


Assignment - Discuss the role of the Teaching Assistant as a provider of pastoral care to students, making reference to relevant literature and drawing on your own experience.



A Teaching Assistant (TA) is defined in the Oxford Dictionary of Education as an adult working in a classroom with the purpose of assisting the class teacher.  This can be either in a general capacity or as a one to one Learning Support Assistant (LSA) assigned to a specific pupil with additional learning needs.  TAs work in both Primary and Secondary Schools, as a result their responsibilities can vary greatly depending on the environment in which they are employed (Wallace, 2015).  According to recent figures, as at July 2019 there were 13,763 TAs employed in classrooms in Wales with a further 2,034 employed as Higher Level Teaching Assistants (HLTAs) (StatsWales, 2019).   A significant aspect of the TA role is considered to be  Pastoral care which is described in the Pastoral Care in Education Journal as “a school-based intervention that falls under the umbrella concept of ‘guidance and counselling’, delivered to children individually, in groups or as a whole school” (Bradley & Butler, 2017, p. 39).  In this essay I will explore and examine the role of the TA and their contribution to the provision of pastoral care within schools drawing on my own experience working in education.
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The TA role itself is well established within the school environment, with  TA staff taking on numerous duties such as administration work, yard/lunchtime duty, assisting the class teacher in the preparation/delivery of learning and being on hand to offer practical and emotional support for the learner.  The latter arguably being considered the most important aspect.  Data collated for a survey by Unison reflects that;

“Over 95 per cent of school leaders said that TAs add value to schools, in particular, in the team around the child; as effective mediators and  advocates; with vulnerable pupils and in enhancing the learning environment with all pupils” (Unison, 2013, p. 3).

This data supports the idea that pastoral care is the most important aspect of the role and my own practical experience in the classroom reinforces this belief.  The TA is an important link between the child and the learning development of the child, they often have a very strong commitment to their work and an even stronger emotional connection to the pupils that they work with (Mackenzie, 2011).  In Bronfenbrenners model of human development, the learner is placed as a sub system to a series of more complex systems called; microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem this is referred to as the four nested systems of development.  An example of this would be classroom, school, neighbourhood, culture and humanity.  The links that exist between these systems can affect the learning development of the child (Bartlett & Diana, 2016).  An example of this would be that if the child is not given breakfast at home then it can have an impact on his/her concentration and in turn lead to poor results in schoolwork.  This is an issue that has been addressed with the introduction of breakfast clubs in schools, and from my experience in working in a primary school within a deprived area it is an extremely important initiative, with high numbers of children regularly attending and is predominantly staffed by TAs.  Another example of Bronfenbrenners model would be the environmental factor of the child’s home life impacting on their learning, for example in the event of the parent’s relationship breaking down.  I have witnessed this happening in the classroom first-hand, child A’s mother notified the school that her relationship with her husband had broken down and that she would be moving out of the family home.  The child’s behaviour started to decline and this quickly escalated to the point where he would regularly leave his workspace and proceed to crawl around the floor or stand on furniture, he would refuse to complete his work and routinely ignored teaching staff.  As the TA in the class I would use distraction techniques to focus his attention away from negative behaviour and encourage positive thinking, a tactic that I employed was to provide him with some paper to make a comic (as he has a love for comic strips and an artistic flare) this enabled him to focus his attention elsewhere and allowed him to channel any negativity through his comic book characters.  This approach was successful, and his behaviour slowly started to improve.  I firmly believe that without the provision of pastoral care by a TA placed in that class the outcome would have been completely different as unfortunately the class teacher has little time to offer one to one assistance in emotional support.


The findings of a Unison survey investigating the value of TAs in schools suggest that reducing TAs would impact on children with special educational and health needs (Unison, 2013).  The “Hierarchy of Needs” as devised by Abraham Maslow is constructed of five sections of needs, divided into two phases (lower and higher order).  This starts from the most basic physical needs, progressing up to psychological needs, affiliation, esteem and finally reaching self-fulfilment.   He suggests that “an individuals response to learning is dominated at any given moment by whichever need has priority” and that the desire to move up through these levels can be influenced by internal and external forces (Bates, 2019, p. 66).  In my capacity as a one to one TA I feel that it is essential to provide and promote an environment that nurtures a sense of belonging (affiliation).  When I was asked to take over a one to one role with child B it was a significant concern of mine that he was not getting the environmental support he needed in order to nurture his sense of belonging.  If this could be appropriately addressed he would benefit in both an educational and social sense.  Child B is severely affected by ADHD and other underlying (as yet undiagnosed) issues.  His spiralling behaviour had resulted in him attending school on reduced attendance (an hour a day) and he was unable to cope with being in the classroom where there were too many negative triggers.  I began working with him in a separate “Intervention” class which was a much quieter and calmer environment, slowly increasing his attendance every week.  I introduced “social time” where he would pick two friends from his class and have 20 minutes to play with them every day, this ensured that he was able to develop his social skills and help to fulfil his need to belong.  He is now able to cope with being in his own class full – time.  From a social point of view and from being able to access the curriculum alongside his peers he is benefitting immensely.


On commencement of working with Child B I felt that it was essential for his progression in education to provide the right environment in which to encourage his desire to learn.  Carl Rogers believed “in his inability to teach anyone anything, merely to provide an environment conducive to effective learning” (Bates, 2019, p. 64).  His view was that there were three elements that formed the basis of effective facilitation of learning, these are congruence, empathy and respect.  l felt that it was important to earn the respect of Child B and show my respect for him, in order to gain his trust.  I demonstrated trust by allowing him to go on small messages to neighbouring classes, he would go on his own and over time I would allow him to go to classrooms further away.  This was the first time he had been given some responsibility and he thrived on the simple fact of being treated like his peers.

A significant barrier to overcome was the feeling in class that Child B was “different” in the eyes of his peers.  This was exacerbated by the fact that he had his own desk and screen set up at the back of the classroom and children quickly began asking questions such as “Why is X allowed to sit on his own?” and  “Why does X have a screen and I don’t?”.  Judy singer is a sociologist who has autism and introduced the concept of neurodiversity, she championed the idea that neurological development disorders should not be considered as problems but instead be accepted as alternative and accepted human conditions. According to Singer the neurodiversity movement was essential to challenge intolerant attitudes towards people with these disorders in order to change perceptions (Bates, 2019).  As the class TA with the responsibility of his pastoral care I felt it was important for Child B to speak to the class about his condition, we incorporated a talk about ADHD in our circle time and encouraged the class to ask Child B questions.  This encouraged an understanding towards him that had been lacking before and helped in not only his acceptance but also in the acceptance of other children in the school with development or processing disorders.

In conclusion I feel that the TA role is a vital link that bridges the gap in provision of the nurturing and caring aspects of pastoral care between overstretched Teachers and their pupils.  Without these important links it is inevitable that the welfare of the children would suffer not only academically but also emotionally.  Failure to receive the many benefits that TA posts provide would almost certainly cause repercussions for many children later in life, particularly those with additional challenges or needs who could potentially become “lost” in the education system from a lack of additional support.
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