Teaching Assistants’ Experiences of Supporting Children with ADHD in Primary Schools: A Thematic Analysis
Abstract
This study explored Teaching Assistants’ (TAs) experiences of supporting children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in primary school settings in West Wales. The aim was to examine how TAs perceive their role, the challenges they encounter, and the impact of working closely with children with ADHD within mainstream classrooms. A qualitative research design was used, and six semi-structured interviews were conducted with female TAs aged between 22 and 48 years (M = 35.33, SD = 9.83). Participants were recruited using purposive sampling through primary school headteachers, and all interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2013) six-phase reflexive thematic analysis. An inductive approach was taken, allowing themes to be generated from the data without applying pre-existing theoretical frameworks. Analysis identified three overarching themes: (1) the negative effects of the job, (2) negativity towards ADHD, and (3) positive feelings about their role.
Findings highlighted that TAs often experienced emotional and physical strain, felt under-supported, and reported limited institutional recognition. Participants also observed negative attitudes and stigma towards ADHD within school environments, including from staff and peers, which they felt contributed to the social exclusion of children with ADHD. Despite these challenges, TAs expressed strong commitment, empathy, and professional dedication to the children in their care. The study highlights the complex emotional and relational demands placed on TAs and emphasises the need for greater awareness, training, and systemic support within educational settings.
Introduction
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by patterns of inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity that can significantly affect a child’s functioning across academic, social, and emotional domains (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). In primary school settings, these difficulties often become particularly visible, as children are required to sustain attention, follow instructions, regulate behaviour, and interact appropriately within structured classroom environments (Barkley, 2015; DuPaul & Stoner, 2014). As a result, children with ADHD may require additional support to access learning and participate fully in school life (Barkley, 2015; DuPaul & Stoner, 2014).
	Research indicates that children with ADHD are at increased risk of academic underachievement, behavioural difficulties, and challenges in peer relationships within school settings (DuPaul & Stoner, 2014; Barkley, 2015). These difficulties can make classroom participation more demanding and often require additional adult support to facilitate learning and behaviour regulation (Barkley, 2015; Blatchford et al., 2012).
Barkley (2015) highlights that ADHD-related behaviours can place additional demands on classroom staff, particularly in managing impulsivity and maintaining engagement within structured learning environments. Despite the increasing reliance on Teaching Assistants within inclusive education policies in UK schools, their role in supporting children with ADHD remains under-researched (Blatchford et al., 2012). Given that TAs often provide the most consistent one-to-one support, understanding their experiences is essential for improving both educational practice and pupil outcomes (Gwernan-Jones et al., 2015). Without this insight, both TA wellbeing and the effectiveness of ADHD support in classrooms may be negatively affected.
Within mainstream education, Teaching Assistants (TAs) play a central role in providing this support. TAs often work closely with individual pupils or small groups, helping to implement learning activities, manage classroom behaviour, and offer emotional and practical assistance (Blatchford et al., 2012). Gwernan-Jones et al. (2015) found that TAs frequently act as key mediators between pupils with additional needs and the wider classroom environment, often developing close working relationships with both pupils and teachers. In the case of children with ADHD, TAs may become a key source of consistent, day-to-day support, sometimes acting as the primary adult responsible for managing a child’s needs within the classroom (Blatchford et al., 2012; Gwernan-Jones et al., 2015). Despite this, the role of TAs is often under-recognised, and their experiences are not always fully captured within educational research.
However, research suggests that although Teaching Assistants play a central role in supporting pupils with additional needs, their contribution is often under-recognised within school structures. Studies have also highlighted that TAs frequently report high emotional demands and limited access to structured training or support, particularly when working with children who present with complex behavioural needs (Blatchford et al., 2012; Gwernan-Jones et al., 2015). This may have implications for both staff wellbeing and the consistency of support provided to pupils, as suggested in previous research.
Existing literature suggests that working with children with additional needs, including ADHD, can be both rewarding and challenging (Symes & Humphrey, 2011). While some studies highlight the emotional strain, workload pressure, and limited institutional support experienced by school staff (Blatchford et al., 2012; Gwernan-Jones et al., 2015), others emphasise the positive relational aspects of working closely with pupils and supporting their development. However, much of this research has focused on teachers rather than Teaching Assistants specifically, and there remains limited qualitative research exploring TAs’ lived experiences of supporting children with ADHD within UK primary school settings. This highlights a gap in the existing literature regarding the day-to-day experiences of TAs supporting children with ADHD in practice.
Furthermore, research has highlighted that misunderstandings and stigma surrounding ADHD may still be present within educational environments. Some studies suggest that ADHD-related behaviours are sometimes interpreted as disruptive or intentional rather than being understood as part of a neurodevelopmental condition (Norvilitis et al., 2002). This can influence staff responses and peer interactions, potentially contributing to exclusionary practices within classrooms (O’Regan, 2005). For example, O’Regan (2005) notes that ADHD is still frequently misunderstood in educational contexts, often leading to negative labelling of children’s behaviour. These attitudes can influence how children with ADHD are perceived and supported, potentially affecting their inclusion and educational experience (Barkley, 2015). Given TAs’ close working relationships with both pupils and teachers, their perspectives are particularly valuable in understanding how ADHD is experienced and managed within schools.
Therefore, the aim of this study is to explore Teaching Assistants’ experiences of working one-to-one with children with ADHD in primary school settings in West Wales. Specifically, the study seeks to understand (1) how TAs feel about their role when supporting children with ADHD, and (2) what TAs perceive as factors that facilitate or hinder their work with children with ADHD.
The study uses a qualitative design and adopts Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2013) reflexive thematic analysis to identify patterns of meaning within TA accounts. By focusing on TAs’ narratives, this research aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of the emotional, relational, and institutional dimensions of supporting children with ADHD in mainstream education.

