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[bookmark: _Toc2022872920]1. Introduction

The Education Act of 1981 established the entitlement for all students in the United Kingdom (UK) with additional educational learning needs to be evaluated and provided with supplementary support (Department of Education, 1981). Following this, the UNESCO Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) declared that inclusive education is a right for all students with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), ensuring their education in mainstream schools. A significant portion of the legislation enacted in the UK is founded on these principles and supporting documents emphasise the conviction that students with any ALN can achieve academic success (Department for Education / Department of Health, 2015).

However, despite the fact that Wales has arguably experienced greater change than England, Scotland and Northern Ireland with the introduction of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act (Welsh Government, 2018) and the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021), limited research has been undertaken based on the Welsh context. SNAP Cymru (2024) report that approximately 15-20% of learners have ALNs in Wales and, although this number is falling marginally, Figure 1 demonstrates that the number of students in Wales with ALN continues to be significant.

[bookmark: _Ref509868907][bookmark: _Toc175065122][bookmark: _Toc175065521][bookmark: _Toc175752904][bookmark: _Toc175753067][bookmark: _Ref509901077][bookmark: _Toc509941809][bookmark: _Toc509943568]Figure 1: Total students in Wales and those with ALN 2016 – 2023 (Gov.Wales 2024) 

The intention of Welsh Government (WG) was to transform expectations, experiences and outcomes through the ALN Act (Welsh Government, 2018) and create a structure that enhances ALN provision for students in Wales (Conn & Hutt, 2020). In prioritising individual student needs, a monitored and supportive structure for those with ALN is enshrined in law. This is a significant alteration to previous legislation, now embracing learners in Wales aged 0 to 25, covering pre-school, primary, secondary, tertiary, FE and HE establishments (Welsh Government, 2022). This strategy facilitates early interventions, transparent information and fair processes for resolving concerns and appeals, replacing the previous Special Educational Needs (SEN) system (Welsh Government, 2004), and ensuring that, between providers, there is increased consistency, as prescribed in the ALN Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). 

Delivering a Level 2 course within a Further Education establishment, this researcher is responsible for learners, many of whom have been diagnosed with ALN (OFSTED, 2018). Significant numbers of other students demonstrate indicators of significant learning and/or emotional needs but are without an official diagnosis (Conn & Hutt, 2020). It is understood that individuals with an ALN ordinarily benefit from inclusive and mainstream education (Lindsay, et al., 2005), encompassing the commonly accepted curriculum, teaching methods and assessment practices (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021). Paulsrud & Nilholm (2023) state that inclusion is not only about placing ALN within mainstream education, rather ensuring that providers change to be more responsive to all students and their individual needs. As a college, there is a commitment to providing additional support to these students, but it is noted that these commitments come with a significant financial cost. This, therefore, poses the question for leaders and managers of how best to support students with ALNs within stringent financial constraints (National Assembly for Wales, 2017). 

Gray & Wright (2021) define that a TA is an educational professional who supports teachers in the classroom. They work closely with students, and can provide individualised attention, assisting with tasks, and reinforcing learning. Additional responsibilities may include: managing the classroom environment, supervising students, and maintaining order during lessons; working with students who need additional support, whether reinforcing concepts or providing additional explanations; preparing teaching materials, organising resources, or setting up equipment; managing student behaviour and promoting positive interactions; handling administrative duties, such as record-keeping or organising extra-curricular events (Webster, et al., 2021). Frater (2023), supports the work of the Education Endowment Foundation (2021), stating that deploying teaching assistants effectively can improve student attainment over the course of a year by an average of four months.

Supporting learners’ needs in Wales has been described as being challenging – “alarm bells are sounding” (NAHT, 2024). In a survey by the school leaders’ union NAHT Cymru, 50% of Welsh headteachers stated that spending on additional, targeted support for school pupils will be reduced over the coming year, with 87% of Welsh school leaders reducing budgets, 66% testifying that they will cut teaching assistants’ hours and 32% reporting that non-educational services and support for children will be reduced. Furthermore, in FE in Wales, Colegau Cymru (2023) report a £27million (7.3%) reduction in funding in 2024-2025, while the Higher Education Funding Council Wales (HEFCW) has confirmed a £23m (10.45%) reduction in funding for universities in Wales (Parr, 2024). It is, therefore, reasonable to conclude that similar cuts in funding will occur in FE and HE with regard to supporting those with ALN. 

