Assignment Supporting the Learner

By Anne Arnold

The following paragraphs will explore and discuss the role of the Teaching Assistant and how their role supports the learner in the school environment with both academic and pastoral needs

There are currently several definitions that define the term learning disability. The world Health Organisations (WHO 1993 p 1) states that

“Learning Disability is a state of arrested or incomplete development of mind which is especially characterised by impairment of Skills manifested during the developmental period...”

This suggests that the focus for this definition is on the impairment occurring during development, with clear distinction being made between the timing of the impairment and any preceding medical condition that could lead to disability.
Whilst the Department of Health (DHO 2001 p14) however, defines learning disability as 

“A significant reduced ability to understand new or complex information, to learn new skills with reduced ability to cope independently , which started before adulthood, with a lasting effect on development “

This definition adopts a more holistic approach when considering the social development as well as cogitative ability. Whilst there are similarities between both these definitions, Gates (2003) describes an overall general acceptance in the United Kingdom (UK), of the current definition by the Department of Health. 
Lindsay ( 1998) discussed the importance of seeing children with a learning disability as children first, just the same as any other but with “special needs” that also needed to be met. 

 I will also draw on my own experiences within my own school of how the learner is supported. I will discuss the literature and conclude my findings. The aim of the following is to enable the reader to understand the reasoning behind why it is important to have the understanding of how to help the learner with their everyday needs within school, whilst at the same time taking care of their pastoral needs. I will review and draw upon my theories to summarise my findings
 A review of the literature to determine how to support the learner both with basic needs and pastoral care identified various perceptions and interpretations of how this can be achieved. Gerald Egan said ‘Anyone can develop helping skills, the problems people experience are more to do with external factors rather than internal ones. Supporting learners with Special educational needs can be placed into different categories, so to make sure that when supporting learners within my classroom, the environment is organised, any potential distractions are minimised or reduced to help aid concentration, this facilitates a more structured approach. The tone of a voice within class is also important, therefore voice inflection is paramount to how the leaner reacts to be asked to undertake any task that is asked of them. When learners are asked to do tasks, it helps if the task is broken down into bite sized learning. Not all learners with additional learning needs grasp instruction straight away, so breaking it down will enable the learner to achieve and complete to their best ability. It is also important with special educational needs that all learners regardless of their disabilities are given equal and ample opportunity to succeed and progress. 
These learners also learn better and can achieve their potential if routine is adhered to maximise learner potential and avoid disruption to both learner and the wider class as a whole.
 In addition to support measures to facilitate learning, it is important to acknowledge potential barriers to learning that both child and staff may encounter and have supportive structures in place, with help overcome such barriers. Learner participative is a theory which enables the learner to shape their learning by being active and a participant, which will then give them the confidence to achieve. The learner must feel inclusive within the classroom environment, therefore learning participative is a must. Sensory impairment is also a huge barrier to learning, so supporting the learner with their individual needs is key, the child’s sensory needs do also require attention. A quiet relaxing environment would be useful however in a classroom setting this is not always possible, if the noise level could be kept to a minimum then this would promote calm and reduce anxiety. This is an important consideration for children with learning disabilities, as busy environments can lead to over stimulation, agitation and increased anxiety (Jackson-Brown and Guvenir 2008). In my practice environment multi sensory strategies are used. They are used through more the more than one sense. As in sight or hearing, which can then be done by text, picture or ready information via electronic equipment. It is important within a classroom environment then to make sure that routine is kept the same and no sudden changes as this would confuse and agitate the learner. Sign Language is also an effective tool to overcome the barriers and promote inclusion within special education. 
 Learning can be done through various methods, for example making it enjoyable, different on a day to day basis, and enabling the learner to draw on their own experiences. However within special education this can be a task on its own.  To allow the leaner  to try  and achieve their goals  within their own right, whilst  supporting, believing and encouraging them, is a vital part of the role for the teaching assistant.  All children have rights to achieve the goals , irrespective of additional learning need they should be able to use the skills the acquire within the school environment to gain the maximum they can within learning, and be able to achieve a degree of understanding to solve problems that they encounter. Within special education my practice environment has adopted five minute task sessions throughout the lessons, this enables the learner rot remain focused and engaged , and facilitates enjoyment in what they are doing. This then helps the learner to concentrate, enjoy what they are doing and also we as teaching assistants can get the best out of them The tasks throughout the day are a mixture of work, and some ‘choosing’ of what the learner wants to do. We also use visual ‘now and next’ which is also important, and is used within our school widely. Learner engagement is also important with the class, therefore repetitive instruction over and over is almost always necessary in order for the learner to complete and achieve the task asked of them. 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs within education sets out five stages, which are Physiological, Safety, Love and Belonging, Esteem, Self-Actualisation. 
It is a popular motivational theory that is widely referred to in educational circles. In his theory Abraham Maslow suggested “that before individuals meet their full potential, they need to satisfy a series of needs.”
He first introduced his concept of Hierarchy of Needs in a 1943 paper ‘A theory of Human Motivation ‘
In order to progress, basic needs need to be met. The first being their physiological need of water, warmth, food sleep. Once the first stage has been met then we can move onto make sure that safety and love and belonging are met. This is important for every learner.  If these are not met then the learners will struggle to meet their full potential with in the school environment. 

The role of the teaching assistant has significantly evolved, with movement away from classroom assistant to that of the Teaching assistant. It also deals with the emotional side of the learner within the classroom. The teaching assistant must be non judgemental, recognise the relevant emotions that the learner is displaying which may be of a concern, must be able to communicate this across to the either the classroom teacher or the senior learning team within the school. The teaching assistant should also be able to treat and respect each learner in a compassionate way, acknowledge and understand individual needs and be able to communicate effectively at a level that understands and responds to their feeling. 
The teaching assistant has an impact on the day to day running of the class. It is my job role to support the learner that has been identified with difficulties possibly on a one to one basis especially within special educational needs. If I myself as a teaching assistant I can make a difference to the learners within a special educational needs then it makes my job worthwhile. The gratitude that i receive from the learner is immeasurable. The role of supporting the learner within the classroom is paramount. 
Regardless of disability everyone has the right and deserves to be treated with dignity and compassion, and therefore this will no doubt help with the best academic results the learner can achieve.
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