Method
Design and Procedure 
This study adopted a qualitative research design using semi-structured interviews to explore Teaching Assistants’ (Tas) experiences of working with children diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in primary school settings. A qualitative approach was chosen as it allows for an in-depth exploration of participants’ lived experiences, meanings, and perceptions within their natural context (Braun & Clarke, 2013).
Data were collected through six semi-structured interviews. Each interview was guided by a set of seven core questions, with additional probing questions used to explore emerging topics in more depth which is consistent with qualitative approaches that prioritise flexibility and depth in data collection (Braun & Clarke, 2013). The interview schedule was informed by existing literature on ADHD in educational settings and was designed to elicit detailed accounts of Tas’ day-to-day experiences supporting children with ADHD. Example questions included: “In your experience, do you see any barriers to your work with children with ADHD?”
All interviews were conducted individually, recorded using a Dictaphone with participants’ consent, and transcribed verbatim for analysis. Interviews lasted between 20 and 40 minutes. Each participant was assigned an identification number (e.g., TA1, TA2) to ensure anonymity.


Ethical approval for the study was granted by the University ethics panel. Participants received an information sheet outlining the purpose of the study, what participation involved, and their right to withdraw at any time without consequence. Informed consent was obtained before participation. Confidentiality and anonymity were assured throughout, with all identifying information removed during transcription and reporting. Data were stored securely in line with institutional data protection guidelines.
Recruitment was conducted via purposive sampling, which is commonly used in qualitative research to select participants with relevant experience of the phenomenon under investigation (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Emails explaining the nature of the study were sent to headteachers of primary schools in West Wales, who were asked to distribute the invitation to Teaching Assistants within their schools. This approach ensured that participants had relevant experience supporting children with ADHD and could provide rich, detailed accounts relevant to the research aim.

Participants
The study included six female Teaching Assistants aged between 22 and 48 years (M = 35.33, SD = 9.83). Experience working as a TA ranged from 1 to 14 years (M = 8.67, SD = 4.80). Participants’ experience supporting children with ADHD ranged from 8.5 months to 10 years (M = 5.07, SD = 3.66). At the time of the study, each TA was supporting between 2 and 8 children with ADHD simultaneously (M = 4, SD = 2.10). All participants were working in primary school settings in West Wales.

