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


Historically, the role of the Teaching Assistant has been somewhat undervalued and misunderstood. For instance, pastoral care has long been a significant factor, however it is only in recent years that this has been acknowledged as a key part of the role. The Author herself has experienced such misconceptions and historic beliefs about her role. This essay will explore the role of a Teaching Assistant in more depth, focusing on the delivery of pastoral care to students.

The term Teaching Assistant (TA) is very broad, consisting of a variety of roles such as: taking intervention groups to improve literacy and numeracy; being required to step up as a Cover Supervisor; or take a larger group in the position of Teacher if they are a Higher-Level Teaching Assistant (HLTA). A TA is generally expected to work under the guidance of the Teacher. The open university states “A teaching assistant or educational assistant (often abbreviated to TA or EA; sometimes classroom assistant) in schools in England and Wales supports a teacher in the classroom.” (The Open university, 2020).  Whilst this is true in a primary setting, in a secondary school setting a TA will often be responsible for a particular child and/or children with Medical or Additional Learning Needs (ALN). A recent study by Skipp and Hopwood (2019, p5) has shown that TAs account for 28% of the total state-funded workforce. However, with schools under pressure to adhere to tight budgets, these vital positions within schools are not safe (Cooper, 2018) and TA roles are being re-considered. Dispensing with TAs could have a detrimental effect on the pupils that rely on their support and their school experience. Fortunately, the school’s structure is often adapted and changed rather than creating job losses for TAs. The Author has first-hand experience of a TA’s role evolving significantly to accommodate pastoral care in secondary schools.

These new adapted roles include TAs and HLTA’s working in both nurture classroom and Emotional Literacy Support Assistants (ELSA) roles. Nurture classrooms and ELSA’s work together to create a calming and welcoming environment for pupils who often are school phobic, struggle with anxiety, or are struggling in their personal lives and need a safe learning environment when in school. Many of the students who attend the nurture room are often on a Pastoral Support Programme (PSP), which are unique to the individual pupil, allowing a more flexible timetable which works with the pupil’s needs. PSPs work as an intervention to help improve attendance and are reviewed regularly to update targets and ensure progress is being made (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2019). 

In order to become an ELSA, an individual needs specialised training. ELSA intervention was developed by Educational Psychologist Sheila Burton and allows TAs to assist and support children with their emotional needs. (ELSA Network, 2017). More recently, behaviour roles are being adapted into pastoral roles, which in turn create a positive outlook for pupils, rather than that of a negative one. Pastoral roles are placed one to each year group for pupils to use as a safe haven to go to before they get in trouble. This enables children to make positive choices about their behaviour and understand when to ask for help, allowing them to gain the ability to judge situations for themselves and gaining independence and maturity through the process. 
Due to the current coronavirus pandemic, pastoral support has become crucial with learning moving online resulting in children being forced to work from home. These children are experiencing lack of face-to-face learning and socialising with peers, which has a detrimental effect on their wellbeing. Simpson’s 2020 study claims “72 per cent of young people asked reported a decline in their mental health during lockdown.”.  From this high statistic it is evident that children need additional support emotionally through pastoral care. 
Pastoral care is extremely important in schools, it ensures both the physical and emotional wellbeing of a child is stable and that they are safe and happy, both in and out of school (Schoolsmith, 2017). Schools have pastoral specific roles to ensure the safety of pupils, although it is important to understand that it is a whole school responsibility to recognise signs and address any issues which may arise not just that of the TA. A survey by UNISON (2018, P.1) into “pastoral and emotional care provided by support staff in schools.” determined that “while more than half (55%) said dealing with pupils’ emotional issues was one of their job responsibilities, a third (33%) said it wasn’t, but that pupils talk to them about such issues anyway.” This is a common occurrence for TAs, who are not necessary employed to deal with pastoral care but whom often find themselves the first point of call for students. SchoolSmith (2017) states that “Teaching assistants perform a valuable role in pastoral care. They are another pair of eyes and can attend to a particular ability group within the class.”. This demonstrates that TAs play a major role in ensuring children are safe and their wellbeing is stable.
In a secondary school setting a TA often works one-to-one with an individual pupil throughout their education. This allows the TA to build a good relationship with that child as well as their peers within the year group. The TA often becomes the first point of call for students to express their problems. The students feel confident and comfortable in the presence of TAs, the reason for this is that TAs can often be seen on duties at break or lunch times which allows children to gain familiarity and build trust in the TA. Skipp and Hopwood’s study (2019, p.7) supports this “Schools reported that they were also deploying TAs in other supervisory roles, such as after-school clubs, lunchtime supervision and lesson cover.”. The study further states the benefits of TAs included “greater pupil progress and attainment, independence and adult to child interaction.” The trust a pupil has with a TA aides the child’s growth both in education and socially, this creates positive adult relationships which will help with the child’s development. Furthermore, Cooper (2016) states TAs help “remove stress for lower-attaining pupils” which indicates TAs have a monumental effect on students’ progression with their education and social interactions.  
Although it is important for TAs to be in a position of trust and act as a confidante for students, it is paramount they follow protocol and training in dealing with these situations. Delivering pastoral care can provide disadvantages for TAs, for instance many are not qualified to deal with certain problems and ultimately are required to refer students onto the relevant staff within school. These staff members do not have the same relationships with pupils and for most it is the first time they are meeting the child. Unfortunately, at this stage the TA is often no longer involved, and they do not get to follow the progress of the situation.  Additionally, TAs can lack time and other responsibilities stand in the way of helping students fully. This is clearly reflected in the UNISON (2018, p.2) study where TAs air their frustrations as follows:
“It’s not part of my official role so I pass information to colleagues. My issue is I am trusted by pupils, but can’t give them the time.”
Special educational needs teaching assistant, secondary school, South East.
“Issues must be passed to a senior member of staff but sometimes these staff do not know the pupil as well as we do.”
Pupil support assistant, secondary school, Scotland. (UNISON, 2018, p.2)
As discussed, qualities such as caring, understanding and empathy, are important qualities to possess in performing the role of TA by supporting children and providing pastoral care. A TA will often be employed in the job role because they naturally possess the abilities needed to fulfil their role requirements and for children to trust in them and feel safe around them. An important factor when administrating pastoral care is to have empathy, with TAs being required to understand how important it is to listen and not to make assumptions. It is important to understand and appreciate how the student is feeling and to see the situation from their point of view, to recognise what the child needs and what support they require from you. (Morin. N.D)
Overall, TAs are indispensable within the education sector when it comes to delivering pastoral care. Some TAs are employed for that specific reason, however, in most cases it is just expected within the job role. As discussed above TAs generally possess the necessary characteristics the role requires, and this is a factor in them selecting the job initially. These personality traits include being caring, understanding, and knowing how to be empathetic. It is important the TA does not take it upon themselves to counsel the children and to follow protocol by referring the child on to the relevant staff to help further if necessary. Although this can be disheartening, this is accurately fulfilling the role of pastoral care at the TA’s level. 
In conclusion, a TA’s role tends to be all encompassing with the ability to change regularly, with the TA being required to adapt their approach to ensure all students receive the same level of care. Although the role is by nature very demanding it is also incredibly rewarding. Children feel secure and trust in TAs as they communicate and work closely with them on a regular basis. This familiarity helps build positive, professional relationships allowing for the child to feel safe around them. The position that TA hold in education, may only make up a third of the workforce however they are invaluable when it comes to Pastoral care in schools. 
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