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Supporting the Learner 

In this essay I am going to be talking about the natural role of a Teaching Assistant (TA) as a provider of pastoral care. I will use my experience in working as a teaching assistant and research I have carried out to write about how TA’s provide pastoral care and counselling to support students. Making sure students are fully supported in all aspects of their lives is paramount to their education. As well as making sure that students emotional needs are met whilst in school, it is equally important to ensure that this does not disrupt or effect the quality of their education. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Firstly, while conducting my research into this subject, I was very surprised to find out about what the role of a teaching assistant should be, compared to the reality of what the job involves. As a secondary school Teaching assistant, I know that it is not just about helping the teacher to organise and prepare resources ready for each lesson. Or even not just about working with groups of pupils or 1-1 to support their educational needs. But it is a role that has become much more than that. Teaching Assistants are expected to support teachers during the lessons to ease the pressure off them and allow them to focus on their teaching, they work alongside the pupils to ensure they are achieving their full potential. But alongside these duties TAs are expected to take, is a side that many people aren’t aware of if they haven’t worked in an educational setting or parented a child that has received support from a TA in school. Teaching assistants also naturally take on a role which is like a parent role, a parent away from home. They become their shoulder to cry on, their advice guru and most importantly they will sometimes divulge information that they haven’t been able to tell anyone else. The teaching assistant will often build a strong and trusting relationship with their pupils which is bound to have a positive effect on the child’s school life. 

The teaching assistant role is important as often they are the ones who are working closely with the pupils. Teachers are at the front of the class doing the teaching whereas teaching assistants are with the students, giving them thier support and attention and can monitor their strengths and weaknesses. Pupils would need the help of a teaching assistant if they have certain numeracy or literacy weaknesses, others might have special educational needs (SEN) they would then require the support of a teaching assistant to give them extra support either in class or in a different classroom. They can either work on a one to one basis or provide whole classroom support in lessons. Sometimes teaching assistants can work closely with small groups of pupils who are struggling. 
As well as providing support to pupils learning, teaching assistants will also support pupils in other areas such as their behaviour, safeguarding, emotional support and pastoral care.
Pastoral Care is all about supporting the child’s emotional health and well-being and how to attend to the phycological needs of the pupils.  
In the school I work in, we have pastoral officers for each year group who deal with issues such as bullying, friendship problems, emotional support, problems in school and attendance. If we ever find a child is struggling and needs someone to speak to, we will always advise them to go and see their pastoral officer who will either give them the correct support they need, or they can point them in the direction of someone who can. Most schools will have a school counsellor, emotional support officer, child protection officer and pastoral officers. These individuals will help support pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing as well as any issues going on in school. As well as Teaching Assistants, there are other support staff are on hand to support the pupils’ educational needs, such as learning coaches, SEN assistants and higher-level teaching assistants (HLTA).
Commonly, due to the close relationships that TA’s build up with the pupils that they work with, sometimes they would rather speak to them about any problems or issues they are having in or out of school. As Woods, Cole (2009) say,
Teaching Assistants have a better understanding of children on a personal level and build close relationships whilst simultaneously providing equal access to education for all.
 This is where the role naturally expands to a counsellor, as we are the chosen and trusted member of staff they have decided to share their problems with. 
Any concerns regarding safeguarding must be reported to the designated member of staff immediately and with strict confidentiality. As teaching assistants will often use methods of counselling during their work to help support a child, we can relate to different theories that have been used in education. Carl Rogers for example was a theorist whose methods of helping and supporting was the person-centred approach. In an educational setting, this would be applied by the pupil being the most important part of the process. The teaching assistant would be there to support the child not as an expert but just to help, but the child would have to want to be there, the child would have to meet certain conditions to enable themselves to flourish, heal and overcome the problem. Another theorist Gerard Egan believed that anyone can develop helping skills, and believed external factors were the cause of children’s problems such as family breakdown, bereavement or domestic violence to name a few. He believed that these kinds of external factors could be the root of the child’s problems. 
During my experience in working as a Teaching assistant, I have learned that pastoral care and a child’s emotional health is extremely important to their education, if they have something on their mind, or if something is happening in their home life, then they are not going to be able to reach their full potential in school. I work one to one with a statemented child with SEN who is based in a classroom of low ability pupils who have a range of needs. Quite often I have had pupils confide in me with something that is on their mind, in school or at home. This has been cases of bullying, home troubles, parent’s marriage breakdowns and house moves all being triggers for pupils not being able to cope. I try my best to bring them aside and firstly let them explain to me what is on their mind. Once we have spoken together about what is bothering them, we will both try and come up with a solution about how to move forward. Sometimes the pupils will feel relieved enough just sharing what is on their mind and will instantly feel better. I always make sure the pupils that I work with know that they can always come to me at any point in the day with any worries. I think its important for them to have that trusting adult they know they can go to. Having worked with the same class every day, I feel I know them all quite well and can tell when something is bothering them. If I cannot help them with the issue they have, or something is still bothering them, I would then seek the support of another member of staff i.e... Emotional Support Officer to assist with supporting the child. Children with conditions like autism and ADHD have trouble expressing their feelings, and in the class I work with there is a large percentage who have these conditions. I feel these are the kinds of children that are more vulnerable and need that extra support in a nurturing environment. The class has only 14 pupils and this is important, so time and care can be given to each child in a lesson environment.
To conclude, the role of the teaching assistant is vital to schools as it offers support to the pupils who would struggle in their education without them. Research shows that when TAs are used in a focused way, to deliver structured, high-quality support to small groups or individual children – pupils make an additional two to four months’ progress. (The Education Endowment Foundation Charity). The role of the TA is also very misunderstood as an easy job that is simply providing classroom support, it goes so much further than that. Providing emotional support and using basic counselling skills is all part of how a teaching assistant would use pastoral care in their role amongst providing educational support in all their mainstream lessons.
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