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Assignment - Discuss the role of the Teaching Assistant as a provider of pastoral care to students, making reference to relevant literature and drawing on your own experience.

The aim of this essay is to discuss the role of the Teaching Assistant (TA) as a provider of pastoral care to students making reference to relevant literature and drawing on my own personal experiences.

The main focus of this essay will be to discuss the major theorists in this field such as Maslow and Rogers. Their work has provided a background and structure to the current education framework and is often referred to in the professional development and training of staff within educational settings. The exact role of a teaching assistant can be difficult to define and can vary widely depending on how each educational setting choose to deploy them. A TA can have responsibilities ranging from photocopying resources for teaching staff to having the responsibility of a specific group of students that they will work with focussing on educational, physical and emotional development.

I am going to give a brief overview of my current role in the setting that I work in to provide context from which my views and experiences will be shared. I currently work as an Educational Instructor at Pembrokeshire Learning Centre (PLC). My role is that of a non-qualified teacher and could be compared closely to that of a higher-level teaching assistant (HLTA). PLC is a pupil referral unit for students that are in danger of, or have been permanently excluded from their school. I work with key stage 4 students and I am the year 11 tutor. My main duties are to plan, deliver and assess qualifications given to me by the teacher in charge while at the same time I am responsible for the physical, emotional and educational needs of the students. In addition, I am the first port of call for parental contact and one of the key responsibilities of my position is to undertake the pastoral, nurturing and a caring approach to meet the wide ranging and varying needs of the students, this is where the link with the theorist comes into play.  One of the first areas of training anyone should undertake when working with children is to understand Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.
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Figure 1 - McLeod (2018)


Maslow believed that there were certain circumstances that had to be met for people to achieve ‘self-actualisation’ McLeod (2018). As you can see from the diagram above, Maslow believed that there were three levels of need that a person requires to reach what he described as self-actualisation or reaching their full potential. Within those three specific needs he broke them down further stating that the basic needs included physiological and mental wellbeing which included food, water, warmth, security and safety. Maslow believed that only when a person had these needs met regularly could they begin to gain the next level of needs which fall under the psychological needs bracket and are again broken down into two separate categories of belongingness and love and esteem needs. Maslow believed that humans need friendships and intimate relationships to gain a feeling of esteem or accomplishment which would then in turn allow them to reach the pinnacle of his hierarchy and reach self-fulfilment or have the feeling that they had reached their full potential. Maslow originally stated that an individual would need to satisfy the lower level needs fully before they could move up the hierarchy, however he later stated that he may have ‘given a false impression that a need must be satisfied 100 percent before the next need emerges’ Maslow (1987, cited in McLeod, 2018). He realised that a need could be partially or fulfilled to a large extent before that need dissipates and the next need becomes a priority.
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It is key to take Maslow’s hierarchy of needs into account when looking into the role of the TA. The reason for this is that students will at times still be working on having their lower level needs met and need the guidance and support that the TA role provides. This is where the pastoral aspect of the role comes into play, assuming that the most basic needs have been met, the students will be in an environment where they will be forming and building relationships to gain a sense of connection and friendship that Maslow states in his hierarchy. Students at all levels will have the need for support in all aspects of their lives from education, problem solving and social skills to a host of other issues that can differ on a day to day basis. The TA is often the first port of call for the students and I know from my own experiences how many different challenges students face before they even sit down and think about their education. Students can arrive hungry and thirsty having had no breakfast, they may have not received any contact from an adult before they left the house for school - already their most basic needs have not been met.  This is why you will see throughout educational settings students attending breakfast clubs or TAs providing toast and drinks in an area the students feel welcome and safe. This provides the TAs the opportunity to do ‘check ins’ with the students and look to help them deal with any issues they may have before they even sit down for their first lesson of the day, this is a key role for TAs throughout education and it has been noted that to give the students the best possible chance for success they need to feel that they are in an environment that will allow them to do so. This as you can see has a direct correlation with Malsow’s theory, this continues with the TAs providing emotional support in areas that the students feel safe, often in light and airy rooms that provide a calmer environment than an overcrowded classroom which allows the students to open up and discuss their issues. 

In the first few moments of a student arriving in an educational setting there are several opportunities for the TAs to help meet the physiological and wellbeing needs of the students, laying the foundation for them to continue their positive work and help the students reach the higher level needs in the hierarchy such as gaining a sense of belonging within their class/peer group (Faisal, 2018). The final step that the TAs can support the students in reaching is that of ‘self-actualisation’ the TAs can do this by nurturing and supporting students in pushing themselves to aim for an ‘A’ grade or improving from a ‘D’ grade to a ‘C’. The TA could be working with students on various barriers to learning and schools now have Emotional Literacy Support Assistant’s (ELSA’s) who can provide a more specialised support for students in this regard. TAs play a vital role in supporting students on their journey through education and a large and key aspect of the role is helping the students to reach those lower level needs to allow them to progress and work towards reaching their full potential.

Another key theorist to consider is Carl Rogers, Rogers believed that there were three core conditions or attributes that could be used to provide a person-centred approach when working with clients. This was originally developed for therapeutic counselling; however, I believe that the core values can and should be used in educational settings, especially in a pastoral role. The three core values are congruence, unconditional positive regard and acceptance and finally accurate empathetic understanding (Pierce, 2016). Rogers believed that congruence is one of the most important attributes when counselling, as he believed that the counsellor should not have a façade and should be authentic (McLeod, 2019). This I believe correlates with the pastoral role of the TA as often their relationships with students need to have an element of flexibility and trust which cannot be achieved effectively without a congruent approach. The second of Roger’s core attributes is unconditional positive regard, Rogers believed that for people to evolve to reach their full potential they need to feel valued. Rogers felt that even if he did not agree with a client’s actions, for them to progress and develop he needed them to feel valued as a person and not judged purely on those actions. A TA will need to use this approach when working with students and this is especially true for me in my current setting, it is immensely important to separate the behaviour from the student allowing for the development of a positive and trusting relationship that will enable the two of you to continue to work together with the aim of the student reaching their full potential (McLeod, 2019). The final core attribute is an accurate empathetic approach, this is a very important attribute for me personally as I feel that if a student understands that you can see their point of view and take into consideration their thoughts and feelings, it will help with building and maintaining that positive relationship allowing you to work together in a much more productive manor.  As McLeod (2019) states the key to this attribute is being accurate and not sympathetic, the students need to feel that you are considering their emotions and circumstances as fully as you can, to allow them to continue to put their trust in you and your relationship.

This is by no means a full and detailed discussion of the theorists and their connection to the pastoral role of the TA, however, in my experience I have found the above mentioned theories to be of the utmost importance and are the core values I consider in my current position. 
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