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The role of the humble Teaching Assistant, (TA), has changed and evolved significantly over the last fifty years, from that of a teacher’s aide that were typically parents volunteering in schools, helping pupils to read, to more current times, where TAs hold a diversity of titles that encompass a multitude of roles and responsibilities, with varying levels of experience, knowledge and qualifications. The expansion of the workforce of staff in supporting roles, along with higher quality training offered in the workplace, has permitted for a greater quality of nurturing within the classroom and beyond. 
TAs are now a stable part of the learning environment. Their growth in numbers has provided teachers with a vital support tool Their role is crucial in decreasing a teacher’s workload, helping students work independently and increasing teaching standards (Teachright, 16 Sep 2019).
In this article, we consider the importance of helping students reach their full potential through nurture and learning, and how using Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs supports this. We learn about Adverse Childhood Experiences, what they are, and how they impact on the wellbeing of the child. We also look at ways in which the TA provides pastoral care to students through nurture groups.
There has been increasing acknowledgement towards the need for wellbeing and nurturing in schools and educational establishments. In 1943, Theorist Maslow produced what is now known as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is usually displayed as a pyramid of levels starting at the bottom with basic needs of food, water, warmth and rest followed by safety and security. Maslow’s levels move on to psychological needs, that include belongingness and love brought about when a person experiences successful friendships and intimate relationships. Maslow believed that for a person to progress they need to have their basic needs met before moving to the next level of safety and security. Subsequently, once the basic and safety needs are met, Maslow believed that one could continue through the levels to experience feelings of accomplishment and prestige, meeting their esteem needs, before reaching self-actualisation and achieving one’s potential to include creative activities. 
Maslow argued that not everyone will experience self-actualisation in it’s [sic] full sense but many will enjoy periods of peak experience when they derive a sense of achievement at mastering a skill. Bates, Bailey and Lever (2019, p. 107).
Maslow also indicated that a person does not necessarily need to fulfil each level completely, in order to move forward and find success in higher levels, but basic needs and psychological needs are both essential in varying degrees. To illustrate, according to Maslow’s theory, a child who is hungry is less likely to be capable of fully focusing on their learning activities with an aching pain in their stomach. A child’s attention would be directed towards their basic need of food, fulfilling their hunger, before they are motivated to complete their work and feel accomplished. 
People who experience Adverse Childhood Events, or ACEs, as a child, can suffer damaging effects that can be harmful to their wellbeing and health in later years. ACEs include abuse; physical, emotional, sexual, neglect; physical, emotional, and household dysfunction; mental illness, incarcerated relative, mother treated violently, substance abuse, divorce. Being subjected to ACEs can prevent a child from attaining basic needs on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. As suggested by Maslow, basic needs are needs that a person can not do without. Consequently, a child who does not have their basic needs of food, water, warmth and rest met, may struggle to feel safe and loved. The more ACEs a person experiences in childhood the more likely their future will lead to alcohol and drug abuse, anxiety and depression, physical illnesses namely diabetes, cancer and heart disease. This can also be known as toxic stress. Schools are working hard to tackle this, adopting programmes and strategies, to change the outcome of a child’s growth of learning into a positive and progressive way. 
One intervention that is proving to be of noticeable success is the development of nurture groups within schools. In 1969, originally founded by educational psychologist, Marjorie Boxall, nurture groups were formed to address the needs of large numbers of children entering primary school in Inner London, who were experiencing severe social, emotional and behavioural difficulties, (SEBD). As a result of impoverished nurturing, the children with SEBD were not able to respond appropriately or form trusting relationships with adults. Children were placed in small groups of between six and twelve, with a teacher and assistant. Starting the school day off in their mainstream class, children were then collected by the staff and taken to the nurture group. Activities included enjoying breakfast together, news sharing, and curriculum activities including emotional literacy sessions. Children returned to their mainstream classroom at some point during the day, usually during the afternoon. The children were supported in reaching learning goals at the developmental stage they were at. As the children worked through the programme their confidence and self-esteem grew. The nurture groups proved a success with eighty percent of students returning to their base class full time. In 1989, when the Inner London Education Authority was disbanded, nurture groups were not included in special education plans, and the national focus was lost. Conversely, outer London boroughs continued to appoint nurture groups in their primary school settings. Attention was drawn to the effectiveness of the groups, after a paper titled Social Inclusion: Pupil Support, was issued by the Department of Education in 1999, highlighting the need for regular attendance and high standards of behaviour. It was recognised, that children with SEBD, were at risk of low attendance, and increasing success of the nurture groups established in the outer London boroughs became more noticeable. The Nurture Group Consortium, (NGC), created a certificate course in nurture work and, under the new heading of nurtureuk, currently continues to train practitioners, supporting them in setting up nurture groups in their schools. As of 2014, there were more than 1,500 nurture groups started in the UK, with over 600 primary and secondary schools receiving training for their staff in Wales, and that number continues to grow. Training has led to growth in confidence of school staff, enabling them to support families with more understanding, while raising awareness of ACEs. Through trauma informed practice, school support staff are helping to prevent ACEs and reductions are being seen in school absences. Modern nurture groups still maintain keeping the groups small, and are usually facilitated by trained educators, who work with children at their developmental stage in a classroom that offers a safe space. A child’s developmental progress is assessed through the Boxall Profile. There is a focus on nurture for the development of wellbeing, with language being a vital means of communication. It is noted that all behaviour is communication and transition in children’s lives is of importance. This encompasses the six principles of nurture that were developed by educational professionals Eva Holmes and Eva Boyd, some thirty years after nurture groups were formed. An important point to identify is that nurture groups are about learning, giving children a chance to relive their earliest years and not expecting the child to conform beyond their developmental stage. It is acknowledging and allowing learning to take place while building a child’s social skills and self-esteem, but it is not essentially therapy. Nurtureuk mentions (July 2019, p. 8, para. 5), ‘it is essentially about learning, although it at a very early level; it is not therapy’. Facilitators are trained specifically to run nurture groups but are not professional counsellors, and should a child have a particular requirement for such help, the information should always be passed on to the appropriate person.
Acknowledging the undeniable need for skilful, qualified TAs in the educational system, it is without doubt that other professional bodies within the school setting, benefit from the additional expertise that the Tas of today can offer. Most importantly, the adults of the future stand to gain the most from caring educators in their childhood, and advanced training can provide willing adults with the knowledge and skills they need, to facilitate a nurturing environment. With a nod of recognition to pioneers such as Marjorie Boxall, who identified the need for children to experience learning and nurture in smaller groups, and to theorists namely Maslow who understood that people need basic needs in life before being able to experience feelings of self-worth and happiness: if educators and adults of a positive mindset can continue to address the well-being and basic needs of the child, as demonstrated, helping to reduce ACEs, hopefully, reaching one’s full potential may become more accessible for both learner and facilitator.
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