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ECEY5010-
An exploration into how teaching assistants support children with additional learning needs in early years settings.

A literature review (1061 words)  
[bookmark: _Int_N2vTsQ7t]Early years education plays a vital role in children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development (Sylva et al., 2004). Within the United Kingdom, increasing emphasis has been placed on inclusive education and supporting children with additional learning needs (ALN) from an early age (Department for Education, 2015; Welsh Government, 2021). As a result, teaching assistants (TAs) have become increasingly involved in supporting children with ALN within early years settings (Department for Education, 2024). However, despite the growing reliance on TAs, there is continuous debate regarding their effectiveness, utilization and level of training when working with children who require additional support (Blatchford, Webster, and Russel, 2012). This literature review will critically explore research surrounding additional learning needs, inclusive practice, and the role of teaching assistants in early years education. It will compare existing research findings, consider current policy requirements, and identify gaps within the literature to justify further research into how teaching assistants support children with ALN in early years settings.

[bookmark: _Int_13OISBD1]The importance of early intervention for children with additional learning needs is vigorously reflected within educational policy and research. The Welsh Government (2021) Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales states that children with ALN should receive support as early as possible in order to alleviate impediments to learning and improve long-term outcomes. Similarly, The Department of Education SEND Code of Practice (2015) emphasises that children and parents should be actively involved in decisions regarding support and provisions while highlighting the importance of early identification and intervention and collaborating with educators to remove barriers to learning. Both policies demonstrate a strong focus on person-centred and inclusive practice within early years education as they are influenced by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which promotes children’s participation in decisions relating to their support and education. These policies suggest that inclusive practice should focus on understanding children’s individual strengths and needs through person centred approaches. However, although the SEND Code clearly outlines the expectations for high quality support and inclusion, it provides limited details on how teaching assistants are used as support to meet the complex needs of children with ALN within everyday practice.

Research also demonstrates the importance of high-quality early years education for children with additional needs. Sylva et al (2004), through the Effective provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE), found that high quality pre-school care and provision highly impact children’s social and cognitive development, particularly through vulnerable children. The study concluded that early interventions could improve educational outcomes later in life. These findings reinforce the current policy frameworks that prioritise inclusion and early support (Department for Education, 2015; Welsh Government, 2021). However, although policy heavily fosters inclusion, less attention is provided to how educational settings ensure that staff are adequately trained to provide effective support for children with ALN. This highlights a potential gap between inclusive policy expectations and the practical realities of implementation within early years settings. 

Teaching assistants are often central to supporting children with additional learning needs. Research suggests that policies surrounding inclusion in mainstream education rely heavily on teaching assistants to provide support for pupils with SEN and ALN (Webster and De Boer, 2019). Over the last two decades, the increasing presence of teaching assistants within classrooms has attracted significant research attention, particularly regarding their implementation and effectiveness (Blatchford, Russel and Webster, 2012). The Department for Education (2024) found that teaching assistants frequently support pupils academically, socially and emotionally, often working closely with children who require additional support. However, the impact of teaching assistants remains debated within research literature. While some studies suggest that teaching assistants can positively influence learning outcomes, this often depends on how they are deployed within educational settings. Blatchford, Russel and Webster (2012) found that pupils with SEN and lower prior attainment sometimes performed worse in classrooms where teaching assistants provided general support. In contrast, Banks et al (2025) argues that teaching assistants-led interventions can improve pupil progress when staff are properly trained and interventions are structured and evidence informed. This implies that the effectiveness of teaching assistants may depend less on their presence and more on the quality of their training, guidance and deployment within inclusive early years practice.

Research surrounding the effectiveness of teaching assistants present conflicted findings. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) (2025) argues that teaching assistants can positively impact learning when they are used effectively trained and strategically implemented. The report highlights that TAs are most effective when they are provided clarity over their position, coordinate with teachers and deliver structured interventions. This implies that teaching assistants can contribute positively to inclusive practice when their role is properly administered. 