Materials
The primary research instrument was a semi-structured interview schedule consisting of seven core questions, supported by follow-up prompts to encourage elaboration and clarification. Questions were designed to explore TAs’ experiences of supporting children with ADHD, perceived barriers and facilitators in their role, interactions with teachers and pupils, and their emotional and professional responses to their work. A Dictaphone was used to audio-record interviews to ensure accurate capture of participants’ responses. Transcription was completed verbatim to preserve meaning and support detailed thematic analysis.

Data Analysis
Data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2013) six-phase reflexive thematic analysis approach. An inductive approach was adopted, which is appropriate for exploratory research aimed at generating themes grounded in participants’ accounts (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This means that themes were generated from the data itself rather than being guided by pre-existing theoretical frameworks. This allowed for an in-depth exploration of participants’ meanings and experiences as expressed in their own words. The analysis was conducted at a semantic level, focusing on participants’ explicit meanings rather than underlying assumptions.
The analysis followed the six stages: (1) familiarisation with the data through repeated reading of transcripts and initial note-taking, (2) generating initial codes across the dataset, (3) searching for patterns and grouping codes into potential themes, (4) reviewing and refining themes to ensure they accurately represented the data, (5) defining and naming themes to capture their essence, and (6) producing the final written account of the analysis.
Coding was conducted manually by systematically identifying meaningful text segments and assigning descriptive labels. Codes were then organised into broader patterns of shared meaning, which formed the basis of the final thematic structure. Themes were refined through an iterative process of reviewing coded data extracts and checking for coherence, distinctiveness, and relevance to the research aim.
The final analysis generated three overarching themes: (1) the negative effects of the job, (2) negativity towards ADHD, and (3) positive feelings about their role. These themes are presented in the Results section, supported by direct quotations from participants to illustrate key patterns in the data. Reflexivity was considered throughout the analysis, with awareness of how the researcher’s perspectives may influence the interpretation of the data.

Results
The primary aim of this study was to explore Teaching Assistants’ (TAs) experiences of working with children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in primary school settings. Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2013) six-phase framework, adopting an inductive approach.
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Analysis of the interview transcripts resulted in the identification of three overarching themes: (1) the negative effects of the job, (2) negativity towards ADHD, and (3) positive feelings about their role. Each theme comprised several sub-themes that captured patterns of meaning across participants’ accounts

Table 1
Themes, sub-themes and supporting quotes from TA interviews

	Theme
	Sub-theme
	Example quotes

	The negative effects of the job
	Physical and psychological effects
	“Sometimes it's lonely. I feel as if I'm on my own with this child all the time; that can be draining” (TA2).

	
	Feeling unappreciated
	“The biggest emotional impact comes from the lack of support from my teacher and headteacher. I constantly battle them” (TA1).

	Negativity towards ADHD
	Negative attitudes held by teachers
	“I hear teachers talk in a negative way when they are dealing with ADHD, and other children in the class pick up on this” (TA4).

	
	Stigma and exclusion
	“I'd say this stigma has got worse” (TA1).

	
	Peer rejection
	“Giving them (children with ADHD) a wide birth, so sadly, they have no friends" (TA5).

	Positive feelings about their role
	Commitment and advocacy
	“I will never give up fighting for this little boy. I will always work hard for him and make sure that others see and acknowledge his progress” (TA3).





