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The role of the Teaching Assistant as a provider of Pastoral Care to students.

The role of a teaching assistant varies between schools and has evolved dramatically. Teaching assistants were first introduced as ‘aiders’ or ‘helpers’ in the 1960s. But since then, teaching assistants have become crucial to a child’s learning experience in school. The Open University quotes “teaching assistants across the UK have experienced a notable change in their day-to-day involvement in schools” (The Open University, 2012 p.1.4). Before, teaching assistants performed only indirect support roles, for example administrative tasks, managing resources and preparing materials. But today and since the government’s push for the learning of literacy and numeracy, teaching assistants now find themselves in teaching-related duties, working directly with children individually or in small groups (Lee, 2002, p.7). 

The main role of the teaching assistant is to work with the teacher to increase learning and academic attainment, whilst teaching social skills, inclusion, independence and developing self-esteem (Unison 2016, p.5). Higher level teaching assistants (HLTAs) can be expected to take lead of lessons, cover teacher absences, and plan and deliver activities. Occasionally, teaching assistants are employed for specific specialisms, including special educational needs or literacy and numeracy (Unison, 2020). Teaching assistants are seen to perform a valuable role in pastoral care. They have the time to let children express themselves and take as long as they need without having to rush off to teach a whole class of children (Smith, 2017).

Alternative to direct support for learning, there are other supportive roles in a school setting that a teaching assistant plays an important role in, which include pastoral support assistant, nurture group leader or an emotional literacy support assistant (ELSA). The pastoral role for a teaching assistant is natural as they are usually caring, nurturing and empathetic. This is because their maternal/paternal instincts influence the way they teach and care for the children they are connected with. Life experiences affect the way a person deals with situations and other people. For most people, the reason why they start the role as a teaching assistant has an influence on how they approach the children or young people in school. For example, the author started their role as a teaching assistant in special educational needs because they have a family member with a disability which influenced the career they wanted to pursue. 	 

A child’s school life is key to the development of their social and emotional skills, behaviour, and knowledge. The Department of Education found that pupils with higher emotional wellbeing, less troublesome behaviours and increased positive relationships in school are associated with better school engagement and attained higher level achievements (Gutman & Vorhaus, 2012, pg.3). Children spend an exceptional amount of time in school, this is calculated to be over 7,800 hours. Therefore, it is an ideal place for school staff to promote good emotional wellbeing and behaviour and an ideal place to identify the early stages of mental health and stress (Cowburn & Bush, 2017, p.4). These years of their lives are crucial to how they will begin to manage their wellbeing and mental health in early adulthood.

[bookmark: _Hlk58522606]Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs pyramid is widely recognised and used in schools. Maslow believed people have an inborn desire to be all they can be. But in order for them to be able to fulfil these ambitions, they must first tend to their basic needs (Cherry, 2020). If there are a number of needs being lacked by an individual, Maslow expressed that a person would attempt to meet the psychological needs first (Hopper, 2020). Psychological needs are our basic needs for survival, which can include food, water, warmth, and sleep (Mcleod, 2020). Safety needs include how safe and secure young people feel in their homes and at school (Kline, n.d.). This level is majorly noticed in childhood, as children have a need for a safe environment to call their own, usually with family or carers. The social needs level of the hierarchy involves love, belonging and acceptance. This includes friendships, romantic relationships and ties to families or other people in society. When this need is not met, the risk of loneliness, depression and isolation increases (Hopper, 2020). The fourth level on the hierarchy pyramid is esteem needs. Maslow claims the need to feel confident and feel respect and acceptance from others is extremely important, especially to children and young people (McLeod, 2020). The highest point of the pyramid, and that categorised as growth needs is self-actualisation. At this point, all of the deficiency needs have been met and a person is reaching their full potential and exercising their strengths (Kline, n.d.). 

