answer a fixed set of questions with limited opportunity to explore their responses in greater detail (Kallio, 2016). A semi-structured interview would be beneficial when exploring teaching assistants’ experiences, as it may encourage more honest and reflective responses regarding the strategies they use, what is working and what could be improved. 
However, it should also be considered that the interactive side of a semi-structured interview may introduce and bring out the Hawthorne effect, where participants in the interview may adjust and change their answers depending on the presence and questioning style of the person conducting the interview. As the interviewer asks further questions or follow-up questions, the  teaching assistants may become more aware of how their practice is being spoken about and might feel judged and therefore provide responses that are more socially desirable or that is in line with expected good practice, which could potentially influence the accuracy of the data collected (Nguyen et al., 2018). Teaching assistants working across the primary school, particularly teaching assistants working in more than one class, were chosen as the sample group for the semi-structured interviews because they regularly work closely with pupils on a one-to-one or small-group basis and are often directly involved in supporting pupils displaying anxiety-driven behaviours (Jamshed, 2014). 
The sampling chosen for this research project is purposive sampling, as teaching assistants working within primary school settings are likely to have direct experience of supporting pupils displaying anxiety-driven behaviours. Barratt, Ferris, and Lenton (2015) suggest that purposive sampling is appropriate for qualitative research because it allows the researcher to choose participants who can provide detailed, relevant, and experienced information that is closely linked to the aims of this study. This will give the researcher better data, and a better understanding of the strategies teaching assistants use to support anxious pupils within everyday school life. Whereas random sampling would be very inappropriate due to the fact that participants may be selected who have limited or no direct experience of supporting pupils with anxiety-driven behaviours, reducing the relevance to the aim of the interview and limiting the depth of insight gained (Emerson, 2015)
In addition to semi-structured interviews with teaching assistants, questionnaires for parents to complete could also be used to further support this research. This method would allow the collection of data from parents, providing a different perspective on pupils’ behaviours that are anxiety driven and how effective school based support strategies are thought of to be beyond the classroom (National Library of Medicine, 2023). This could help to compare the findings by comparing teaching assistants’ experiences with parents’ observations at home, which could show consistencies or differences in how anxiety is managed across settings. However, while questionnaires may allow for a wider reach and quicker data collection, they may not provide the same key information as interviews, as parents may have limited awareness and knowledege of specific strategies used by teaching assistants in schools.
[bookmark: _Int_inD893b3]Another method of data collection for this research project would be classroom observations, particularly during situations where pupils are more likely to experience high levels of anxiety, such as transitions between coming into school from home, going to and from playtime and activities, and even at the end of the day when the children are going home. Observation allows the researcher to see behaviours in real time and in person rather than just relying on the teaching assistants versions of their experiences in the interviews (Apter, Sulla, and Swinson, 2020). This can be important when exploring anxiety-driven behaviours, as pupils may not be able to express their feelings verbally, and how teaching assistants interpret different behaviours may be different to what is actually occurring in the classroom and school environment. Observing pupils within the natural classroom environment would therefore provide a more authentic experience for the researcher to see into how anxiety presents itself and how teaching assistants respond at the moment in time. It also allows the researcher to identify small or different triggers that affect behaviour and anxiety that may not be fully captured through interviews or questionnaires alone. However, observations may be influenced by the halo effect, where the researcher’s overall impression of a pupil or teaching assistant could affect how specific behaviours are interpreted (Remmers, 1934). This may affect the researcher being neutral and objective while carrying out observations in the classroom.
[bookmark: _Int_lWhgMWEq] Newby (2014) argues that research should regularly combine data and methods and that researchers should put together a research method strategy that best supports and meets the requirements of the research problem and should support the way in which the project is being carried out. This is very relevant when carrying out educational research, where understanding experiences and behaviours often requires information to be collected from multiple perspectives and through different methods. Furthermore, Casey and Murphy (2009) suggest that to strengthen the reliability of the findings, a triangulation method can be helpful to use, in the case of this research project it would be combining semi-structured interviews, parent questionnaires, and classroom observations. Triangulation is important in qualitative research as it allows data to be compared and contrasted from a few different sources, reducing the risk of bias and increasing the credibility and reliability of the results. In this study, triangulation would allow the researcher to compare teaching assistants' experiences with observed classroom behaviours and how parents felt at home. This would support the researcher in getting a better and balanced understanding of how anxiety-driven behaviours are managed across different environments that the children are in. By using more than one method of data collection, the research findings would be more broad, as similarities would be notices across the different sets of data that has been collected rather than just taking data from one set of methods for example interviews. 
A quantitative research methodology was not selected for this research project as the research aims to explore, discuss and look at teaching assistants’ personal experiences, views, and perceptions of how they feel like they support pupils displaying anxiety-driven behaviours. Quantitative research focuses on number data and statistical data, which may will not give the researcher the understanding needed to explore the complex nature of relationships, anxiety, emotions, and classroom experiences in detail. While quantitative methods may identify patterns or frequencies of behaviour, they may limit participants’ ability to discuss their experiences fully. Therefore, a qualitative approach was decided to be better for giving a more detailed information set that was linked to the aims of this research project (Bhandari, 2022)
Ethical Considerations
This section will explore and discuss the ethical limitations and considerations that the researcher must follow when carrying out the research project. It will explore the importance of carrying out research in an ethical and professional manner, including protecting participants’ rights, maintaining confidentiality, gaining informed consent and assent, and ensuring that the research does not cause harm or stress to those involved. 