Theme 1: The negative effects of the job
This theme captures the emotional and physical strain experienced by TAs when supporting children with ADHD, as well as feelings of being undervalued within the school environment. It was identified as a main theme due to its prevalence across participants and its strong emotional intensity within the data.
Physical and psychological effects
Participants frequently described the role as emotionally demanding and, at times, isolating. Working one-to-one with children with ADHD often required sustained attention, patience, and behavioural management, which contributed to feelings of exhaustion. One participant explained, “Sometimes it's lonely. I feel as if I'm on my own with this child all the time; that can be draining” (TA2), highlighting both emotional fatigue and a sense of isolation.
This sub-theme emerged from repeated codes relating to emotional strain, loneliness, and the continuous demands of the role. The accounts suggest that the intensity of support required can have a cumulative psychological impact on TAs, particularly when support from colleagues is limited.
Feeling unappreciated
Alongside emotional strain, participants expressed a strong sense of being undervalued and unsupported by teaching staff and school leadership. For example, one TA stated, “The biggest emotional impact comes from the lack of support from my teacher and headteacher. I constantly battle them” (TA1). This reflects not only a lack of practical support but also a perceived lack of recognition for their role.
This sub-theme was developed from codes relating to lack of support, conflict with staff, and feeling overlooked. The findings suggest that institutional factors, such as limited collaboration and recognition, may exacerbate the challenges already associated with the role. Overall, this theme highlights that the role of a TA supporting children with ADHD can be both emotionally taxing and insufficiently supported, contributing to stress and potential burnout.

Theme 2: Negativity towards ADHD
This theme reflects participants’ perceptions of negative attitudes towards ADHD within the school environment, including from teachers and peers. It was identified as a key theme due to its relevance to the broader social context in which TAs operate and its perceived impact on children with ADHD.

Negative attitudes held by teachers
Participants reported that some teachers demonstrated negative or dismissive attitudes towards ADHD, which influenced how children were treated in the classroom. One participant noted, “I hear teachers talk in a negative way when they are dealing with ADHD, and other children in the class pick up on this” (TA4).
This sub-theme emerged from codes relating to teacher misconceptions, lack of understanding, and negative language. These findings suggest that teacher attitudes may shape classroom dynamics and contribute to a less inclusive environment for children with ADHD.


Stigma and exclusion
TAs also described a broader sense of stigma surrounding ADHD, which they perceived to be increasing. For instance, one participant stated, “I'd say this stigma has got worse” (TA1). This indicates that ADHD may still be misunderstood or negatively perceived within educational contexts.
This sub-theme reflects codes associated with stigma, misunderstanding, and negative labelling. The findings suggest that stigma may influence both staff attitudes and peer interactions, contributing to the marginalisation of children with ADHD.

Peer rejection
Participants further highlighted the social consequences of these negative perceptions, particularly regarding peer relationships. One TA explained, “Giving them (children with ADHD) a wide birth, so sadly, they have no friends” (TA5), illustrating the extent of social exclusion experienced by some children.
This sub-theme developed from codes relating to poor peer relationships, social isolation, and exclusion. The data suggest that children with ADHD may struggle to form friendships, potentially impacting their social development and well-being.
In summary, this theme demonstrates that negative attitudes towards ADHD can permeate the school environment, affecting both how children are treated and their social experiences.

Theme 3: Positive feelings about their role
Despite the challenges described, participants also expressed strong positive feelings about their role, particularly in relation to their commitment to supporting children with ADHD. This theme was considered important as it highlights the rewarding aspects of the role and provides a more balanced understanding of TA experiences.
Commitment and advocacy
TAs described a deep sense of responsibility and dedication to the children they support. One participant stated, “I will never give up fighting for this little boy. I will always work hard for him and make sure that others see and acknowledge his progress” (TA3), reflecting strong advocacy and emotional investment.
This sub-theme emerged from codes relating to commitment, perseverance, and emotional connection. Participants often positioned themselves as advocates for the children, particularly in situations where they felt the child was misunderstood or unsupported by others.
These findings suggest that, despite the emotional and professional challenges, TAs derive a sense of purpose and fulfilment from their role, particularly when they observe progress or feel they are making a meaningful difference.
Summary of findings
Overall, the findings reveal a complex and multifaceted experience of working as a TA supporting children with ADHD. The most dominant thread across the data was the tension between challenge and reward. While participants consistently described emotional strain, lack of support, and negative attitudes within the school environment, they also expressed strong commitment and dedication to their role.
The results suggest that TAs operate within a challenging context where they must navigate both the demands of supporting children with ADHD and the broader attitudes and structures within the school environment. These findings provide important insight into the support needs of TAs and the wider implications for inclusive educational practice.

