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The health and social care sector include professionals who support individuals with unique needs. Teaching Assistants in special schools play a vital role in inclusive education for children and young people with SEND (GOV.UK, 2014). This report outlines their main responsibilities, examines three key skills empathy and patience, adaptive communication, and behaviour management with relevant examples, and suggests evidence-based strategies for ongoing professional development in these areas.

[bookmark: _Toc224563394][bookmark: _Toc225156652]The Role of a Teaching Assistant in a Special School: Duties and Responsibilities
Teaching assistants in special schools play a varied role that goes well beyond typical classroom support. Their work is closely tied to both learning outcomes and the overall welfare of vulnerable children and young people. Research by (Russell et al., 2012) emphasises that the role of a Teaching Assistant in special education is complex, covering both learning and welfare of students. Crucially, findings from DISS and EDTA projects suggest that class teachers should lead the instruction for all pupils, ensuring that primary responsibility for students with special Educational Needs (SEN) is not simply handed over to a teaching assistant.

Core Responsibilities

· Direct Educational Facilitation: TAs support teachers by delivering personalised activities to individuals or small groups. They modify materials and methods based on student’s needs (Farrell et al., 2010). For example, a TA may simplify math problems for a student with learning difficulties using firsthand tools.
· Personal Care and Health Support: The role often includes helping students with personal needs like toileting, feeding, and mobility while respecting dignity and encouraging independence. It may also involve giving medication or conducting health tasks, following strict protocols, and training (Care Quality Commission, 2021). For instance, a TA might help a student with cerebral palsy use their wheelchair safely or manage a feeding tube during meals.
· Communication and Social Development: TAs actively foster communication skills and social interaction which are often considerable barriers for students in special schools. Using augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) methods like PECS or Makaton, along with structured play, supports peer interaction. For example, a TA might use a visual timetable to help a student with autism feel less anxious and stay engaged.
· Behavioural Support and Management: TAs follow positive Behaviour Support frameworks to prevent, manage, and deescalate challenging behaviours as frontline responders. They identify the purpose behind behaviours and apply consistent, person-centred interventions. Positive behaviour support focuses on understanding the underlying reasons for behaviour and promoting supportive strategies rather than punishment (Gore et al., 2013). For example, a TA may redirect a student experiencing sensory overload to a quiet space using techniques from their behaviour plan.
· Collaboration and Liaison: The TA collaborates closely with teachers, other TAs, therapists, psychologists, and parents to support students. Consistent communication helps shape and review EHCPs. TAs may share valuable feedback with speech therapists about a student's progress outside therapy.
Overall, TAs play a key role in facilitating educational access and student well-being in special school settings.
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Navigating special school environments requires key skills: empathy and patience, adaptive communication, and effective behaviour management.
· Empathy and Patience: Empathy the ability to understand other feelings are essential for TAs in special schools. (Walker, 2018) explains that effective support for children involves understanding their emotional world, listening actively, and responding calmly all of which are core aspects of empathy and patience. 
Why Essential: Students in special schools often face cognitive, emotional, and physical challenges. TAs require empathy to accurately interpret non-verbal cues and respond sensitively, thereby creating a secure environment (Sternberg & Kostić, 2020). Patience is vital since progress is gradual and requires repeated, calm support for learning and behaviour change. A Lack of these traits can lead to student anxiety or withdrawal. 
Role-specific Example: A student with severe communication difficulties may exhibit distress through actions such as vocalising or rocking. An empathetic TA interprets these as signals of discomfort, not misbehaviour, and patiently applies techniques such as sensory tools or reducing stimuli, recognising that ongoing support is necessary to help the student manage their emotions.
· Adaptive Communication: Teaching assistants in special schools should use responsive differentiation. Sobel and Alston (2021) suggest that TAs should adapt tasks in real-time to help pupils remain engaged and develop independence, rather than strictly following lesson plans. This involves recognising emotional or sensory triggers and making amendments or adjustments. 
Why Essential: Adaptive communication is vital in Special school to address diverse barriers like non-verbal autism and auditory processing difficulties. According to Sobel and Alston (2021) TAs should move beyond rigid planning and provide flexible communication support on pupils needs.
 Role-specific Example: A TA practices adaptive communication by modelling PECS card exchanges for non-verbal requests or using visual timetables to reduce anxiety. When supporting student with auditory processing disorder, the TA applies “new approach to differentiation” (Sobel and Alston, 2021, p.76).
· Behaviour management: Managing behaviour involves recognising that disruptive actions often communicate unmet needs, sensory issues, or distress (Nye et al., 2016)
Why essential: Students with SEND may show challenging behaviours due to disabilities, communication issues, or environmental factors. TAs should recognise triggers, use strategies from behaviour plans, and de-escalate situations safely. This maintains a safe learning environment and helps students regulate emotions.
Role-specific examples: When a student with a learning disability shows signs of sensory overload during a loud assembly, such as fidgeting or covering their ears, an experienced TA will quickly offer a pre-agreed sensory break in a quiet room using calm, clear instructions. If behaviour escalates, the TA uses deescalation techniques from Team Teach training, including offering choices, keeping a safe distance, and avoiding confrontational language.
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Specialist training in AAC (To improve communication)
Strategy: Attending certified workshops in Makaton or high-tech communication software. 
How it helps: This provides the TA with the technical vocabulary needed to unlock a student’s potential, reducing frustration-based behaviours and improving the student's quality of life. 
Team-Teach or MAPA Training (To improve Behaviour Management)
Strategy: Completing accredited de-escalation and physical intervention training. 
       How it helps: It provides a legal and ethical framework for managing considerable risk behaviours. It teaches the TA how to use positive handling as a last resort, focusing 95% of the effort on non-verbal de-escalation. 
Collaborative peer observations (To improve differentiation)
Strategy: Engaging in learning walks where TAs observe how colleagues support different disability profiles. 
How it helps: Seeing how another TA manages a specific sensory need provides new tools for the TA’s own kit, fostering a culture of shared best practices within the school. 
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 In conclusion, the role of a Teaching Assistant in a special school is multifaceted and essential in supporting pupils with special educational needs and disabilities. This report has demonstrated that TAs provide not only educational support but also personal care, communication support, and behaviour management. Key skills such as empathy and patience, adaptive communication and effective behaviour management are fundamental for creating a supportive and inclusive learning environment. In addition, effective TAs must work within professional and ethical guidelines to ensure that all support provided in inclusive, respectful, and focused on the individual need of each pupil. Continuous professional development, reflective practice, and collaboration with other professionals enable TAs to enhance their effectiveness and provide high-quality, person-centred support that promotes independence and well-being for pupils with SEND.
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