[bookmark: _Int_8sEVg0hM]On the other hand, research conducted by Blatchford et al. (2012) presents a more critical view of TA deployment. Their Effective Deployment of Teaching Assistants (EDTA) project found that pupil with SEN and ALN often spent time working with TAs rather than qualified teachers. The study proposes that a heavy reliance on TAs may negatively impact children's academic progress, despite TAs working with positive intentions. Blatchford et al. (2012) debate that children with the greatest level of need may inadvertently receive reduced access to high quality teacher engagement. These findings contradict with the findings by EEF, that suggested, teaching assistants can improve outcomes when effectively utilized, suggesting that the issue may not be the presence of TAs themselves, but instead how the schools structure and manage roles.

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory suggests that children learn through interaction from peers who have greater knowledge and understanding. The concept of scaffolding invloves adults gradually guiding children’s learning until they become more independent (Balaban, 1995). This theory supports the role of teaching assistants in early years settings, as they frequently work closely with children with ALN. However, effective scaffolding relies on adults having appropriate training and knowledge to provide suitable support.

Overall, the research focuses on the importance of inclusion, early intervention and persoanlised support for children with additional learning needs. The studies show that teaching assistants play a significant role in supporting children with ALN; however, concerns remain regarding their training, utilation and effectiveness (Blatchford et al., 2012). Although research has explored teaching assistants across educational settings, there is minimal focus on early years environments and how prepared TAs feel to support children with ALN. Therefore, further research is needed to better understand how teaching assistants can effectively support inclusive practice within early years settings. 


Methodological considerations 1,500 (30 marks) (1479)

Intro 200 words
[bookmark: _Int_kSpLijzy]This research project aims to explore how teaching assistants support children with additional learning needs (ALN) within early years settings. Research methodology refers to the approaches and procedures used to collect and analyse data in order to answer a research question (Cohen, Manion, Morrison, 2018). ‘Selecting research approaches is a deliberative process in which the key is the application of the notion of fitness for purpose’ meaning it is important to ensure the research is reliable, relevant and suitable for the aims of the study (Cohen, 2018). This section will explore the chosen methodology, sample type and data collection methods used within the proposed research project. It will also evaluate the strengths and limitations of the chosen methods, consider alternative approaches and discuss triangulation, alongside the Hawthorn and Halo effects. 

This study would use a qualitative research approach. Qualitative research explores and provides deeper insight into real world problems by gathering participants experiences, perceptions and behaviours (Tenny et al., 2022). Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research focuses on answering “how” and “why” questions rather than producing numerical data. Huberman (1994) explains that qualitative research allows researchers to identify themes, patterns and meanings within participants experiences. According to Denscombe (2021), qualitative research is useful when researchers wish to gain detailed insight into human experiences. Additionally, Lim (2025) highlights a key strength of qualitative research is its flexibility and ability to provide rich, in-depth data that captures context and individual perspectives. This approach was chosen because the research aims to understand how teaching assistants feel about supporting children with ALN, including their perceptions, confidence and experience about their roles within early years.

A quantitative research aproach was considered but rejected as the main method for this research project. Quantitative research focuses on numerical data and statistical analysis (Creswell, 2024). Although questionnaires suing closed questions could gather information from a larger sample, they may not provide the depth needed to fully understand the experience of teaching assistants supporting children with additional learning needs through numerical data alone. Following this, Ghanad (2023) argues that quantitative research can lack depth and may not fully capture participants feelings, experience or individual perspectives. Cohen (2018) also state that quantitative methods can oversimplify complex experiences by reducing responses to fixed categories or statistics. Therefore, while quantitative research may produce broader data, it was considered less suitable for this study because it would not provide the detailed insight required.


Sampling 250 words
Type of sampling why ref 

[bookmark: _Int_BQVVsDq7]The suspected sampling type for this study would consist of between five to eight teaching assistants working in early years settings. Participants would be selected because they have direct experience supporting children with additional learning needs. This study would use purposive sampling, where the sample is handpicked for the research on the basis of their relevance and experience on the topic of the study (Denscombe, 2021). Purposive sampling was considered the most appropriate sampling method because the research specifically focuses on teaching assistants who support children with ALN. By selecting participants with direct knowledge and experience, the researcher would be able to gather detailed and relevant information linked to the aims of the study. 
An advantage of purposive sampling is that it requires less resources and time than other methods while allowing researchers to focus on participants with relevant experience (Stratton, 2024). Similarly, Campbell et al., (2020) states that purposive sampling is often used within smaller samples to increase the depth and understanding rather than the breadth of data collected. However purposive sampling also has limitations. Critiques of the method often focus on its vulnerability to researcher bias and limited generalisability (Baltar and Brunet, 2012). Additionally, researchers must avoid overinterpreting findings and ensure validity throughout the whole study (Suri, 2011). Random sampling was considered, however, participants without relevant experience may have been selected, reducing the relevance of the data collected. Therefore, purposive sampling was considered the most suitable method to find the exact data of the study to find out how teaching assistants support children with additional learning needs. 