The author has experienced how Maslow’s hierarchy of needs relates to a young person’s engagement at school. For example, a young person continuously comes into school without having breakfast. Until this psychological need is met, their body cannot function optimally, resulting in not being able to engage in classroom activities. Once this person’s physical need has become satisfied, he is then able to focus on the task.

The hierarchy of needs theory has contributed to teaching in schools. Teachers and teaching assistants need to recognise that when a person’s lower levels of the pyramid are not fulfilled, they cannot apply their cognitive mind to tasks (McLeod, 2020). To support students, they can ensure that all psychological needs are met once a child has arrived at school; provide food, water and a safe place to sleep if required. If a child or young person is coming to and from an unsafe family home, you could expect the transition at the end of the school day to be problematic. For example, the author experiences one child who refuses to get on transport. This young person likes to feel important and valued so we create jobs for her to do, like carrying a bag onto the bus to give to another child. This child is then praised to encourage the behaviour. 

The ACEs study is one of the biggest studies undertaken by Public Health of all time. Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) increase the risk of learning difficulties, behaviour, mental and physical health. For children who have experienced ACEs, they experience an incredible amount of stress. Stress is broken down into three categories: positive, tolerable, and toxic. Children experiencing toxic stress as the result of not experiencing positive relationships, are at an extreme risk of health harming behaviours and damage to their brain and body. Children and young people who experience problems outside of school are unable to engage in the classroom and take in what the teacher is saying. This is because the frontal lobes (which are vital for one’s ability to learn) are switched off and the reptilian part of the brain (fight, flight or freeze) has taken over. To reduce the reptilian part of the brain from taking over, school staff are asked to replicate best parenting. In best parenting, there are four core relational needs that will be met in the child: affect attunement, empathy, containment and soothing (emotional regulation). If these needs are achieved, children will develop good frontal lobes to be able to manage stress and will then be able to concentrate and learn (Sunderland, 2019). 

Mental health conditions are usually established before the age of fourteen. Early interventions can prevent how severe the problem is as a child grows older. The Department of Education (2017) states that based on existing evidence from a wide range of educational settings, schools are the best way to promote positive mental health and prevent problems arising for young people. Research shows that “one emotionally available adult before the age of 18 interrupts the progression from childhood adversity to learning difficulties, mental and physical ill-health – for many children this will be a teacher” (Sunderland, 2019). For example, Ian Wright experienced many adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) at home, especially from his mother and stepfather. Wright was an unruly eight-year-old who often got sent out of the classroom as many saw him as disruptive. Mr Pigden, the PE teacher recognised the boy as needing help and took him under his wing. Wright states that Mr Pigden was the first man to show him love, he would sit and talk to him and taught him how to communicate, read and write. Mr Pigden expressed to him the importance on giving others encouragement and communicating nicely. Wright emphasises the importance of having a positive significant adult in a child’s life (B&A Sports, 2016). 

[bookmark: _Hlk59627661]Schools have policies and procedures put in place to be met by all school staff to effectively meet the wellbeing and academic needs of all students and staff.  By adopting a whole-school approach it ensures that all parts of the school come together to raise awareness of mental health problems and the school’s role to intervene early. By developing a supportive school which builds connectedness, purpose and celebrates differences, children who feel ‘different’ may feel a greater sense of belonging. A whole-school approach develops a culture where talking about emotions and mental health is normal, it is acceptable to acknowledge difficulties and ask for help and where the whole school has the skills and attitudes needed to help those with greater needs (Weare, 2015). 

To conclude, teaching assistants are ideally placed to provide pastoral care to children and young people. Teaching assistants spend an exceptional amount of time with students which builds up a relationship and gives an insight to the child’s true nature, creating an opportunity to recognise the early stages of mental health problems. Schools are at the forefront of supporting the mental wellbeing of children and young people and research shows that “appropriately trained teachers/teaching assistants can achieve results comparable to those of trained therapists” (Sunderland, 2019). 
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