Empirical evidence indicates that a substantial number of ALN students in both part-time and full-time FE settings across Wales and the UK are not receiving adequate support. This issue may deteriorate further as projections of student numbers may rise due to a higher population in Wales (Figure 2) until at least 2040 (Auditor General for Wales, 2021). Within each cohort, a considerable number of students are expected to require assistance with various ALNs. Current documentation reveals noticeable discrepancies in how institutions approach ALN policy.
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This investigation aims to establish the value, or otherwise, of TAs; whether they enhance the academic development of students and the ways in which educational managers can best manage and employ staff in these roles. Given the stringent cuts within education in Wales, this study seeks to establish how best to support students with ALN and are TAs the answer.
[bookmark: _Toc294139445][bookmark: _Toc509948797]2. Methodology 

[bookmark: _Toc1220569074]2.1 Overview

Mahrool (2021) states that a good methodology in a literature review is crucial as it provides a structured, transparent, and reproducible framework for identifying, evaluating and synthesizing existing knowledge. By ensuring that this review covers relevant literature comprehensively and systematically, it will minimise biases and enhance the validity of my conclusions (Adu & Miles, 2023). A rigorous approach helps to identify gaps in current research, guide future inquiries and provide a reliable basis for policy-making and academic discussions (Booth, et al., 2021). In establishing a credible review, this researcher hopes to add to the literature in this under reported field (Adu & Miles, 2023). Dividing the methodology into two sections will allow discussions of the philosophical stances that underpin literature reviews and the ontological and epistemological approaches used by researchers in the field. The datasets chosen reflect the constructivist ontological stances of authors within the sphere of social sciences, where qualitative data captures human experiences and meanings (Mahrool, 2021). The narrative is constructed through human interactions and shared meanings, focusing on datasets that reflect how educational leaders and TAs themselves interpret and give meaning to their experiences through interviews, narratives and cultural texts (Cohen, et al., 2018). Furthermore, the evidence suggests an interpretivist epistemological approach was employed, with the knowledge being subjective and constructed through social interactions and interpretations (Aveyard, 2023). This interpretivist epistemology prioritised qualitative datasets, exploring the depth of TA experiences and the meanings they attach to them. Consequently, the research analysed included themes, narratives and contextual understandings rather than numerical data (Mahrool, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc1854118167]2.2 Philosophical Underpinning of a Literature Review

In social science research, literature reviews can be underpinned by a number of philosophical stances that can shape how the researcher approaches, interprets and synthesises existing knowledge (Mahrool, 2021). In studies that relate to the research question being discussed in this assignment, a philosophical stance such as positivism is less relevant than, for example, interpretivism or constructivism (Singh, 2022). Within the interpretivist paradigm, its ontology suggests that the reality is constructed socially and, therefore, is subjective while, epistemologically, knowledge is gained through understanding the interpretations of participants (Ling & Ling, 2019). Typically, studies within this paradigm include qualitative methods such as interviews or ethnography and involve thematic or content analysis. Alternatively, researchers may select a constructivist approach where the ontological position constructs reality through human activity and interaction. Through the engagement and experiences of individuals, epistemological knowledge is created and allows focus on qualitative methods of data collection and analysis in order to explore how individuals construct their realities, such as in case studies and through narrative analysis (Pavese, 2021). 

However, a positivist paradigm is usually not conducive to a social science literature review (Aliyu, et al., 2014). This is because research involving human experience or opinion cannot be researched through a positivist ontology, which assumes that an objective reality can be best discovered through empirical observation and measurement. Furthermore, studies based on perceptions within an educational environment are unlikely to lead to positivist epistemological knowledge, as they cannot be tested through hypotheses and experiments. Park, et al. (2020) suggests a positivist paradigm can often involve quantitative methods such as surveys, experiments and statistical analysis, which would rarely be appropriate in this context. It is possible that a positivist approach might be included in a mixed-methods approach within a pragmatic paradigm (Sciberras & Dingli, 2023), where epistemological knowledge could be validated through its usefulness and applicability in solving real-life problems; however, an examination of the literature included in this assignment suggests that a pragmatic approach is rare in this field.

[bookmark: _Toc1302776210]2.3 Justification
The methodology employed to complete the following literature review involved
researching, reading, analysing, evaluating and summarising scholarly literature (Mahrool, 2021), typically including journal articles and other publications about the role TAs play in educating students with ALN in Wales. The review, and the subsequent conclusions and recommendations, will further define current policy, the TA’s role, how they are utilised and how TAs support student learning. Furthermore, identifying research gaps and problems would be beneficial, as it was hoped that the project would provide evidence when recommending and implementing policy within teaching establishments. A constructivist ontological stance was employed when identifying different datasets (Mahrool, 2021) using an interpretivist epistemology in the research (Cohen, et al., 2018).