Data collection method main section 400 words
The chosen data collection method for this study would be semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews involve a combination of prepared questions and flexible discussion, allowing participants to explain their experience and perspectives in detail (Adams, 2015). This method was selected because it would allow teaching assistants to discuss their experiences, training and perceptions in detail. Semi-structured interviews are commonly used within qualitative research as they provide a flexible and interactive approach that allows participants to discuss their own experiences in detail (Lewis-Beck et al., 2004)
One major strength of semi-structured interviews is that they create a balance between flexibility, and structure allowing participants to explain their experiences and perspectives in detail while still ensuring the research remains focused on relevant themes (DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019). DeJonckheere and Vaughn (2019) explain that semi-structured interviews encourage open discussion and allow researchers to build rapport with participants, which can improve the depth and quality of responses. This method was considered suitable because it would allow teaching assistants to discuss their experiences of supporting children with ALN in their own words while enabling the researcher to explore key themes through follow-up questions.

On the other hand, semi-structured interviews can be viewed as making the analysis time consuming and complex because the interviews are flexible and shaped by participants responses, data may vary between interviews (Mcintosh et al., 2019). Additionally, participants may provide desirable answers, particularly when discussing their professional role within educational settings. This links to the Hawthorne effect, where individuals may change their behaviour or responses because they are aware that they are being studied (Adair, 2014). To manage this issue, participants would be reassured that all their responses would remain confidential.

The Halo effect must also be considered within this research project. The Halo effect occurs when an overall positive or negative impression of an individual influences how their behaviours or responses are interpreted (Gabrieli et al., 2021). Within this study, the researchers may have researcher bias as they unintentionally interpret the response of experienced or confident teaching assistants more positively than others, which could affect the validity of the findings. To reduce the Halo effect, the researcher would use the same interview schedule with all participants and remain reflective throughout the research process. 


Why other methods not chosen 200 words

Alternative data collection methods were considered before appointing semi- structured interviews as the preferred method. Observation was considered because qualitative observational research aims to capture behaviour and experiences as they naturally occur rather than through categories predetermined by the researcher (Given, 2008). Observations can provide insight into real-life interactions and behaviours and may increase the validity of the findings through direct observation practice (Cohen, 2018). However, observation was not chosen due to the likelihood of the Hawthorne effect (Adair, 2014). Furthermore, observations may not provide sufficient insight into teaching assistants’ feelings, experiences or perceptions regarding their role.
This study would not use a mixed methods approach. Mixed methods resarch combines qualitative and quantitative methods to strengthen understanding and improve the validity of findings (Cohen et al., 2018). However, mixed methods research can be time consuming and difficult to manage within small- scale studies. Moreover, questionnaires were also considered because they can collect data from larger groups quickly and sufficiently (Denscombe, 2021). However, questionnaires often produce less detailed responses than semi-structured interviews. Therefore, a qualitative approach using semi-structured interviews was considered the more appropriate for this research project.




Triangulation 150-200
Triangulation is another important methodological consideration. Triangulation involves using multiple methods of data sources to improve the credibility and validity of research findings by comparing different perspectives (Holmes, 2018). The purpose of triangulation is to strengthen research and increase confidence in the findings. Within this study, triangulation could involve combining interviews with questionnaires or observations. However, due to the small-scale setting of this study and time limitations, the study would mainly rely on semi-structured interviews. Despite this, triangulation could still be partially achieved by comparing interview findings with existing literature relating to teaching assistants and inclusive education. The combination of primary and secondary data can hel the researcher to triangulate findings and increase the credibility of the research (Saunders, 2023).


