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Supporting the learner
The ever growing role of the teaching assistant.

Teaching assistance started to appear in classrooms in the 1960s under the names aides, helpers and auxiliaries The Open University, Open learn, (2016). Often the role was performed by a parent of a child within the school or a grandparent, volunteering to help listening to readers or general classroom housekeeping. Dorothy Watkinson wrote a thesis for her philosophy degree where she looked at the role and development of teaching assistants from 1997 to 2000, Watkinson identified for 30 years there was no recognised qualification or formal status for teaching assistants (Watkinson, 2002). It was not till 1995 that the role of a teaching assistant become recognised and a qualification was introduced, even then it was only for Specialist Teaching Assistants (STA). There were a number of article’s published in the mid 1990s, Clayton’s article ‘From domestic helper to 'assistant teacher' the changing role of the British classroom assistant’(Clayton, 1993), in which the article tracked some of the changes and identified how teaching assistants were taking on a more academic role. It was these article’s and research projects that helped to get the teaching assistants role recognised. Towards the end of the 1990s the Council for Awards in Care, Health and Education (CACHE) started to run supporting, teaching and learning courses with levels 2,3 and 4 which are now recognised qualifications throughout the united kingdom (Cache, n.d). 

The roles and responsibilities of a teaching assistant have grown over the years and can differ between schools, varying from general classroom admin, one to one support to specialist teaching assistants, running catch up, supporting learners with wellbeing and even covering whole classes when a teacher is absent or PPA. “Teaching assistants support teachers and help children with their educational and social development” (Skills for schools, n.d). The role of a teaching assistant can still be undervalued however a review of research literature carried out by Alison Alborz and her colleagues in 2009 showed that Teaching assistants who have been trained and have continued support in training can have a significant impact on children’s development (The Open university, 2016)
Alborz et al goes on to find that “‘sensitive’ TA support can facilitate pupil engagement in learning and social activities, with the class teacher and their peers” (Alborz et al., 2009, p. 1). 

The role of a teaching assistant has grown and become a much needed role with in schools, helping to take the pressure off the main classroom teacher, aiding learners to receive the much needed support they need, whether that be educational or emotional wellbeing. Teaching assistants are being trained in a number of wellbeing roles from ELSAs, which is a psychology developed intervention for promoting the emotional wellbeing of children and young people (ELSA, 2020), relationship based play practitioners and trauma informed support assistants, helping children to work through any issues they may have, building their confidence and mental health to a place where they are ready to learn alongside their peers. 
Natasha Devon the former department of education mental health champion says “The valuable work of TAs often goes unrecognised but they are making a real difference to the lives of children in difficult times” (Devon, 2016). 

This has  never been truer in the current difficulties of 2020, Covid 19 hit this country in February 2020 bringing with it mass disruption for the whole world, not just the UK. The nation was placed into lockdown at the end of March 2020 with all schools closing their doors to protect staff and pupils in the hope of slowing the spread of the virus. It soon become apparent this was not going to work, with many key workers unable to perform their much needed roles as they had no child care provision with schools shut,  although a schools primary function is education the economy now relies heavily on working parents. Dawn Holland from NIESR was asked the economic implications of school closures and Holland believes the withdrawal of labour work force or prolonged unemployment among  parents of primary aged children who have been unable to work for childcare reasons during the Covid 19 lockdown, may hamper economic growth (The CFM Survey, 2020). Alongside this it was also identified with schools closed there were a number of vulnerable children being placed in home situations which were harmful. Local authorities put out a statement requiring  schools to remain open so that effective childcare provision can be provided to support our key workers and vulnerable children in these significantly challenging times(Rhonda Cynon Taff, 2020).
Following government guidance “Local authorities and educational settings may need to redeploy staff (whether teachers, support staff or other school workers)” (Gov.uk, 2020). As teachers were working hard planning and delivering online learning, Teaching Assistants were asked to fill the roles within the school hubs, supporting the children who attended, helping them to complete their online learning and give them emotional and mental support. 

Individual schools also identified the wellbeing needs of other pupils who didn’t qualify for the hubs and started to run provisions for the children who needed an outlet. These children were struggling being at home, not accessing home learning or the family had been flagged as in need due to financial difficulties and those whose home life could turn badly if help was not provided. These too were staffed by teaching assistants providing short sessions to a small number of children once a week. School A which is in a high deprivation area and 66% of the families accessing the free school meal provision, understood the wellbeing needs of these children, each session the children attended was run by an Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) which is a trained teaching assistant, who helped the children to work through any issues they may have had or just help them understand the Covid situation. 
In partnership with these session, the school worked with fareshare and local supermarkets to provide food parcels to the families identified as needing help. A National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) survey showed while the country was in lockdown teaching assistants were conducting check-in calls, visiting pupils homes with food parcels, and assisting with general duties within hubs and schools (NFER, 2020). As a Teaching assistants the author was one who was placing calls and visiting pupils homes with food and resources, stepping up to do whatever was needed to ensure the welfare of the pupils at school A and to maintain a safe environment for those attending hubs. 

Post-lockdown, TAs will play a crucial role in assisting students with social, emotional and mental health challenges whilst also playing a huge part in helping the education system deliver the highest quality of learning. (Teaching Personnel,2020)

School returned in September 2020 however school looked and run a little differently, with Covid restrictions in place, the teaching assistants role did not go back to normal, the teaching assistants pastoral role continues to grow. Children have returned to school with more worries then they should for their age, this has led to emotional break downs, uncontrollable behaviour outbursts and a higher awareness of death. Barnardo’s commissioned a report to find out the impact of Covid 19 and lockdown restrictions, may have on children’s mental health. R Millar et all reported that the evidence produced mixed findings with a number of studies showing a likelihood of PTSD symptoms with increased levels of distress, worry and anxiety, which could be classed as ACEs (Mental Health Foundation Scotland, 2020).

Many schools are now understanding the importance of ACEs (adverse childhood experiences) and the impact these ACEs can have on children’s learning. ACEs can be caused by many things a child experiences, neglect, abuse, death or even the most recent Covid 19 lockdown restrictions. There are many schools becoming Trauma informed schools (TIS), TIS is working closely giving training and supplying the schools with the information and tools to become a Mentally Healthy place for all (Tis, 2020). The effect of ACEs can manifest in many ways in children ranging from withdrawal to uncontrollable anger. Teaching assistants are being asked to take training so they can become a key attachment figure who is available to have regular interaction to support the child work through their issues and manage behaviour safely. Rebecca Brooks in her book The Trauma and attachment aware classroom describes how a teaching assistant is suited to this role rather than the class teacher or Special educational needs co-ordinator as often these members of staff cant guarantee their time due to the wide responsibilities they already have (Brooks,2020, p.47). 

In the last 60 years teaching assistants have become a permanent and prominent part of the schools workforce as the number of employed teaching assistants continues to grow they play an important role in developing their skills to a high standard. In a censes carried out by the welsh government in 2019 there were 12,119 teaching assistants working in welsh primary schools, the number of primary school teachers was 13,328 (Gov.wales, 2020) these numbers represent how the role of a teaching assistant is needed within schools. Throughout the current year teaching assistants have stepped up in excepting the pastoral role which has been placed upon them, with many opting to retrain to become specialist roles and take care of the whole child in a holistic way, looking after their social, emotional and mental needs alongside their educational needs. This vision is echoed in the new welsh curriculum, where with a holistic approach the four purposes should have the right balance to promote individual and national wellbeing, this can be seen in the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Hwb gov,2020).
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