For this assignment, the term 'Teaching Assistant' (TA) or ‘Teaching Assistants' (TAs) will be used as a comprehensive label for the various titles and roles described by Bosanquet, et al. (2021), which include: non-teaching assistants; learning support assistants, learning support staff; classroom assistants, classroom support staff; teacher aides (Webster, 2024). Additionally, the term 'student' will refer to both school-age pupils and students in FE and HE. The acronym ALN(s) will be used to cover, though not exclusively, references in the literature to Special Educational Needs (SEN), Learning Difficulties and/or Disabilities (LDD) and Additional Learning Needs (ALN) (Welsh Government, 2022).

It was clear from the outset that there is a limited amount of literature in the field. This resulted in designing a clear strategy for locating the most appropriate and important literature on ALN in Wales, a discussion of the traditional role of the TA in England and Wales, and educational strategies that TAs could employ and their outcomes (Skipp & Hopwood, 2019). It was necessary to develop relevant keywords such as ‘ALN’, ‘Welsh Government’, ‘Teaching Assistant’, ‘student progress’ and also the phrase ‘para-professional’ when searching literature written abroad. Using Google Scholar, limiting searches to academic databases known for educational research, including ERIC, PubMed, PsycINFO, and specific journals such as the British Journal of Special Education was initially trialled but, over time, became broader. Utilising government publications of reports and policy documents and numerical data related to ALN and TAs was also important to establish evidence. Most of the literature was limited to peer-reviewed articles, publications and studies conducted within the UK; however, there was some information drawn upon from abroad for international comparison. In concentrating on data gathered predominantly in England and Wales, titles and abstracts were screened for their relevance and provided insights into the historic role of TAs supporting students with ALN from 2002 to the present day. Topics considered included the effectiveness of TAs, educational interventions relating to ALN, analysis of WG policy and reflection on relevant case studies in the field.

Given the limited literature available, careful consideration was given to understanding the methodologies, findings and conclusions reached. This was vital in reflecting on the large body of work undertaken by Peter Blatchford and subsequently augmented by Rob Webster, who are clearly the world-leading experts in the field. In highlighting the key points, results and discussions, clear repeated themes emerged that provided significant evidence to answer the question of this assignment. In compiling a comprehensive reference list, the most relevant and influential studies were considered, and the work of Blatchford and Webster are well cited in other papers within the field. The reference list also includes a combination of empirical research, theoretical papers, Welsh Government policy, and peer reviewed articles.

Regard was paid to summarising the main findings relating to TAs from the reviewed literature (Cohen, et al., 2018), identifying common themes such as the effectiveness of inclusive education, the challenges faced by TAs and their impact on students with ALN. The literature review has six distinct sections that will explore the theory in more detail. By following specific steps, the literature review was designed to be comprehensive and systematic, ensuring that the current study is grounded in existing research (Mahrool, 2021). However, the literature review may be compromised due to the field of study being under-researched. Consequently, addressing gaps in the field of ALN in the UK, with a particular focus on Wales, has proven challenging. The scarcity of research specific to the Welsh context means that there is limited evidence from which to draw. Despite these challenges, the review aimed to identify and address some of these gaps, providing a more complete understanding of ALN in the UK and Wales.

Finally, despite no primary data being collected for this piece of work, several ethical considerations were taken into account. The literature used was accurately represented, as misrepresenting or selectively citing work to support a preconceived notion can lead to biased conclusions (Cohen, et al., 2018). All sources are properly acknowledged, giving credit to the original authors and to avoid plagiarism (Singh, 2022), which includes both direct quotations and paraphrased ideas (Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2023). The criteria used for including or excluding studies was transparent, with the narrow scope and limitations clearly set out; therefore, the literature review is both rigorous, respectful of the work of others and ethically sound (BERA, 2024). Objectivity is ensured by including a range of perspectives and by critically evaluating the evidence presented, with particular attention paid to the work of Peter Blatchford and others and, later, Rob Webster and colleagues (Mahrool, 2021). 