Conclusion 100 words
Overall, the chosen methodology was considered appropriate for exploring how teaching assistants support children with additional learning needs within early years settings. A qualitative approachusing semistructured interviews would allow participants to provide detailed insight into their experiences and perceptions. Purposive sampling was considered the most suitable sampling method because participants would have direct experience relevant to the research topic. Although some limitations may occur such as researcher bias, the Hawthorne effect and limited generalisability exist, strategies could be implemented to reduce these issues. Therefore, the chosen methodology would rovide valuable insight into the role and preparedness of teaching assistants supporting children with additional learning needs in early years education.




Ethical considerations (1544)

Introduction

Ethics are an essential art of educational research and are particularly important when research relates to early years education and children with additional learning needs. Researchers have a responsibility to ensure that no harm is caused to participants throughout the research process. Page and Nutbrown (2013) highlight the importance of adopting a respectful and ethical approach when conducting research with others. Similarly, the British Educational Research Association states that educational researchers should operate ‘within an ethic of respect for all persons’ and to treat individuals fairly and with dignity (BERA, 2024).

This proposed study, aims to explore teaching assistants’ experiences of supporting children with additional learning needs in early years settings. Although the participants would be adults, the research still relates to vulnerable children, meaning ethical considerations remain highly important. Ethical practice within this study would therefore focus on informed consent, confidentiality, reducing harm and ensuring data is collected, stored securely in line with professional guidance and legislation.


Informed consent and voluntary participation

One of the most important ethical considerations within educational research is gaining voluntary informed consent. Participants must fully understand the purpose of the research, what participation involves and how their information will be used before agreeing to take part (BERA 2024). They also suggest that consent should always be voluntary, and participants should never feel reassured or coerced into participating. Within this study, teaching assistants would receive both an information sheet and consent form before interviews take place. This information sheet would explain the aims of the research, the interview process, confidentiality, procedures, potential risks and participants’ right to withdraw. Written consent would be obtained before the participant begins. 
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David Research and Ethics Code of Practice (2022) also explain that under the GDPR the university does not rely on consent as the legal basis for processing data. Instead, the lawful basis used is “public task”. This means that although researchers must still gain ethical consent for articipation, seperate consent is not required for processing personal data for research purposes. This distinction is im portant because it ensures participants understand both their ethical rights and how their personal information will be processed lawfully.
Participants would also be infoirmed that theyb have the right to withdraw from the study at any stage without explanation or consequence. Cohen (2018) argues that participants should remain free to discontinue participation throughout the research process. 


Openness and information sheets
Throughout this study researchers should avoid deception from the participants and demonstrate openness and transparency throughout the process. Participants should fully understand that they are taking part in research and should not be deceived about the purpose of the study before agreeing to participate (BERA, 2024). Within this research project, teaching assistants would receive an information sheet outlining the aims of the study, why they were selected, what participation would involve, and how long the interviews would last. The information sheet would also explain how data would be collected, stored and used alongside confidentiality procedures and participants’ right to withdraw from the research at any stage. Contact details for both the researcher and university supervisor would be included so participants could ask questions before participation. Ensuring openness and disclosure is important because it allows participants to make informed decisions, promotes trust between the researcher and participants and supports ethical and professional research practice. 

Children vulnerability and participation
Even though this study focuses on teaching assistants rather than children directly, the topic relates to vulnerable children with additional learning needs, meaning children's rights and wellbeing remain important ethical considerations. Article 3 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states that the best interests of the child must be the primary consideration in all actions concerning children (UNICEF n.d.). Article 12 also explains that children capable of forming their own views should have the right to express those views freely. Article 13 further states that children have the right to freedom of expression. These principles are particularly relevant within early years research because they promote inclusion, participation and respect for children’s voices.
Roger Hart (1992) developed Hart’s Ladder of Participation, which explains different levels of children’s participation within research and decision-making. Hart argues that researchers should avoid tokenistic approaches and ensure participation is meaningful. Similarly, the Mosaic Approach developed by Clark and Moss (2005) encourages participatory and child-centred research methods such as photographs, drawings and conversations. Holmes (2018) also highlights the importance of developing cultures of meaningful participation when researching with children. Although children would not directly participate within this study, it is important in these approaches to demonstrate the significance of resecting children’s experiences and voices when researching issues related to early years education and ALN.