Discussion
This study aimed to explore Teaching Assistants’ (TAs) experiences of working with children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in primary school settings. Using reflexive thematic analysis, three key themes were identified: (1) the negative effects of the job, (2) negativity towards ADHD, and (3) positive feelings about their role. The findings provide insight into the emotional, social, and institutional dimensions of TA experiences, highlighting both the challenges and rewards associated with supporting children with ADHD.
One of the most prominent findings was the emotional and psychological strain experienced by TAs. Participants described feelings of isolation, emotional exhaustion, and a lack of support from teaching staff and senior leadership. This aligns with existing research suggesting that supporting children with additional needs can be demanding and may place TAs at risk of stress and burnout, particularly when adequate support systems are not in place (Gwernan-Jones et al., 2015). The findings suggest that TAs often work in relatively unsupported roles despite being responsible for managing complex behavioural and emotional needs. This highlights a potential gap in institutional support within schools, which has also been identified in previous research on support staff roles (Gwernan-Jones et al., 2015).
A second key finding relates to the presence of negative attitudes towards ADHD within the school environment. Participants reported that some teachers held misconceptions about ADHD and expressed negative views, which were often observed and internalised by other pupils. This reflects wider literature indicating that stigma surrounding ADHD continues to exist, particularly in educational contexts where behaviours associated with ADHD may be interpreted as disruptive or intentional (O’Regan, 2005; Barkley, 2015). The presence of such attitudes may contribute to the marginalisation of children with ADHD, reinforcing social exclusion and negatively impacting peer relationships (O’Regan, 2005; Norvilitis et al., 2002).
The findings also suggest that teacher attitudes play a significant role in shaping classroom culture, influencing how children with ADHD are perceived and treated by others. Relatedly, peer rejection emerged as a notable issue, with participants describing children with ADHD as socially excluded or lacking friendships. This supports previous research indicating that children with ADHD may experience difficulties forming and maintaining peer relationships due to behavioural differences and social misunderstandings (DuPaul & Stoner, 2014). The current results extend this by highlighting how the attitudes and behaviours of both teachers and peers within the school environment may exacerbate these social challenges.
Despite these challenges, TAs expressed strong positive feelings about their role, particularly in relation to their commitment to supporting children with ADHD. Participants described a sense of purpose, advocacy, and determination to support the children in their care, even in the face of limited support from others. This reflects the relational nature of the TA role, where close working relationships with pupils can foster emotional investment and professional fulfilment (Gwernan-Jones et al., 2015). 
Taken together, the findings highlight a tension between the challenges and rewards of the TA role. On one hand, TAs experience emotional strain, lack of support, and exposure to negative attitudes within the school environment. On the other hand, they demonstrate resilience, dedication, and a strong commitment to the children they support. This division is important, as it suggests that improving institutional support and addressing stigma within schools could enhance both TA well-being and outcomes for children with ADHD.
This study makes a novel contribution by focusing specifically on Teaching Assistants’ lived experiences of supporting children with ADHD, an area that remains underexplored within existing research. While previous studies have largely centred on teachers or broader educational systems, this study highlights the emotional, relational, and institutional challenges faced by TAs in their day-to-day roles. In doing so, it provides a more nuanced understanding of how support for children with ADHD is enacted in practice, as well as the tensions between responsibility, recognition, and support within school environments.
Implications
The findings have several practical implications. Firstly, there is a clear need for increased training and education for school staff regarding ADHD, in order to reduce stigma and improve understanding (O’Regan, 2005; Barkley, 2015). Secondly, schools should consider implementing more structured support systems for TAs, including opportunities for collaboration with teachers, supervision, and emotional support, which have been identified as important factors in supporting staff working with pupils with additional needs (Gwernan-Jones et al., 2015). Finally, promoting inclusive classroom practices may help to reduce peer rejection and improve social integration for children with ADHD (DuPaul & Stoner, 2014).


