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Teaching assistants have a variety of different roles within a school setting. Unlike a teacher, they work one-to-one with an individual child or support a small group of children rather than an entire classroom. They are there to assist children who have been identified as having specific or additional educational needs in accessing their full potential during school life. Teaching assistants help children to identify, explore and develop their own individual style of learning. In order to achieve this, it is essential that they foster a good and trusting relationship with the children they work with. Indeed, creating a solid relationship with the children allows them to open up to, confide and trust in the process of being educated - which is often needed, as early experiences of traditional education may have left negative impressions upon them having failed to engage in the same way that other children might have, resulting in reduced confidence. 
“The use of teaching assistants allows teachers to engage pupils in more creative and practical activities and to spend more time working with small groups and individuals.” Butt, R., 2016. Teacher assistant support and deployment in mainstream schools. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 20(9), pp.995-1007.
The traditional role of a teaching assistant is to support the teacher in the delivery of subject content. Working as a team, both teacher and teaching assistant set challenging and demanding expectations to the student, promoting self-esteem, confidence, and independent learning where possible. Teaching assistants work closely with the teacher to support the delivery of the lesson plan, review student progress and to give feedback for further achievement. They often take the lead in displaying pupils’ work within the classroom and around the school.
Teaching assistants help create and maintain a purposeful, orderly, and supportive environment among students inside and outside the classroom. At times, students with specific learning needs also have additional behavioural needs which can create an additional set of challenges for the teaching assistant to manage alongside their educational needs too. Due to the unique relationship with their student, teaching assistants recognise that it is not only important to support the students’ themselves - as well as other teaching staff, but to also provide a bridge of information to the students’ parents and/or carers too.
I am a teaching assistant at Dylan Thomas School and work under the direct instruction and guidance of teaching and senior staff. I undertake work, care and support programmes to enable access to learning for all pupils and assist the teacher in the management of pupils in the classroom. I also supervise and provide individual support for pupils, encompassing children with additional educational, behavioural and physical needs, ensuring that their safety and access to learning is made possible in all areas of school life. I assist with the development and implementation of IEPs (individual education plans), behaviour plans and personal care programmes. During my time in this school, not only have I established constructive relationships with pupils I work closely with, but I have also created relationships with other mainstream pupils too. My work within mainstream has also helped me to promote the inclusion and acceptance of all pupils, no matter what their ability may be. 

The role of a teaching assistant can be incredibly rewarding but it also has its challenges too. It is incredibly satisfying to see children benefitting from one-to-one support in order to meet a target that they have been working so hard towards. For example, I worked with a child who was initially unable to spell his own name. However, working together over a few weeks, he was then able to write his own name independently. This was a huge achievement for my student and gave me much satisfaction to see his confidence in recognising his own abilities. Moreover, through this experience, my own confidence and trust in my professional abilities grew also. 

Conversely, there are times when the role of a teaching assistant can be very difficult. If your student is having a bad day then that one day can seem to destroy all trust you have built with them and you have to start back at square one again. Not only do teaching assistants need to be resilient, but they also need to be able to show the pupil that they can be trusted, will be non-judgemental and consistent in their approach and support. “In a small school where teachers wear many hats already, TAs make the difference between coping and drowning. They are often able to be more flexible than teachers and can give pupils more of their time” Skillsforschools.org.uk. 2021. http://www.skillsforschools.org.uk/media/1075/unison-evident-value-of-tas.pdf> 

Teaching assistants build strong relationships with the children they work with. Personally, I know I have good relationships with the children I support which enables me to recognise when something is wrong with them. I know when they are sad or if there is something going on in their personal life that is distracting them from their education. Many of the pupils I have worked with come to school with the weight of the world on their shoulders. They often have problems that arise in their ability to access school life that have derived from challenging home lives. Whether that may be due to divorce, bullying or bereavement, these issues are often detrimental to a child’s education. "When the situation changes at home for these children, the relationship with their teacher changes too," says researcher and PhD candidate Beate W. Hygen at NTNU Social Research and the Norwegian University of Science and Technology's (NTNU) Department of Psychology.
Due to the close relationship a teaching assistant often has with the children they work with, they are often the first to notice if they are going through something outside of school in terms of neglect, physical and/or emotional abuse. In the past, I have seen children almost fall through the gap because the problems they were facing at home had no space to be discussed as the teacher, for example, had a class of 30 pupils to educate and care for. “TAs do not need to replace teachers but are needed to provide care and welfare of the pupils and emotional support together with encouraging and supporting the pupils‟ learning and progress”. Skillsforschools.org.uk. 2021. http://www.skillsforschools.org.uk/media/1075/unison-evident-value-of-tas.pdf>
There are many pastoral roles in schools, for example teachers, pastoral support officers and ELSA. Pastoral care in schools is vital because the wellbeing of children’s’ emotional and mental health is central to them in being able to access education. Indeed, having good pastoral care improves a pupil’s learning experience, their school attendance and general wellbeing. Pastoral care workers pick up children struggling mentally and emotionally and put into place extra support they may need such as counselling or therapy. “Emotional wellbeing is a clear indicator of academic achievement, success and satisfaction in later life. Evidence shows that mental health and wellbeing programmes in schools, can lead to significant improvements in children’s mental health, and social and emotional skills.” (https://youngminds.org.uk/media/1428/wise-up-prioritising-wellbeing-in-schools.pdf).

For teaching assistants, their pastoral skill-set is used every day; to listen empathetically and sensitively to the explicit and implicit needs of the child in their care. It is important to note, that this cross-over between education and the pastoral elements of their role, means that the teaching assistant must be conscious of professional boundaries and signpost to other members of staff, where necessary. Indeed, safeguarding must be considered to always ensure the safety of a child. “Teaching assistants perform a valuable role in pastoral care. They are another pair of eyes.” (https://www.schoolsmith.co.uk/pastoral-care-schools/). 
In my own experience, the children who I work with trust me and so if an issue has occurred, they are able to confide in me. I can recognise when a pupil I work closely with is not doing well or has something on their mind which then allows me to take all steps necessary to make sure that I listen to, but do not become too emotionally or personally involved. I also recognise that I am not a qualified councillor, so I need to make sure that what I am doing and what I am saying is ethical, sensible, and legal. 
Schools can provide many resources to help those with a pastoral role help pupils access support. For example, safe spaces, calm classrooms, written instructions, and mini-breaks help regulate an unregulated child. In my place of work, we use all these things. I work in a specialised ‘nurture class’ of fourteen pupils identified as having a variety of additional needs and these resources have greatly benefited our children. Their mental and emotional wellbeing is something they struggle with daily and many of the children come from backgrounds which have been quite traumatic for them. Our classroom gives them a sense of a safe space, routine, and calmness which is something they do not often have outside of school.
In conclusion, I believe that teaching assistants are a vital asset to schools to help those students who need extra support with their academic journey, to support teachers in delivering the curriculum and take on a natural pastoral role. In 2013, Unison carried out a survey based on evident value of teaching assistants. Two hundred and ten people responded. All but a few stated that their need for teaching assistants within their classroom as being imperative. I couldn’t agree more. 
