Research Report: A qualitative report using thematic analysis on teaching assistants’ experiences working with children with ADHD
Abstract
This research report is based on the exploration of teaching assistants’ experiences when working and supporting children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), utilising a qualitative design of semi-structured interviews to adopt a thematic analysis approach within data collection. Reflexive thematic analysis will be conducted to detect patterns throughout participants’ evidence. 
There were three main themes that emerged. First, negotiating complexity encapsulated the dynamic and frequently unpredictable character of helping children with ADHD, necessitating ongoing strategy adaption. Second, the substantial emotional requirements imposed on teaching assistants, such as, handling frustration while cultivating trust and constructive relationships were brought to light by emotional labour. Third, participants' opinions of inadequate training, a shortage of adequate resources, and a lack of acknowledgement within the larger academic framework were reflected in systemic limitations.
These results imply that although teaching assistants are essential to inclusive education, larger institutional and structural variables influence how effective they are. In order to improve staff wellbeing and student outcomes, consequences involve the necessity for focused professional development, more precise role description, and more institutional support. Future studies should look more closely at how educational systems may serve neurodiverse students by better integrating and empowering teaching assistants.



Introduction 
Siva Prasad M.S and Rahul Kumminimana (2025) elucidate that adopting a pedagogical perspective Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder refers to a prevalent neurodevelopmental condition which results in impulsivity, hyperactivity and inattention. ADHD can substantially influence a child’s academic performance and ability to socialise. Children within academic environments that have Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder are frequently exposed to constraints when regulating expected behaviour, sustaining attention and demonstrating adherence to established classroom norms, for instance, internalising classroom procedures and routines (Moore et al., 2017). Despite traditional educational institutions in the United Kingdom have made a greater effort to make accommodations for neurodiverse students in response to inclusive education policy, the actual application of support measures is still difficult and inconsistent.
Within this theoretical framework Teaching Assistants (TA) represent a crucial but often underappreciated role. Teaching assistants are statistically the main individuals within the education sector to interact in smaller groups or on a one to one basis with children who are diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder or are working towards their diagnosis daily (Ward et al., 2021). Teaching Assistants are not only responsible for academic orchestration but also accountable for emotional regulation, adapting academic materials and behaviour management. Conversely, in spite of this, TA’s systematically have minimal, insufficient training with unclear limits within their role which can result in restriction towards their efficiency. Additionally, their provisions are occasionally underappreciated in school hierarchies, which raises questions concerning professional assistance and acknowledgement (Burgess & Mayes, 2007).

This combination of excessive responsibility and inadequate institutional support gives rise to the current research challenge. There is still an absence of qualitative research examining the personal experiences of Teaching Assistants themselves, despite the fact that quantitative studies have looked at the impact of intervention for children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (Greenway & Rees Edwards, 2020). It is essential to comprehend how TAs view and manage their duties due to their perspectives may provide clarity on the sociocultural elements that influence assistance provision as well as the practical difficulties of inclusive education. Without these viewpoints, policy and practice incur the possibility of ignoring the complex challenges of practical teaching (Greenway & Rees Edwards, 2021).

With the intention of investigation teaching assistants’ perceptions whilst aiding children with ADHD, this study  used a qualitive methodology incorporating a reflective thematic analysis. The objective of this research is to produce comprehensive on the structural, emotions and relational aspects of teaching assistants jobs. This is crucial for guiding the distribution of resources and professional advancement as well as promoting a more comprehensive knowledge of inclusion in practice. In the end, analysing TAs' experiences provides a useful perspective for assessing and improving assistance for students with ADHD in traditional educational environments.












Literature Review
Introduction 
During the entirety of this literature review, there is an objective formulated to critically interrogate the diverse range of academic literature which display the views of Teaching Assistants experiences with children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder regarding contemporary inclusive education. Teaching assistants' responsibilities persist as vaguely defined and inconsistently implemented, despite policy's growing emphasis on their importance in assisting diverse learners. The theories of ADHD in children, the increasing educational and pastoral roles of teaching assistants, and the intricacies of their daily experiences in actuality are the three domains in which this literature review assesses current research. Conflicts related to standardised training, job transparency, and psychological labour are given special emphasis. By doing this, the review highlights shortcomings in the existing body of evidence and pinpoints consequences for future policy, practice, and research.