[bookmark: _Toc2098160972][bookmark: _Toc509948795]3. Literature Review 

[bookmark: _Toc327980828]3.1 Introduction

‘Education in Wales: Our National Mission’ was a document released by WG (2022) to transform curriculum and assessment in Wales, raising literacy and numeracy standards, enhancing digital and bilingual skills and fostering enterprising, creative, and critical thinkers. The framework focuses on equity and excellence, aiming to develop confident, capable citizens, and is based on the Donaldson Report (2015), which led to a large-scale revision of the national curriculum in Wales. In developing Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), WG followed international perspectives on inclusion, which included strategies for teaching and learning, aiming to ensure that all children’s and young persons’ rights are fundamental (UNCRC, 1989/2022). Along with the UK, countries including the United States, Australia, Sweden, Italy, Canada, Germany, Finland, Hong Kong, Ireland, Iceland, Malta, South Africa and New Zealand have significant increases in TA numbers (Giangreco, et al., 2014), largely due to the movement towards including and supporting students with ALN in mainstream educational environments (Webster & De Boer, 2019). 

When discussing ‘inclusion’ and the importance of ensuring an inclusive and supported education for students, Specht (2013) observes that leading scholars have yet to reach a consensus on the definition of the word ‘inclusion’, with various authors using the term to convey different concepts and DeLuca (2013) suggesting that further research is needed, specifically in inclusive education, to develop a solid theoretical framework. McGhie-Richmond et al. (2013) note that, although there is a generally positive outlook on inclusive education internationally, secondary teachers may be less supportive of inclusion compared to their primary counterparts. This is supported in the work of De Vroey et al. (2016) in the context of secondary schools in the UK, where subject-based structures have been retained. McGhie-Richmond et al. (2013) articulate that subject-specific teachers tend to teach a large number of students per week in their subject. This is in contrast to their primary counterparts where the same thirty pupils tend to be taught by the same teacher for the whole academic year. McGhie-Richmond et al. suggest that the secondary teaching model can be seen as an obstacle to understanding pupils’ individual requirements.

In China, contrary to typical Western perspectives, teachers in urban areas favour segregation over inclusion for students with ALN (Deng, 2008). Contributing factors include a higher number of ALN students, poor transportation links in rural regions making local schools a more feasible option, and the pressure on teachers in larger cities to ensure student success for further education opportunities (Cui, 2016). While some of these issues may be applicable in the Welsh context, it is important to recognise that international studies show variations in how students with ALN are identified, assessed, and educated across different countries (D'Alessio & Watkins, 2009). Consequently, while considering international research, policy-makers in Wales had a clear understanding of worldwide best practice to inform Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).

Classroom support significantly contributes to the inclusion of students with ALN in mainstream schools (Forlin, et al., 2008). Initially rare in the UK during the 1970s and 80s (Hryniewicz, 2008), the total number of TAs increased to 177,000 by 2008 and further to 219,800 by November 2011 (DfE, 2012). This growth reflects the value that successive governments placed on TAs, with policies like the National Agreement for ‘Raising Standards and Workload’ (DfES, et al., 2003) led to this increase. Notably, while teacher and student numbers remained stable, a substantial rise in TA numbers over time was seen, as shown in Figure 3.
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Several reports, including Hancock et al. (2002), Blatchford et al. (2004), Blatchford et al. (2006), Blatchford et al. (2008), and Whitehorn (2010) note historical reasons behind the rapid and considerable increase in the number of support staff in schools. This expansion can be explained in part by the greater autonomy granted to headteachers via the Education Reform Act (HMSO, 1989), the funding delegation for pupils with ALN (Fletcher-Campbell & Cullen, 1999), a greater number of pupil ALN statements (DfEE, 1997), the introduction of the literacy hour (Machin & McNally, 2008) and the ‘National Agreement for Raising Standards and Tackling Workload’ (Howes, 2003) in creating new supporting staff positions. The increase in the number of TAs continued in England and Wales in the following decade (Figure 4).
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[bookmark: _Toc175753070]Figure 4: Teaching staff and TAs employed in primary, secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education institutions (2010) compared with England & Wales in 2022

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2012) published that, worldwide in 2010, there were 81.8 classroom practitioners per 1000 students employed in primary, secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary (FE) education institutions. 74.5 (91%) were fully trained teachers while 7.3 (8.9%) were TAs. However, the UK in the same year recorded only 57.7 (78.8%) teachers per 1000 students and 15.5 (21.1%) TAs. In response to two government initiatives to ease teachers' workload and facilitate inclusion, the number of TAs in schools grew exponentially over the following twelve years (Avgerinou, 2018). Data from UK Government (2023) reveals that, by 2022, England had similar numbers of classroom staff as were in post in 2010, but there had been a sharp decline in the numbers of qualified teachers (11.1%) whilst, over the same period, there had been a significant rise in the numbers (66.9%) of TAs. In Wales, the difference was even more pronounced, with 20.2% fewer qualified teachers while the TA workforce grew by 80.9% (Welsh Government, 2022). The union Unison (2024) suggests that teacher shortages across many schools are leading to significant challenges in maintaining the quality of education. As a result, TAs are increasingly being called upon to take on responsibilities traditionally reserved for qualified teachers, such as leading entire lessons and managing full classrooms on their own, despite not having the same level of training or experience as qualified teachers (Webster, 2022). This situation may place additional pressure on support staff, who must balance their usual roles with these expanded duties, often without the appropriate support, financial compensation or additional time. Moreover, the reliance on support staff to fill the gap left by teacher shortages can impact the overall learning experience for students as they may not receive the same level of instruction and guidance as they would from a fully qualified teacher (Webster, et al., 2021). 


