How effective are teaching assistants and their strategies in supporting pupils displaying anxiety driven behaviors in primary school settings?

Literature review 
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 become emotionally literate. 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 behaviors such as shutdown or even physical aggression as possible responses to extreme anxiety, these behaviors 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 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 behaviors 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, which may increase emotional difficulties. This highlights that anxiety is not only an individual issue but is also affected by environmental experiences and access to support within educational settings. This is particularly relevant when considering how school-based staff, including teaching assistants, contribute to identifying and supporting pupils who display anxiety-driven behaviors (Mugisha, 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 behavioral 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 behavioral 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 appropriate training to recognize signs of anxiety and understand how to support them effectively.
To support pupils experiencing anxiety-driven behaviors, 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 behaviors 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. 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 and reduce opportunities for independent coping strategies. 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 capacity, role demands, and the extent to which support is integrated into wider school practice.
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. 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 facilitating this routine by providing reassurance, being a friendly face first thing in the morning and monitoring emotional wellbeing during 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 often positive role in supporting pupils with anxiety-driven behaviors in primary school settings, particularly through close relationships, early identification of emotional distress, and the delivery of targeted interventions such as ELSA and soft starts. These strategies can help pupils develop emotional literacy, improve regulation, and increase engagement in learning. 
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