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder in Children
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder in children can be rationalised as inadequate developmental behaviours, such as, hyperactivity, inattention and impulsivity that can result in substantial functional inability. ADHD is a heterogeneous neurodevelopmental condition. American Psychiatric Association. (2013) explicate that Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder has three main presentations; predominately inattentive, predominately hyperactive and predominately combined. The difference in what subtype the child has, depends on the display of behaviour given across their life. De la Peña et al. (2020) articulates that the hyperactivity subtype is characterised by abnormal motor movement, restlessness, and inadequate regulation of inhibitions, the inattention subtype is characterised by deficiencies in sustained concentration, organisation, and functional capacity. Hallowell and Ratey (2021) state that current research places Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder in the context of executive functioning impairments, which are associated with abnormal frontal lobe development and dopamine modulation processes. Environmental variables relate to neurological susceptibility in a multifactorial development, despite elevated heritability assessments suggesting a strong genetic basis.

Role of Teaching Assistants 
Burgess and Mayes, (2007) initially proposed that teaching assistants are essential in helping the growing proportion of students with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), especially those with complex needs, such as, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. However, according to Yang et al. (2022) their efficacy relies more on planned, evidence-based implementation than on in-person assistance. Three fundamental elements are identified in guidelines from the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF, 2022). Beginning through strategies like pre-teaching vocabulary, encouraging participation, and fostering willingness to learn, teaching assistants should facilitate access to quality instruction rather than replacing the instructor. Furthermore, teaching assistants should encourage independence among pupils while acknowledging that academic structuring needs to be flexible and gradually removed, even while certain types of support could still be required. Ward et al. (2021) reinforces that the role of teaching assistants may also include aiding academic abilities as well as behaviour and emotional needs. This can include taking children in smaller groups that require further help in particular subjects (typically literacy and numeracy) and working closed with children who have special educational needs so that all their requirements are met which they may not be in a traditional classroom environment.

Experiences of Teaching Assistants
Symes & Humphrey, (2011) acknowledged that within educational institutions, teaching assistants have an intricate and frequently underappreciated role that is marked by an elevated emotional strain and a substantial pedagogical impact.   TAs perform a broad spectrum of duties, such as providing one-on-one support, delivering focused interventions, managing behaviour, and facilitating learning for students with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). Webster, (2024) asserted his contentment with Symes and Humphrey, (2011) by stating that teaching assistants are sometimes referred to as the "glue" of the classroom. Sharples et al. (2015) explains that building strong, trusting connections with students is essential to teaching assistants job, but it also requires prolonged emotional labour, the constant control of individual feelings in order to satisfy the subjective needs of students.   This is especially noticeable when helping students with significant behavioural or psychological needs, frequently in situations that are unpredictable and demanding. As a result, a lot of TAs suffer from mental and emotional exhaustion, which is made worse by long hours, inadequate training, and occasionally occupational exclusion. Lawrence et al. (2017) notions that despite the negative experiences of teaching assistants, there are also positive benefits, the position is often described as inherently fulfilling, with instances of student comprehension and advancement offering a great sense of significance and fulfilment with work.  Clarke and Visser, (2016) contradict this however, recognising that there is a structural conflict. They explain that although teaching assistants are crucial to inclusive practice, their welfare is frequently not given enough priority. In order to maintain practitioner welfare and educational efficacy, addressing this calls for increased awareness of emotional demands, enhanced professional growth, and systemic support.

Conclusion
This literature review containing experiences of teaching assistants helping children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder has synthesised critically throughout, exposing a pedagogical significance. The data reveals conflicts between policy objectives and the realities of inadequate training, contradictory interpretations of ADHD, and significant psychological work, even though teaching assistants are presented as essential to a comprehensive approach.   These results imply that existing assistance systems are still not properly conceptualised and implemented.   To enhance academic performance and match behaviour with established guidelines, a more precise job definition is required, along with ongoing career advancement and more systematically rigorous research.  
Research Questions
After appraising my literature review, it is evident that there have been deliberations on different teaching assistants’ experiences and their job role when working with children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder and how they positively affect students’ development in all the research and observations that have taken place. However, there are still minimalistic learning environments that include, understand and train teaching assistants within their occupation and educational setting. Consequently, my research report will concentrate on answering the following research questions: 
1. How are teaching assistants' methods for assisting students with ADHD in standard schools influenced by systemic limitations and unstructured learning?
2. How do teaching assistants provide students with ADHD in traditional school settings whilst balancing systemic constraints and individual responsibility?










Methodology
Introduction
This thematic analysis research report has the aim to explore teaching assistants’ experiences working with children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. It is a subject matter that has been researched for decades with no real impact within the educational setting field. For that reason, it is crucial that the subject under consideration is continued to be highlighted. This chapter will outline the research’s methodology, providing an explanation and justification for the research design, tools, ethical considerations, selection of participants chosen and expose clarification for how the data was coded and processed. 