[bookmark: _Toc2096359387]3.2 The role of the TA
Due to the increasing responsibilities and roles of TAs, along with the lack of clarity in terms of job titles and descriptions, Blatchford and colleagues conducted reviews (2002), (2004), (2006), to establish recognised criteria in regard to the employment characteristics of TAs. Furthermore, Blatchford (2009) aimed to capture accurate information on TAs' practice related to student achievement and teacher contact time and explored managers' procedures to maximize support staff effectiveness. Covering England and Wales, initial questionnaires were followed by mixed methods research, providing a foundation for subsequent studies to assess further improvements, or otherwise. Blatchford et al. (2012) and Sharples et al. (2015) discovered that having TAs in a classroom situation, in terms of reducing workload and stress, benefits teachers along with assisting classroom management. Most teachers, they report, are positive about involving TAs in classrooms, and note that students who may not be wholly engaged exponentially benefit. 

Groom (2006) observes that, as TA numbers began to rise in the UK, their responsibilities changed. Once non-pedagogic, the role developed into one where the TA can now undertake pedagogical responsibilities within classrooms teaching and learning. Navarro (2015) identifies the role of a TA becoming ‘multi-faceted’, including delivering teaching activities, and reports that identifying the boundaries between the role of a teacher and that of a TA can be difficult. Skipp & Hopwood (2019) consider whether the role of the TA is to supplement the teacher’s role during lessons in undertaking routine tasks or to substitute for the teacher. Geeson & Clarke (2022) augment this claim by exploring the concurrent issues that TAs face regarding role definition and role-creep, along with the difficulties involved in ambiguously defining their evolving and adaptable role. Hall & Webster (2023) add to the literature further, reflecting on the way in which TA roles have altered post the Covid-19 pandemic, articulating the view that the informal responsibilities that teaching assistants assumed during lockdown have continued, resulting in an even greater increase in their workload. This was based on a national survey of 9055 participants, suggesting that these issues are common across the country and internationally (Griffin, 2024).

Reflecting on the changing role of TAs, there is acknowledgement that significant Continuing Professional Development should be undertaken (Geeson & Clarke, 2022) in order for professionals to develop their skills further. Heardman in Parker et al. (2009) noted the need to utilise TAs skills and experience, and to augment them with appropriate training. In an attempt to provide a national framework for TAs to work at an advanced level, in 2007, Higher Level Teaching Assistants (HLTAs) were instigated (Burgess & Shelton Mayes, 2009) in order to support individuals or small groups, particularly those with ALN (Wilson, et al., 2007). Governmental strategy aimed to address both teachers’ workload, and for TAs develop career opportunities, qualifications and training for TAs in England (Skipp & Hopwood, 2019) and in Wales (Egan, et al., 2019), realising the need for a thorough national development strategy and investment in the TA workforce to address longstanding issues (Hall & Webster, 2023). The need for more support to maximise the practice of TAs in a coordinated strategy is universally acknowledged (Bosanquet, et al., 2021), with Webster et al. (2021) stating that increased training for TAs who support pupil behaviour can result in students appreciably progressing. The Education Endowment Foundation (2021) in the publication ‘Making Best Use of Teaching Assistants’ propose seven recommendations in three categories, that aim to clarify previous research and to lay down guidelines for transforming the system in which TAs are utilised and supported, as shown in Figure 5.
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[bookmark: _Toc175753071]Figure 5: EEF - Seven recommendations to make best use of Teaching Assistants
[bookmark: _Toc1783584423]3.3 TA Challenges

