
Supporting the Learner (SJIE4002)
The role and expectations of many teaching assistants (TAs) are continually changing; their job descriptions are varied and sometimes unmanageable. For many TAs it is a life of chronic insecurity, mandatory extra hours and the unspoken expectation of taking on a variety of the roles and functions of a qualified teacher and with limited training. TAs are expected to have two main roles: supporting children’s learning, and supporting the main class teacher, this is not always the case as roles and responsibilities’ could include gathering resources, taking photographs, playground duties, photographing and display boards (UKEssays, 2018)  (Philip, 2019) (Cook-Jones, 2006) (Theschoolrun, 2020).
This article will look at how the TA role is far from being just an extra person in the classroom and how TAs can play an important part in your child’s learning and development. It will examine the TA role within an educational setting in particular focusing on the providing of pastoral care  (Theschoolrun, 2020)  (Hills, 2017). 
Why is there a need for pastoral care within an educational setting? There is recognition that pastoral care and academic progress are often linked and by offering guidance and counselling this can provide an important educational tool in shaping the orientation in a child. Guidance and counselling generally take on different meanings; the former refers to helping students’ whole-person development, while the latter is frequently targeted at helping students with problems. The physical, emotional, cognitive and social elements of a person’s life cannot realistically be treated in isolation. What happens in one domain will effect what happens in one or more of the others. (TheScotsCollege, 2017). Counselling and guidance can provide a good basis for a broader education for life. While being non-medical and non-psychiatric, it can be used as therapy for individuals with specific personal problems. It can also be the foundation of a more general “life skills training programme” for the student who, though not suffering from any particular problem, should be assisted in building up his/her personal resources in order to cope effectively with their future lives. (Egenti, 2016)

The school that I Work in has around 49% of pupil eligible for free school meals, compared with the Welsh average of 17.4% for secondary schools. This proportion is one of the highest for all secondary schools in Wales. Around 70% of pupils live in the 20% most deprived areas in Wales. (Guide, 2019). The school employs a higher percentage of support staff compared to teachers and for many children, teaching assistants offer support in a variety of ways that teachers are not able to. Not only do they break down the lesson in a way children can understand, but also often are the ones who are available to offer the emotional support to those who find learning difficult due to various reasons such as speech and language barriers, social deprivation or special educational needs and disability (Philip, 2019). Within our school we have a Pastoral Support Team, this department have varied roles ranging focusing on the safeguarding and wellbeing of pupils. This department can deal with anything from pupil arguments to attending social services meetings (see appendix 1) 
Several research articles have highlighted incongruence between the power imbalance within a teacher–student relationship and the dynamics required to address health and well-being-related issues. Pupils see the teacher as a deliverer of education whereas TAs are able to play important roles in connecting students to their school and supporting well-being. However, TAs are often directed towards the weakest or most vulnerable students and expected to keep them focused and engaged. In some circumstances, TAs will work with one student for the entire lesson. This might reduce pressure on the teacher, but the resulting attachment to the TA does nothing to develop the students’ academic or social skills. All too often, TAs can fall into the trap of becoming surrogate friends for vulnerable young people, who then become ostracised from their peers as a result (Teacher, 2016)  (H. J. Littlecott, 2018). 
Within the School we offer a variety of support interventions for pupils, one of the areas that I proposed to senior management was to offer a free breakfast club for all pupils. The main driver for this facility was to have a safe, dry and relaxed environment that offered nurturing support and a free warm breakfast. Breakfast Club enables staff to interact with pupils first thing in the morning. It is usually evident when a child attends if something has happened overnight or that morning and it can be dealt with before attending lessons.  A pupil attended breakfast club recently and I had noticed that his trousers had been mucky for the last 3 mornings. When contacting the parent it was clarified that the pupil was leaving before parents were awake after a short conversation we were able to resolve the matter and pupil has been much more prepared for school. If this intervention was not available the child would have gone undiscovered as his trousers would have been under a desk in lessons going unnoticed by the teacher. 
Breakfast club has been proven to improve learning, attendance and behaviour at school, punctuality, healthy eating, social development, and fun through play. Councillor Shireen Ritchie, cabinet member for family and children’s services, said: 
“It has long been recognised that a good, healthy breakfast is the most important meal of the day. This is certainly the case for children. In an ideal world, every child would have eaten a nutritious breakfast before setting out for school. But this is often not the case. This is why our breakfast clubs play such an important role in preparing children for the learning and play that lies ahead of them in the school day. Teachers report that breakfast clubs are successful and that the children who attend them are ready to learn” (Group, 2008).
As part of my mentoring role I have to meet with pupils on a one – one basis. I have to balance my role to recognise the difference of building relationships of trust with learners and responding appropriate to their needs. I am intrigued by the work of Carl Rogers a humanistic psychologist who stated that:
“For a person to "grow", they need an environment that provides them with genuineness, acceptance and empathy”  (McLeod, 2014)
Schools are key places for shaping general wellbeing. The health and wellbeing of children and young people contributes to their ability to benefit from good quality teaching and being able to achieve their full academic potential (Brooks, 2014). Pupils however, sometimes just want someone to talk to and assume that as an adult you will respond. Someone just jumping in instead of just sitting has missed excellent opportunities such as, waiting, asking open ended questions and in a non-judgemental way just encouraging the child to speak and to relate to someone and have a safe point of contact  (Buskind , 2002).
Our pupils have low aspirations due to the areas of deprivation that feeds into the school. Deprivation is commonly associated with a range of factors, which can influence children’s outcomes. These include ill health; family stress; low levels of parental education and parental involvement in their children’s education; low levels of cultural and social capital; and low aspirations. However, one of my aspirations is to encourage every pupil that they are able to achieve their goals, wishes and desires in life  (Division, 2009, p. 57).  Pupils want to feel, experience and behave in ways which are consistent with our self-image and which reflect what we would like to be like, Our Ideal-self (McLeod, 2014)
Within my role, I have to find the balance between empathy and sympathy. Empathy is the ability to understand sensitively and accurately, but not sympathetically being in the here-and-now (McLeod, 2014). I am keen to develop resilience, confidence and friendship skills within my mentoring meetings to prepare students for the real world beyond school as this can be scary to young adults when the school bubble bursts. We have to find a balance otherwise, we can end up reinforcing the idea that these students cannot cope and need to be protected from the perceived dangers of life (McLeod, 2014).
In the words of Rogers:
“Like a flower that will grow to its full potential if the conditions are right, but which is constrained by its environment, so people will flourish and reach their potential if their environment is good enough” (McLeod, 2014)
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Appendix 
Appendix 1
JOB PURPOSE:

Working under guidance of the designated senior member of staff to provide support in addressing the needs of pupils who need particular help to overcome barriers to learning.

SUPPORT FOR PUPILS:

· Provide pastoral support to pupils.
· Receive and supervise pupils excluded from, or otherwise not working to, a normal timetable.
· Attend to pupils’ personal needs and provide advice to assist in their social, health and hygiene development.
· Participate in comprehensive assessment of pupils to determine those in need of particular help.
· Assist the teacher with the development and implementation of individual Education/Behaviour/Support/Mentoring plans.
· Support provision for pupils with special needs.
· Establish productive working relationships with pupils, acting as a role model.
· Developing 1:1 mentoring arrangements with pupils and provide support for distressed pupils.
· Promote the speedy/effective transfer of pupils across phases/integration of those who have been absent.
· Provide information and advice to enable pupils to make choices about their own learning/behaviour/attendance.
· Challenge and motivate pupils, promote and reinforce self-esteem.
· Provide feedback to pupils in relation to progress, achievement, behaviour, attendance etc.
· Using restorative practices or approaches to manage pupil conflict;
· Using restorative approaches to undertake investigations into incidents involving
Pupils and staff;

SUPPORT FOR TEACHER:

· Liaise with feeder schools and other relevant bodies to gather pupil information.  
· Support pupils’ access to learning using appropriate strategies, resources etc.
· Work with other staff in planning, evaluating and adjusting learning activities as appropriate.
· Monitor and evaluate pupils’ responses and progress against action plans through observation and planned recording.
· Provide objective and accurate feedback and reports as required, to other staff on pupils’ achievement, progress and other matters, ensuring the availability of appropriate evidence.
· Be responsible for keeping and updating records as agreed with other staff, contributing to reviews of systems/records as requested.
· Assist in the development and implementation of appropriate behaviour management strategies.
· Establish constructive relationships with parents/carers, exchanging information, facilitating their support for their child’s attendance, access and learning and supporting home to school and community links.
· Assist in the development, implementation and monitoring of systems relating to attendance and integration.
· Clerical/admin support, e.g. dealing with correspondence, compilation/analysis/reporting on attendance, exclusions etc. making phone calls etc.

SUPPORT FOR CURRICULUM:

· Implement agreed learning activities/teaching programmes, adjusting activities according to pupil responses/needs.
· Be aware of and appreciate a range of activities, courses, organisations and individuals to provide support for pupils to broaden and enrich their learning.
· Determine the need for, prepare and use specialist equipment, plans and resources to support pupils.

SUPPORT FOR SCHOOL:

· Be aware of and comply with policies and procedures relating to child protection, health, safety and security, confidentiality and data protection, reporting all concerns to an appropriate person.
· Be aware of and support difference and ensure all pupils have equal access to opportunities to learn and develop.
· Contribute to the overall ethos/work/aims of the school.
· Establish constructive relationships and communicate with other agencies/professionals, in liaison with the teacher, to support achievement and progress of pupils.
· Attend and participate in regular meetings.
· Participate in training and other learning activities as required.
· Recognise own strengths and areas of expertise and use these to advise and support others.
· Assist in the supervision, training and development of staff.
· Implement planned supervision of pupils out of school hours.
· Supervise pupils on visits, trips and out of school activities as required.

GENERAL DUTIES:

· To ensure that all activities are carried out in accordance with Equal Opportunities legislation and the City and County of Swansea Equal Opportunity Policy.
· To undertake the Personal Health and Safety responsibilities within the HASAWA 1974.
· To undertake any other duties as may reasonably be required commensurate with the level of the post.
· The Authority retains the right to implement changes in job descriptions to reflect changes in the demands of the post and this will be done in consultation with you.
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