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Just another pair of hands? - A critical evaluation of the role of teaching assistants in providing pastoral care to students.
In today's education system there are a myriad of staff to deliver the curriculum to students. This assignment looks at the role of the Teaching Assistant (TA) with specific focus on the pastoral care they provide.
A TAs role can be varied, specific, vital to a student reaching their full potential. Recently, a massive focus has been put on the mental health of young people and how school can impact on this. Barn (2016, p.241) wrote ‘Look in the mirror what do you see?’ This is precisely what is required for a true, accurate reflection of the pupil's well-being. It is a skill to be aware of what is being modelled to children, to let them see the human side and for it to be real, to model what we would like to see. This, of course, spills out to the parents. Their input and expert knowledge of their child plays a big part in enhancing the child’s wellbeing. Bates (2019, p.188-189) talks about Bowlby’s Attachment theory and how a child can be affected by the attachments made in early childhood. If a child has not made a properly developed attachment to the main caregiver, this can have a detrimental effect. Children must be happy and secure to enable learning. Clearly, input from the parents or main care givers is a piece of a jigsaw that needs putting together. 
Assessing the level of wellbeing leads to appropriate courses of action and TAs are well-placed to add valuable input. Inherently, due to different demands, TAs are caring, nurturing, supportive, helpful, loyal, hardworking and reliable and most importantly, have a deep love of children and in the main, have dedicated their life to working with them and have excellent relationships with them, as noted by Unison (2013, p.8, p.7). Often, not being attached to a specific class or year group allows them some flexibility, that is a luxury that, on numerous occasions, teachers can’t afford.
Historically, TAs were an extra pair of hands, carrying out menial but vital tasks essential to the smooth running of the classroom (Tucker, 2009, p.295). However, the ever-changing requirements that governments put on education has led to an evolving of a new TA. It can be seen in Unison’s report, The Evident Value of TA’s, that there is an extensive list of administrative support for teachers and support for pupils. These skills and attributes range from administration duties and preparation of activities and environments to behaviour management, pastoral support and personal care.
An inherent quality of a TA is caring. Pressure on teachers to attain high results has an impact on the time they have for the children’s well-being. According to Barn (2016) schools are results driven, everything is focused on the child’s ability to achieve, so who is there to nurture that child while they are achieving.
In school A, there has been a number of times where parents, usually mothers, volunteer and then apply for positions within the school, often successfully, giving them a long-term relationship with several children, possibly known to them outside school. External relationships are often vital as a familiar face can be all that is important to certain children. However, there appears to be a hierarchy according to qualifications and time served. While qualifications must be recognised, often similar roles are rewarded with different pay levels. There must be clear guidelines and job roles from the Local Authority to ensure fairness.
Twenty first century schooling looks immensely different now. Inclusion is a key term within education, with the needs of the child being place firmly in the centre of their learning. In these days of diversity, the needs of the child can become coloured by their home experiences. 
When a TA considers the pastoral care needed for children in their care, they may need to consider Special Educational Needs (SEN), poverty, verbal or physical abuse, bullying, ethnicity. Additionally, as stated in the ACE report, (Wales, 2015) Adverse, Childhood Experiences such as alcohol use, drug use, violence, sexual behaviour, incarceration, smoking and poor diet all can have a detrimental impact on a child’s wellbeing and ability to learn. These life-changing experiences affect the child’s reactions and how to cope with stress. As mentioned earlier, the skills of the TA are exactly what is needed to help the child access the curriculum at their own pace. With each child comes a requirement for a skill set that is large, varied and appropriate, enabling the child to learn coping strategies. 
According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984) ‘coping relates to how one deals with stress’. If a child is feeling supported, guided and valued they will achieve. It is also apparent that external factors such as health and well-being play a part in the effectiveness of the coping strategies used. In addition, the social skills that a child has developed will help. Being able to support that child in the school environment is crucial also. Behaviours are always as a result of something, good or bad and if a child has an issue or is dealing with an experience alone, it can be detrimental to their learning. Being persistent but patient, two qualities a TA usually has (and has time for) will enable the TA to work out why those behaviours are surfacing and put action in place to help and support the child and often, the parents.
Considering that point, it is essential to have rapport with the parents that will facilitate the development of an appropriate plan. Often, parents regard teachers as an authority figure and can be quite intimidated. In light of that, the TA represents a more approachable figure, one that the parent may feel more comfortable confiding in and seeking support both for the child and themselves. Sometimes there is a longevity in the relationship between TA, child and parent, again a strong emotional link that serves well in times of support and guidance.
These ideas have been discussed by a wide range of agencies, not just within schools. Indeed, it has been a topic of conversation for members of parliament. In a recent BBC news article, Sellgren (2018) stated that there is a strong likelihood of mental health issues in adulthood when a child has experienced ACES. While the practice of schools is worthwhile and appropriate there is no legislation and little support to help intervene at an early stage to stop the damage later in life. The report talks about the effective delivery of interventions to help and support children in these circumstances. In school A, all staff are made aware of the policies surrounding relationships and the strong importance put on a child’s values and rights. The impetus is put on the belief that all children want to behave well and that with the right support and strategies, that is exactly what will happen. Furthermore, all teaching and non-teaching staff join for in-house training from the Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCo) and Wellbeing Officer. This is invaluable for all staff, an essential tool in pastoral care.
Perhaps key to the development of wellbeing and good mental health is the belief that every child is worth something, can add value and has a place in society. As Benson (2016) points out, the best education comes from a place of love. If a child feels valued and respected, loved even and those feelings come from within, not based on their achievement, potential for success is greater than having an excellent teacher. The achievement that is possible if they believe they are special, important, cannot be matched by textbooks, evidence or data. Ultimately, any member of a teaching team, be it teacher, TA, Wellbeing Officer has a desire for the children in their care to be the best that they can be. To have the knowledge that a person believes in you and wants you to do well is a powerful motivator for anyone, child or adult so it is vitally important to show that child how important they are to you.
In addition to the positive regard shown to children and the modelling is the fact that often TAs are employed locally, coming from the same community as the children themselves. Burton and Goodman (2011) include in their article, perspectives taken from TAs working with SEN children and having a knowledge of the local area and community. Again, this can have a massive impact on the delivery of care given, the understanding of how a community works, expectations and perspective of those who they are working with.
In conclusion, given the correct recognition and a feeling of value and importance, just like the children they work with, TAs are vital to the process of educating our next generation, molding  healthy, well balanced young people who feel valued and valuable, ready to embrace the peaks and valley that is life. To provide the tools to help to do that is a valuable gift indeed.
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