‘Significant gaps’ within published research concerning work undertaken by support staff are noted by Blatchford et al. (2009), including its positive or negative effects and its validity. Lee (2010) notes a number of barriers and challenges that TAs face and Muijs and Reynolds (2003) suggest that there was no significant evidence to indicate that deploying TAs improved the academic outcomes of students. The presence of TAs causing a negative impact on students’ academic outcomes was recorded by Webster et al. (2010) while Giangreco & Doyle (2007) reported that TAs may interfere negatively with students interacting. Students developing an unnecessary dependency on TAs over time was a concern stated by Rose & Forlin (2010), and evidence presented by Sharples et al. (2015) also indicated that the presence of TAs in teaching situations may encourage students to develop a higher level of dependency, supporting the work of Giangreco (2010). Sharples, et al. (2015) additionally reported that, typically, TAs are more concerned that their students complete their tasks rather allowing them to develop their knowledge and understanding. Empirical evidence does suggest that this is often the case, with the example of the phrase “finish your work, then you can go out to play” being heard in many classrooms. Qualitative evidence (Figure 6), highlights pedagogy that should be avoided or encouraged by TAs (Lee, 2010).
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Building on Webster et al. (2013), Sharples et al. (2015) examine issues related to questioning strategies, such as using open and closed questions, making statements that prompt the desired or 'correct' response, and providing answers before students have a chance to respond. Consequently, students may develop a dependency on the TA. Supporting Sharples et al.'s findings, Al-Saadi (2011) asserts that students who take charge of their own learning are more successful, and that engaging students in directing their studies enhances independent learning. Evidence indicates that allowing time for discussion, whether between adults and students or among students themselves, can boost confidence (Department for Education, 2004). Spencer (2003) argues that closed questions may result in superficial answers or no answers at all due to embarrassment and may even lead to the teacher or TA answering their own questions (Sharples et al., 2015).

The work of Blatchford et al. (2009), Webster et al. (2013) and Webster et al. (2021) gathered information from various stakeholders to support their findings. All three pieces of research employed mixed-method approaches to evaluate whether different interventions had impacted the work of TAs. However, student outcomes were not measured, as the reports focus on developing a rigorous model for the role of the TA in terms of how they are trained, deployed and utilised, rather than assessing student outcomes. Blatchford et al. (2009) also suggested the negative impact that TAs can have on students' educational development, reflecting the need for school managers to reassess current TA practices, which was later underscored in the work of Webster (2022). 

Blatchford et al. (2012) indicated that TAs are underutilised despite substantial investments in creating more TA positions, while various trials of previous recommendations showed that effective teaching and learning strategies could be adopted by TAs, teachers and school managers (McAleavy, et al., 2016). As noted by Avgerinou (2018), some experimentation in restructuring TA employment led to significant improvements in three key areas: classroom roles, lesson preparation, and communication with students. Blatchford et al. (2012) emphasised the need for guidance and support in evaluating current practitioners, while McAleavy et al. (2016) suggested that schools with poor inspection reports could improve quickly by making better use of TAs, enhancing student feedback, setting clear targets, and planning lessons effectively. Webster et al. (2021) suggest that stakeholders could restructure how teachers and TAs planned lessons and the school day, including modifying the school day to allow for discussions, enabling teachers and TAs to work with students of all abilities, and introducing initiatives to reduce the need for adult intervention. Many participants, especially those enthusiastically led by school managers, reported that there was "no going back to how things were." The authors acknowledged the significant role of school managers in this process, which can serve as a foundation for school improvement. Citing a government paper (DfEE, 2011), Webster et al. argued that school management is best positioned to ensure that students with ALNs are taught effectively (Webster, et al., 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc398101567]3.4 TA Barriers
Emira (2013) conducted a study on the perspectives of TAs and HLTAs in leadership roles within classrooms, uncovering several obstacles that hinder their ability to lead and support teacher leadership effectively. The study revealed that,  while many TAs were eager to collaborate with teachers and enhance their roles, they faced numerous challenges related to both students and teachers, as well as issues inherent to the support staff themselves. Supporting O'Brien & O'Brien (2010), some TAs reported experiencing negative attitudes from students and teachers, such as disrespect from others in the school, which may have contributed to low self-esteem among support staff. Although the study's sample size was small, Emira’s (2013) work, which was later supported by Egan, et al. (2019), suggests that there is a need for a shift in attitude to enable TAs to assist teachers more effectively, particularly in classroom management, and proposes assigning specialist roles to TAs. Keating and O'Connor (2012) similarly call for a reassessment of the TA's role, where they contend that the conventional role of caring for students with ALN is insufficient and advocate for a re-evaluation of how TAs' expertise and abilities can be utilised to more effectively in order to support both students and teachers in the classroom. Gray & Wright (2021) stress clearly the necessity of acknowledging the potential of support staff to boost student achievement when their roles are well-planned and implemented.