Government Digital Service (2023) explains that getting informed consent is an important ethical consideration when carrying out a research project, as it makes sure that participants taking part, in this case the teaching assistant and parents completely understand the purpose of the research project and agree voluntarily to take part. Participants should be informed about who is conducting the research, what data will be collected, how the information will be used, and ensure they know they have a right to withdraw from the research project at any time without. Consent also helps to protect participants’ rights, maintain trust, and ensure the research follows data protection and ethical guidelines. To gain consent, researchers should provide participants with an information sheet before the research begins. The information sheet should include stuff that clearly explains the aims of the project and how the research project will be conducted. The information sheet should also include whether interviews or observations will be recorded, and how confidentiality will be maintained. Participants would then be asked to sign a consent form to confirm that they understand the research and are willing to participate. 
Furthermore, the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2024) also says   consent in research should be voluntary, informed, and ongoing throughout the research project being undertaken. Participants must clearly understand the purpose of the research, what their involvement includes, how their data will be used, and there right to withdraw from the research project at any time without any reason or needing to explain themselves. Researchers are also expected to remain aware to verbal and non-verbal signs that participants may no longer wish to continue in the research project., for example is the participant looks over stressed or getting upset. BERA emphasises that the researcher being open, honest, and maintaining good communication with the participants taking part in the research is good practice. 
The ethical limitations highlighted by the BERA relate to transparency, consent, conflicts of interest, and the right to withdraw from research. Researchers are expected to act openly and honestly with participants, but in some studies complete disclosure may not be possible because it could influence participants’ behaviour or affect the validity of the data collected. This creates an ethical limitation, as withholding information can reduce participants’ ability to make fully informed decisions. Another limitation concerns the reuse of research data. Although data sharing can support future studies, participants may feel uncomfortable if their information is reused by other researchers, even when anonymised. Researchers must therefore clearly explain how data may be used in the future. Furthermore, while participants have the right to withdraw from research at any time, this may create practical difficulties for researchers if important data are lost.
 When carrying out research involving young children, it is important to recognise that they are often unable to give full informed consent because of their age and level of understanding. Instead, children provide assent, meaning they agree to participate in a way that is suitable for their developmental stage, while formal consent is obtained from a parent or guardian. Researchers must ensure that children understand, as much as possible, what the research involves, what will happen during the process of the research project and that they feel comfortable throughout the process. Children should also be reminded that them taking part is voluntary and that they can withdraw at any time (NSPCC, n.d.).
Furthermore, the NSPCC also say that these considerations become even more important when working with children with additional learning needs. Researchers may need to adapt communication methods, simplify language, use visual aids, or provide extra time and support to help children understand the purpose of the study and express their views. Ethical practice requires researchers to consider each child’s individual needs and abilities to ensure inclusion and equal participation. Researchers must also carefully look at whether the study could cause any emotional or physical harm. Research should not make children to more stress than they would normally experience in everyday life. Sensitive topics may trigger distress, difficult memories, or anxiety about how researchers will respond to disclosures. The level of risk can be different depending on the child’s age, the sensitivity of the topic, and the methods used to collect data. Therefore, researchers must put things in place to make sure harm is as little as possible and provide appropriate support where necessary.
[bookmark: _Int_C9GFgLTd]However, as Powell Et Al. (2011) states children can and should be included in research as they are vital to the project being undertaken, especially in this research project, however researchers must ensure that they are following ethical guidelines such as getting informed consent from the children's parents or guardians. By adapting the research methods to suit the children’s age and level of understanding, researchers can ensure meaningful participation while making discomfort as little as possible. Therefore, ethical considerations can enable children’s voices and experiences to be included in research.  The Department for Education (N.D) states that a researcher has a legal duty to report safeguarding concerns if they become aware of any risk of harm to a child, vulnerable person, themselves, or others during the research process. This includes situations where a participant opens up about any abuse, neglect, or any immediate danger. Researchers must follow the correct safeguarding procedures and ensure that the appropriate safeguarding lead or authority is informed as quickly as possible. 
This guidance from the National Education Union (2024) explains that classroom observation can be a significant source of stress for both staff and children therefore it does not automatically lead to improved teaching practice. Although observations are intended to be productive and supportive, when frequent and poorly managed, observations can create pressure within the classroom environment. In the case of this research, this is particularly important because the presence of a researcher observing teaching assistants and children may unintentionally influence behaviour and emotional responses. For teaching assistants, being observed may increase feelings of anxiety or self-consciousness, as they may feel their practice is being judged rather than studied. This can affect how they interact with pupils and may lead to more cautious or less natural support strategies. In the case of the children it is similar, the children may also become more aware of the fact they are being watched by the researcher which can lead to more anxiety driven behaviours, especially in pupils who are already emotionally vulnerable or experiencing school-based anxiety. As a result, their usual behaviour may change, meaning the data collected may not accurately show their normal classroom experiences.
Keeping research data safe is a key ethical and legal responsibility in any research project, particularly when working with participants such as teaching assistants, parents, and potentially children. The University of Wales Trinity Saint David Research Data Management Policy (2022) states that research data must be stored securely, managed responsibly, and protected from unauthorised access, loss, or misuse. This is essential not only to protect participants’ confidentiality but also to ensure compliance with data protection legislation such as UK GDPR. If data is not managed properly by the researcher, that could mean that sensitive information about participants could be exposed, which could cause harm, damage trust, and reduce the credibility of the research.
In this research project, data security would be maintained by ensuring that all electronic data, such as interview recordings, transcripts, and questionnaire responses, are stored on password-protected and encrypted devices approved by the researcher’s institution. Any physical documents, such as consent forms, would be kept in a locked storage cabinet with restricted access. Participant names would not be used in documents; instead, codes would be assigned to ensure anonymity, like participant a, b, and c and so on. This means that even if data is shared in findings, individuals that took part cannot be identified.
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