Research Design
Throughout this research report, I used a qualitive approach methodology due to my research technique having the ability to accumulate data from teaching assistants from various learning environments. The justification in using a qualitive thematic analysis methodology approach is the need to conduct interviews and data collection from individuals discussing their lived experiences of assisting students with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder to support the research I have executed in the literature review. I will be predominately using qualitive data approach by utilising semi-structured interviews to explore a variety of topics through one-on-one interviews. Interviews provide a thorough comparable qualitive data due to their ability to provide trustworthy sources. 
In accordance with Wilkinson & Birmingham (2003), interviews may diverge from the main topic of the research and take detours, which makes them time-consuming both during the interview and throughout the much lengthier process of writing up the transcribed information.   The ability to read facial emotions and body language is a benefit of direct interaction, on the other hand.    As the discussion progresses, they might be recorded as points that may be useful in the study's data analysis phase. However, interviewees may be shy, uncomfortable in person, or unfamiliar with technology. Using Teams or the phone is more cost-effective and may put participants at ease because there is no need to travel, all of these factors need to be taken into account when utilising a qualitive approach.
Participants and Sampling
The design of my thematic analysis research report embraced the differences of personal opinions between each teaching assistant. Through the ability of examination towards each teaching assistants attitudes, personal beliefs and experiences, I was capable of drawing conclusions from the data provided that spoke towards teaching assistants experience with working with children in ADHD as a general consensus, this included comparable features which enables a higher level of data integrity. A document of information outlining the research's features, the researcher's email contact for any questions or concerns, and a link to participate in an interview were given to each potential participant. Based on the information in the correspondence, potential participants will be able to make an informed decision about whether or not they want to attend the interview. Participants were urged to think about participating in a data collecting, which will be qualitative and involve one-on-one, semi-structured interviews. In order to assist with this, at the conclusion of the informative document, prospective participants were invited to freely indicate their interest by entering an email address.

Ethical Considerations
The head educator and the educational institution could have been the recognisable gatekeepers of my investigation. I gave the headteacher an explanation of the project, its objectives, my research topics, etc. to avoid any problems. My primary request to the gatekeeper is that they provide information to the staff on my behalf in order to encourage participation in the study. 
Participants must sign a form indicating their informed, voluntary consent to the ethical concerns if they want to proceed and participate. They are notified that they can change their mind at any time. Additional information was provided to each participant on a "Participant Information Sheet," enabling informed decision-making regarding participation.  Their intention to take part in each approach will be expressed in writing. to ensure that the participant is at ease both at the beginning of the interview and throughout. All materials pertaining to the survey will include information about the right to withdraw. Furthermore, no explanation is required if someone chooses to withdraw from the research for no apparent reason.   If a participant wishes to withdraw, they must email the researcher with their ID number which will be assigned to them at the beginning of the interviews. The researcher will then confirm in writing the reasons behind the withdrawal. After erasing their data, the researcher will additionally confirm this in writing. Additionally, the researcher will promise that the contribution will never appear in a paper relating to the study.
Data storage was considered with extreme care during the research endeavour, and no raw, anonymised data was shared with anyone. I took measures to guarantee that any delicate content or data pertaining to intellectual property rights is kept secure while I saved my data on a password-protected digital data account. I made sure that the files' names preserve confidentiality and anonymity. In order to protect the participants' confidentiality, any components that needed to be eliminated during transcription would be omitted.

Data Analysis
The qualitative data was examined using thematic analysis in accordance with Braun & Clarke (2006), which is a methodical procedure of finding patterns of meaning within the collected data.   The first step in the analysis was familiarity, which involved reading the transcripts several times to get a general sense and make notes. In order to identify pertinent characteristics associated with the research topics, the initial coding process entailed methodically labelling significant data segments. After that, codes were examined and categorised to find commonalities, differences, and recurrent themes among codes. To guarantee coherence and conformity with the broader analytical narrative and study objectives, these themes were honed, defined, and given names. In order to improve validity and depth of analysis, coding and theme development were continuous across the procedure, including constant contrast between standardised data extracts and emergent interpretations. Researchers' reflexive conversations promoted uniformity and decreased prejudice. The final evaluation made sure that the theme framework was clear and in line with the goals of the research in order to ensure accurate reporting.




















Statement of Results 
Introduction
The qualitative findings from the completed interviews that relate to the three study topics will be discussed throughout this chapter. The information gathered aided in the crucial findings that addressed the two research questions.