[bookmark: _Toc1856480632]3.5 TAs in FE and HE
With particular relevance to this literature review, research on the role of TAs in FE and HE is notably scarce. According to Davis (1996), HE institutions consist of two primary groups: academic and non-academic staff, with TAs falling into the latter category. Banata & Kuh (1998) emphasise that academic staff alone cannot foster students' personal and academic growth without the support of non-academic staff. Gillespie et al. (2001) highlight that the differing responsibilities of these two groups result in distinct challenges, with support staff being crucial to enhancing students' comprehension and practical application in HE. Smewing & Cox (2007) concur, noting that managers often assign tasks to support staff without considering their specific skills, potentially leading to various health issues. Rothmann & Essenko (2007) explored the issues of burnout and ill health in relation to the job characteristics of support staff in HE institutions. They argue that burnout is driven by increasing job demands and a lack of necessary resources, leading to long-term illness. Donaldson (2015) acknowledges that TA wellbeing needs supporting, suggesting that increased funding to increase the availability of counselling, targeted intervention support and greater professional development opportunities. Pitman (2000) observed that research in the HE sector often overlooks issues affecting support staff, such as burnout and stress, because these issues are not relevant to the academic researchers conducting the studies. While this study may appear to be dated, the concerns raised are supported more recently by Biron, et al. (2008) and Wray & Kinman (2021) suggesting that the issues identified by Pitman continue to be relevant.

In England, the Enhanced Learning Support Assistant Programme (ELSAP) (Simpson, 2010) aimed to provide professional development for TAs in an FE college, focusing on supporting students with ALN in an inclusive setting. A report by McLachlan (2014) revealed that TAs often felt confused and isolated, unable to engage with colleagues, and that the vocational education's diverse subject areas added to the complexity of their support roles. This challenge is especially pronounced for TAs who are new to the role and unfamiliar with the various subject specialisms within an FE college. This finding aligns with school-based research indicating that some TAs feel unprepared for their roles (Blatchford, et al., 2009). TAs in the ELSAP study expressed that FE colleges are complex work environments where they typically work in isolation, lacking access to staffrooms or communal spaces for peer support. They strongly desired training to better support students with ALN, such as learning effective communication strategies to use with students (McLachlan, 2014).

O'Brien & O'Brien (2010) indicate that induction and ongoing professional development for TAs in the lifelong learning sector are inconsistent, with time constraints and employment status posing significant barriers to their training. Their findings are supported by Cajkler, et al. (2007) who discuss similar issues in the school sector, and also by Heardman in Parker et al. (2009). O'Brien & O'Brien (2010) further propose the creation of a web-based portal managed by a national organisation which would facilitate the planning of tailored training programs based on the specific needs of TAs and teachers. This initiative would help establish a career pathway with nationally recognised qualifications for TAs. They also recommend that teacher training in HE should mandate collaboration with support staff. In Wales, this practice has been in place for many years, with the existing Qualified Teacher Status standards emphasising that trainee teachers must understand and recognise the input provided and needed from TAs and other professionals supporting students in their learning process (Welsh Government, 2017).

The absence of any significant literature on the role of TAs in FE in England and Wales is noteworthy and may be attributed to several interconnected factors. As discussed in this literature review, authors including Blatchford and Webster have traditionally focused on primary and secondary education, where TAs play a more visible and standardised role (Blatchford, et al., 2012). In these settings, the integration of TAs into classrooms is well-established, and their impact on student outcomes has been widely studied (Webster, 2022). Conversely, the role of TAs in FE in England and Wales is less standardised and varies significantly between institutions, due to the high degree of autonomy in the sector. This autonomy results in a lack of a consistent, nationwide approach to the use of TAs, making it difficult to conduct valid and reliable research in this sector (Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2023), which may offer this researcher the possibility of undertaking further research in this area.










[bookmark: _Toc1214778239]4. Conclusion 
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To enhance research in the field of assessing whether TAs are the answer to providing diagnosed and non-diagnosed ALN students an inclusive and supportive environment, it is evident that extensive additional investigation is required. There appears to be a lack of uniformity in the language and definitions used across different countries concerning ALN, as well as varying degrees of recognition for different types of needs. Researchers should collaborate to establish a common understanding that encompasses all students, regardless of their background or culture. In Wales, policymakers should continue to draw upon best international practice, to ensure optimal provision for future generations of children and young people. However, insufficient research in this area is a significant issue when applied to the specific the role of a TA, as highlighted by Blatchford, et al. (2012) and Webster et al. (2013). Bosanquet, et al. (2021), while discussing the perspectives of TAs and HLTAs in leadership roles within classroom contexts, re-emphasises the need for further research, to fully understand the challenges faced within the sector. Similarly, Frater (2023) asserts that TAs’ roles, their impact, and their training requirements are ‘significantly under-researched’. Students may well benefit from additional support, where specialised knowledge and skills from TAs are available to provide effective assistance (Gray & Wright, 2021) and students should have more input into the support they receive. This holds particular importance in FE and HE, where students pursue specialised courses, requiring TAs with specific expertise to support them effectively (Frater, 2023).