Strengths and limitations
A key strength of this study is its qualitative design, which allowed for rich, in-depth insights into TAs’ lived experiences. The use of semi-structured interviews enabled participants to express their perspectives in their own words, enhancing the depth and authenticity of the data.
However, several limitations should be acknowledged. The sample size was small (n = 6) and consisted entirely of female participants from a specific geographical region (West Wales), which may limit the generalisability of the findings. Additionally, as the data were self-reported, responses may be influenced by social desirability or personal bias. The study also focused solely on TAs’ perspectives and did not include the views of teachers, pupils, or parents, which could provide a more comprehensive understanding of the issue.
Future research
Future research could expand on these findings by including larger and more diverse samples, as well as incorporating multiple perspectives, such as those of teachers, parents, and children with ADHD themselves. Longitudinal research may also be useful in examining how TA experiences and attitudes evolve over time, particularly in response to training or policy changes.
Conclusion of discussion
In conclusion, this study highlights the complex nature of the TA role in supporting children with ADHD. While TAs face significant emotional and institutional challenges, they also demonstrate strong commitment and resilience. Addressing the structural and attitudinal barriers identified in this study may be key to improving both TA well-being and the educational experiences of children with ADHD.

Conclusion
This study set out to explore Teaching Assistants’ (TAs) experiences of working with children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in primary school settings. Using reflexive thematic analysis, three key themes were identified: the negative effects of the job, negativity towards ADHD, and positive feelings about their role. Together, these findings provide a nuanced understanding of the challenges and rewards associated with supporting children with ADHD in mainstream education.
The findings demonstrate that TAs often experience emotional and psychological strain, alongside a perceived lack of support and recognition within the school environment. At the same time, participants highlighted the presence of negative attitudes and stigma surrounding ADHD, which were seen to influence both staff behaviours and peer relationships, contributing to the social exclusion of some children. Despite these challenges, TAs expressed strong commitment, resilience, and a deep sense of responsibility towards the children they support, often acting as advocates within the classroom.
Overall, the study highlights the essential yet demanding nature of the TA role. It underscores the importance of greater institutional support, improved understanding of ADHD within schools, and the promotion of more inclusive practices. Addressing these areas may not only enhance the well-being of TAs but also improve the educational and social experiences of children with ADHD.
In conclusion, while the role of the TA can be challenging, it remains a vital factor of inclusive education, with the potential to make a meaningful difference in the lives of children with ADHD.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Interview Schedule
1. Can you describe your role as a Teaching Assistant? 
2. What has been your experience of working with children with ADHD? 
3. In your experience, do you see any barriers to your work with children with ADHD? 
4. How do children with ADHD typically respond in the classroom environment? 
5. How do teachers and other staff respond to children with ADHD? 
6. How does working with children with ADHD impact you personally or professionally? 
7. Is there anything you think would improve support for children with ADHD in schools? 
Additional probing questions were used where appropriate to explore participants’ responses in more depth.















Appendix 2: Example Transcript Extract

Participant TA2 (Excerpt)
“Sometimes it's lonely. I feel as if I'm on my own with this child all the time; that can be draining. You try your best every day, but without proper support, it can feel like you're constantly firefighting.”
























Appendix 3: Initial Codes (Example)
	Transcript
	Initial Codes

	TA1
	Lack of support, conflict with teachers, feeling unappreciated

	TA2
	Emotional strain, isolation, workload pressure

	TA3
	Commitment to child, advocacy, perseverance

	TA4
	Negative teacher attitudes, influence on peers

	TA5
	Social exclusion, peer rejection, stigma

	TA6
	Classroom challenges, behavioural management difficulties






















Appendix 4: Codes Organised into Themes

	Theme
	Codes

	The negative effects of the job
	Emotional strain, isolation, lack of support, feeling unappreciated

	Negativity towards ADHD
	Teacher misconceptions, stigma, peer rejection, negative attitudes

	Positive feelings about role
	Commitment, advocacy, emotional connection, sense of purpose






















Appendix 5: Final Themes and Sub-themes

Theme 1: The negative effects of the job
· Physical and psychological effects 
· Feeling unappreciated 
Theme 2: Negativity towards ADHD
· Negative attitudes held by teachers 
· Stigma and exclusion 
· Peer rejection 
Theme 3: Positive feelings about their role
· Commitment and advocacy 