Research Question one
Research Question One: How are teaching assistants' methods for assisting students with ADHD in standard schools influenced by systemic limitations and unstructured learning?
The summary of the results from the interviews revealed a range of parallels from each teaching assistants lived experiences. The interview participants reported that they received little to no training in regard to Attention deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, they relied on learning from the children and by making mistakes forming generalised experience and unstructured learning to create their strategies for helping children with ADHD. There was a collective absence of support from educational institutions which promoted adaptability, lived expertise to create professional self-assurance. Due to this, educational institutional constraints formed a lack of resources, professional development, multifaced educational practitioners’ collaboration. Teaching Assistants are frequently given unequal responsibilities when providing ADHD support, and parent-TA engagement can be disjointed or contradictory. Informal training combined with structural limitations leads to inclusive procedures that are not consistently reinforced but rather recurrent, unreliable, and dependent on the individual.
Theme One: Teaching Assistants Experimental Training through Experience 
One of the main themes that emerged from the interviews are that teaching assistants’ professional competence has been situated practices rather than training being provided, this reinforces Lave and Wenger, (1991) theory of Situated Learning and Communities of Practice. This theory established that professional’s ability to success in their occupation comes from participation instead of instruction. The lack of specialised ADHD education was uniformly acknowledged by participants across all reports, with one saying, "No ADHD-specific training." "I was blind going into this... it was trial and error really... a lot of error if I'm honest" (Interview 3) and "I had to go and research it myself" (Interview 2). Teaching Assistants are positioned as self-sufficient trainees in practice-based settings due to the lack of formal intellectual guidance.
Participants remarked about how frequent interactions with students helped them create flexible, tangible knowledge gradually.   One of the teaching assistants highlighted continuous improvement, saying, "you try it out, sometimes it works sometimes it doesn't" (Interview 4), while another stated that "I have learned so much from the children themselves..." (Interview 1). This illustrates a type of experiential expertise development in which cycles of feedback among standard conduct, action, and consequence give rise to educational tactics. Crucially, this method of learning also defines one's character.   Enhanced confidence in work and authority were reported by a number of individuals, such as: "I'm not afraid to voicemy opinions and concerns now... "I know what I'm doing" (Interview 2). This suggests that knowledge is developed using repeated interaction with students and staff rather than just being technical. Theoretically, teaching assistants are positioned as essentially experts without institutional recognition because of the systemic lack of structured ADHD pedagogical training offered by conventional education systems, which is highlighted by their dependence on hands-on learning.
Theme Two: Systematic Constraints that Damage Inclusive Practice 
The second theme of Systematic Constraints that Damage Inclusive Practice demonstrates how systemic division and unequal accountability for inclusion limit teaching assistants practice. One participant expressed that there was little structural assistance, saying, "We are left to get on with it." There is no money for extras, no training, nothing" (Interview 2). This is consistent with criticisms of neoliberal educational institutions by Rinehart, (2016), which transfer responsibility for complicated demands without matching funding, and reflects a larger systemic dependence on teaching assistants as inexpensive advocates of inclusion.
Insufficient cooperation between educators and teaching assistants is a major systemic strain.   "Some teachers just say, 'that's your job, deal with him'" (Interview 1) and "they don't understand... it's just bad behaviour" (Interview 6) are two examples of how some participants described being positioned as the only managers of ADHD behaviour. This suggests a broken inclusion paradigm that undermines a cohesive educational response by assigning rather than sharing responsibilities.	
Inclusion is further complicated by the role of caregivers, creating what are known as omnidirectional attribution issues. Parental reluctance was characterised by one participant as follows: "Every strategy we use has been criticised.   It's your work; I don't have time for it" (Interview 1). Others talked of detachment or excessive involvement, both of which are likely to undermine persistent engagement.   This indicates a malfunction in the school-home-pupil multidisciplinary cooperation models that are necessary for efficient SEN service. Lacking institutional governing authority, teaching assistants take on the role of the practical core of integration within this disjointed system.
Research Question Two
Research Question Two: How do teaching assistants provide students with ADHD in traditional school settings whilst balancing systemic constraints and individual responsibility?
When assisting children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, teaching assistants require to perform a great deal of emotional labour that combines not only stress but also job satisfaction and fulfilment. Participants talked about feeling worn out and frustrated because they had to constantly control their emotions in uncertain situations. Teaching assistants additionally engage on advocacy duties, dispelling prejudice and redefining ADHD as a disability as opposed to a behavioural issue. This expands their duties to include multicultural discussion with workers and parents in addition to educating. Teaching Assistants reported significant intrinsic benefits despite these demands, especially when they saw students' growth and felt they had a significant impact. Nevertheless, since TAs oversee acceptable conduct, interpersonal interactions, and student wellness, this emotional labour is still largely unacknowledged by institutions, despite the fact that it is crucial for preserving inclusiveness.
Theme One: Representation and Psych-emotional labour
The final theme emphasises the emotional aspect of teaching assistant's work, which is most effectively understood in relation to Hochschild's theory of emotional labour, in which Kruml and Geddes (2000) explain employees regulate and control their emotions as a component of their job responsibilities.   A contradictory emotional structure was reflected in the participants' consistent descriptions of both fulfilment and tiredness. "I go home absolutely exhausted... like I've been in ten rounds with Mike Tyson" (Interview 1) and "some days I cry through sheer frustration" (Interview 6) were two common embodied expressions of emotional strain. This illustrates consistent emotional control in the face of unpredictable behaviour and the demands of educational institutions.  
Advocacy work, in which teaching assistants aggressively refute deficiency narratives around ADHD, is a crucial component of this psychological labour.   "I will always defend those children... it's not naughty behaviour, it's a disability," said one participant (Interview 5). Others talked about aggressively combating stigma from parents and staff, demonstrating that inclusion work goes above education into sociocultural and political struggle. Participants regularly expressed substantial intrinsic incentive regardless of this emotional cost.   "It is so rewarding... I just know I've made a difference" (Interview 5) and "seeing him progress... it was a pleasure" (Interview 6) were two examples of how advancement was presented as having great significance. This is consistent with studies on caring occupations, where creating meaning serves as a coping strategy for intense emotional strain. Crucially, this emotional effort is both operationally necessary for inclusion and structurally unacknowledged. TAs successfully preserve inclusiveness through emotional commitment as opposed to formal obligation by absorbing behavioural fluctuations, mediating conflict, and preserving interpersonal stability.