Initially, this literature review focused on the research conducted by Peter Blatchford and later Rob Webster, with their colleagues. It is acknowledged that their investigation work and subsequent conclusions are based in England and Wales. Some consideration was given to international perspectives, but this, on reflection, could have been interrogated in greater detail. This literature review could have explored in more detail the role of Graduate Teaching Assistants within the higher education system in the UK (Muzaka, 2009), the frustration and loneliness of TAs (McLachlan, 2014), or, how TAs can enable students to learn independently (Bosanquet, et al., 2021). Overall, however, evidence seems to suggest that educational policy leaders should be cautious about using TAs informally to teach underperforming or lower-attaining students (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021). Instead, they should aim to complement existing teachers and prioritise teaching quality (Gray & Wright, 2021). Ultimately, student needs should guide the practical implementation utilising a well-trained, confident and enthusiastic TA (Webster, et al., 2021).

It is important for FE establishments, such as in this author’s institution, to recognise that all staff, including TAs, should be involved in educational discussions and developments. Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) necessitates that TAs should receive training in strategies for offering support to pupils in order to help them progress in their learning, with Skipp & Hopwood (2019) arguing that teachers continue to find the concept of inclusion difficult to understand and implement into their practice. 

[bookmark: _Toc617115266]Summary
In summary, while may TAs play a crucial role in supporting inclusive education with students with or without an ALN diagnosis, there are significant gaps in the literature. Furthermore, the effects of the ALN Bill in Wales, particularly concerning its design and implementation are currently under-reported, while any long-term outcomes for ALN students remain under-researched. This indicates a need for more comprehensive studies to evaluate the legislative impacts and to track the educational and social progress of students with ALN over time, ensuring that policies and practices are effectively supporting their development and inclusion.

Educational literature supports the view that students with ALN require a holistic approach: personalised teaching strategies, inclusive environments, and appropriate resources. It is thought that TAs can significantly contribute in this area by providing individualised support, but they should be well trained and integrated into a broader, well-coordinated strategy, involving teachers, specialists and families to ensure the highest student outcomes. Therefore, this literature review concludes that, in many cases in Wales where TAs are not well-trained, supported and integrated, in terms of increasing student attainment, TAs are not value for money.


[bookmark: _Toc150674607]5. Recommendations 
Blatchford et al. (2012), propose that several critical areas merit further investigation, including re-evaluating the conditions of employment for TAs, as well as their training, deployment, and practical roles (Bosanquet, et al., 2021). Research should also focus on alternative forms of assessment, the varying levels of support provided, and the diverse roles TAs fulfil, alongside accurately assessing the specific needs of pupils (Webster, et al., 2021). Additionally, they recommend that researchers examine studies conducted in other countries where the impact of TAs has been thoroughly analysed. For instance, Finland is often cited as a model of good practice, given that TA training there spans 12 months. However, in countries such as Denmark, Finland, and Norway, TAs traditionally do not engage in lesson preparation, delivery, or assessment; instead, they perform more conventional, non-pedagogic roles (Navarro, 2015).

Despite these differences, Blatchford et al. (2009) stress the importance of these international comparisons for making informed, evidence-based decisions about practices in Wales and the broader UK context. By learning from the methods and outcomes observed in these countries, we can better understand how to optimise the roles and impact of TAs in our educational system. This approach will help ensure that the deployment and training of TAs are both effective and aligned with best practices observed globally, ultimately enhancing educational outcomes for all students. Within this author’s own practice, it is clear that the role of any TA should be clearly defined in terms of what they do and what they do not do (Bosanquet, et al., 2021). Evidence seems to suggest that the greater amount of support a student receives from a TA means they progress less well academically (Frater, 2023). Whilst still absorbing the after-effects of Covid-19 the current financial crisis, Hall & Webster (2023) reflect that the quality of TA provision is currently poor. As a sector, they may be culpable for ensuring poor pupil progression and attainment due to being underpaid, undertrained, unsupervised and undervalued and should be addressed immediately (Webster, 2024). 
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