Confidentiality and anonymity 
Confidentially and anonymity are important ethical considerations within educational research. Confidentiality means protecting personal information while anonymity involves removing identifying information so participants cannot be recognised (Cohen, 2018; Health and Care Professions Council, 2021). Within this study, pseudonyms would be used instead of participants’ real names, and schools or educational settings would not be identified in the written findings. This is important because particiants may discuss sensitive experiences relating to qualifications, confidence or professional practice supporting children with additional learning needs. 
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David Research and Ethics Code of Practice (2022) states that “confidential information should only normally be shared when there would be ‘no surprises’ for the individuals concerned”. This means participants should fully understand how their inofrmation will be used and who may have access to it. The policy also explains that researchers should “limit the sharing of information to robustly anonymised information only”. Therefore, interview transcripts would be anonymised and stored securely to protect participants’ identities.
However, the UWTSD ethics policy (2022) states that “respecting anonymity and confidentiality are core principles of social research, they are not absolutes”. This means that if a researcher becomes aware of abuse or safeguarding concerns, confidentiality may need to be broken to protect vulnerable individuals. Participants would therefore be informed before the interviews begin that confidentiality could be breached if disclosures suggested a child or vulnerable person was at risk of harm. 



Risk assessment
Ethical research requires researchers to minimise potential harm to participants, themselves, and the university theroughout the research process. Although this study presents low physical risk, emotional and professional risks must still be considered carefully. Cohen (2018) argue that researchers have a responsibility to protect participants’ wellbeing and reduce any possible harm during research.
Participants within this study may experience emotional discomfort when discussing their confidence and qualifications when supporting children with additional learning needs. Some teaching assistants may feel anxious about discussing their experience in the workplace due to feeling negative judgement from their responses. To minimise this risk, the semi-structured interview questions would remain non-judgemental and focused on professional experiences rather than personal judgement. Participants would also be reminded of their right to withdraw from the study at any stage without consequences ensuring participants remain comfortable and in control to gain accurate data in the findings. 
Risks to the researcher must also be considered. Conducting interviews within educational settings may involve safeguarding concerns or emotional stress when discussing sensitive experiences. To reduce these risks, interviews would take place within professional settings, and the researcher would inform their supervisor of the time and location of the interviews. The UWTSD Research Ethics and Code of Practice further states that researchers working individually or unsupervised with children under 18 should require enhanced DBS checks. Although this study focuses on teaching assistants rather than children directly, safeguarding responsibilities still apply because the research relates to vulnerable children with ALN.
Potential risks to the university should also be considered. Poor ethical practice could damage the university’s reputation. To reduce these risks, ethical approval would be obtained before the research begins and the study would follow both British Educational Research Association ethical guidelines and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David Research Integrity and Code of Practice. The policy states that research should be proportionate and that “the methodology is appropriate to the aims,” helping ensure the study is conducted professionally and ethically (UWTSD, 2022).



Data Protection and Fair Research
Research data must be collected and stored securely in line with the UK Government Data protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR 2018 (UK Government, 2025). The University of Wales Trinity Saint David ethics policy (2022) explains that researchers should “only gather the minimum amount of personal data necessary” and anonymise data wherever possible. Within this study, interview recordings and transcripts would be stored on password protected devices or university systems, while consent forms containing personal data would be stored separately. Participants would also be informed on how long their data would be kept and their right to access or withdraw their information before analysis takes place.
Additionally, researchers have a responsibility to ensure research is conducted honestly and fairly. BERA (2018) states the findings should be reliable, valid, and trustworthy. Therefore, the same interview schedule would be used with all participants to ensure consistency, while reflective practice would help to minimise researcher bias during data analysis. The UWTSD ethics framework also emphasises the importance of maintaining “the highest standards of rigour and integrity” (UWTSD, 2022).



Conclusion
Overall, ethical considerations are essential when conducting research relating to early years education and additional learning needs. Following BERA, GDPR, and UWTSD guidance would help ensure the study remains professionally conducted.
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