Summary of Findings
Teaching Assistants approach appears throughout the dataset as a result of emotionally taxing work, structural disorganisation, and contextual hands-on learning.   Despite the lack of structured instruction frameworks, strategies for helping students with ADHD are established from informal practice-based learning methods, but they are also limited by uneven organisational and multidisciplinary collaboration.   TAs take on an excessive amount of responsibility for inclusiveness in this setting, carrying out advocacy duties, psychological, and instructional work. As a result, inclusion in mainstream schools is revealed to be a practically and emotionally dependent procedure as opposed to a structurally supported one, creating a contradictory professional experience marked by reward and tiredness.















Conclusion 
The purpose of this research report was to investigate how teaching assistant's (TAs) experiences working with ADHD students in regular classroom environments. The results offer a complex description of a function that is marked by both substantial systemic limitation and considerable emotional engagement. The emotionally taxing characteristics of the job, the solitary and customised character of the TA position, and the difficulty of handling ADHD-related actions in classroom settings were the main themes. Crucially, the data showed that many of the difficulties TAs encounter are influenced by broader structural problems, such as inadequate training, uneven institutional support, and enduring misconceptions about ADHD. TAs also became important advocates, vigorously combating stigma and attempting to maintain inclusive practice in spite of these obstacles.
These results have significant practical ramifications. First and foremost, there is an obvious and pressing need for all school personnel, including teachers, upper management, and other support personnel, to get thorough training tailored to ADHD. Such instruction may increase comprehension, lessen unfavourable attitudes, and encourage more dependable and successful behavioural strategies. Second, schools ought to adopt more cooperative support models that lessen the personal strain on teaching assistants and promote shared accountability for students with ADHD. Additionally, building positive relationships with parents may enhance uniformity between the home and the school, promoting more successful intervention techniques.
Nonetheless there are a few restrictions to be aware of. The research's small, very comparable sample of a typical TAs may have limited the findings' applicability in different educational settings. Furthermore, the analysis's focus is limited to TA experiences because to the lack of viewpoints from educators, parents, and students. The interpretive character of thematic analysis also influence the results.
In order to more fully comprehend systemic implications on ADHD support, future research should aim to solve these constraints by involving a wider range of participants, especially teachers and school administrators. Additionally, longitudinal studies may offer important insights into how TA experiences and duties change over time. Furthermore, assessing the results of focused training interventions may provide useful suggestions for enhancing inclusive teaching methods. Overall, this study emphasises the vital yet underappreciated role that TAs play and emphasises the necessity of systemic change to better assist staff and children with ADHD.
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