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Introduction and background

For the past 15 years there has been rapid growth in the numbers of teaching assistants working in
mainstream schools in the UK. Traditionally, the work of teaching assistants has been to support the
education of children with special needs, but in the last ten years their contribution towards assisting the
education of all pupils has been recognised. In 2003, a National Agreement ‘Raising Standards and
Tackling Workload’ came into force which led to the development of new roles for support staff.

A review on the impact of paid adult support staff on participation and learning was published in 2003"
which synthesised research undertaken before the National Agreement. This review updates and expands
the original synthesis. Most of the research covered in the in-depth part of this review relates to Teaching
Assistants in Primary schools, many supporting pupils with additional needs.

Key Findings
Impact on Pupils

Trained and supported teaching assistants can help primary aged children with literacy and language
problems to make significant gains in learning.

‘Sensitive’ teaching assistant support can facilitate pupil engagement in learning and social activities with
the class teacher and their peers. This requires teaching assistants to be skilled at encouraging interaction,
but also aware of occasions where the pupil needs to undertake self-directed choices and actions.

Teaching assistants can promote social and emotional adjustment, but, from the limited available literature,
it appears that they are not very successful in undertaking therapeutic tasks aimed at supporting children
with emotional and behavioural problems.

Impact on Schools

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.

Class-related workload is reduced when working with a teaching assistant, however, the ‘management’
workload can be increased

" Howes A, Farrell P, Kaplan |, Moss S (2003) The impact of paid adult support on the participation and learning of pupils in
mainstream schools. In: Research Evidence in Education Library. London: EPPI-Centre, Social Science Research Unit, Institute of
Education, University of London.
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Adult presence in the classroom makes teachers
feel supported and therefore under less stress.
In addition, knowing that pupils are receiving
improved levels of attention and support is also
reported to enhance job satisfaction for
teachers.

Using ‘team teaching’ styles involving teaching
assistants to support small groups within whole
class activities seems to promote a more
inclusive ethos.

Teaching assistants can act as an intermediary
between teachers and parents encouraging
parental contacts, participation in the life of the
school and, where appropriate, in learning
activities. However, care is required to ensure
that appropriate contacts with the teacher are
maintained.

Methodology
The overall research questions were:

1. What is the impact of adult support staff
on the participation and learning of pupils
in mainstream schools?

2. What is the impact of support staff on
mainstream schools?

3. What are the processes that lead to
impacts on pupils and school outcomes?

A systematic review of the literature was
undertaken which involved searches in the main
educational and social science databases.

Studies were included according to strict quality
criteria. A map of literature was produced, and
35 studies (in 39 publications) were identified as
relevant to this review.

Few relevant studies described the impact of
support staff other than teaching assistants,
therefore the in-depth review was focussed on
this group of support staff.

Most studies addressed teaching assistant
support to pupils with additional needs,
comparatively few focussed on general support
to pupils in the classroom.

The majority of studies were from the USA and

England and Wales. The overwhelming majority
examined teaching assistant support in primary
schools.

Results

A number of high quality intervention studies
considered the impact of teaching assistants on
academic achievement and to a lesser extent on
participation and engagement. For other themes
the evidence relies for the most part on studies
that examine the views and experiences of
teachers and support staff, most of which were
also conducted in a rigorous manner.

Impact on Pupils

Impact on Participation (attendance at school
and engagement in learning)

Fourteen studies examined the impact of teaching
assistants on pupils with SEN.

Seven of these reported that too much reliance
on teaching assistant support can hinder SEN
pupil’s interaction with peers and teachers,
undermine opportunities for self-determination,
and may lead to these pupils feeling stigmatised.

Four studies suggest that teaching assistants can
have a positive impact on pupils with SEN in
maintaining engagement in academic activities,
and, where trained, in supporting communication
with peers.

Four out of five studies examined the impact of
teaching assistants on the participation of all
pupils and found positive effects. The presence of
teaching assistants was found to help pupils
engage in tasks and activities. One study
reported mixed findings.

Impact on Academic Progress

A number of studies examined the impact of
support staff on academic progress. These
included intervention studies that measured
impact on attainment before and after an
intervention as well as those which measured
perceived impact.

Seven out of eight studies suggested that trained
and supported teaching assistants, either working
on a one to one basis or in a small group, can
help primary aged children with literacy and
language problems to make significant gains in
learning.

Only two studies looked at numeracy. One found
no impact and the other had mixed results.

One further study found a positive impact of
suitably trained speech and language training
assistants on language skills.



In three of the above studies, matched groups of
children with identified problems in literacy or
language development received help from
qualified staff or from teaching assistants (or
equivalent). In all studies pupils in intervention
groups made significantly more progress than
pupils in the comparison groups, who received
treatment as usual. There was no difference in
the amount of progress made by pupils taught in
either of the intervention groups suggesting that,
in these studies, the qualified staff and teaching
assistants were equally successful in helping the
children

Five further studies all reported positive
perceptions from teachers, parents / carers, and
from the pupils themselves on the impact of
teaching assistants on academic development.

Impact on Social and Emotional
Development

Six studies looked at this element. There was a
general perception that teaching assistants have
a positive impact on the social and emotional
development of the pupils they support.
However, perceptions of pupils with learning
disabilities suggested that they recalled
developing friendships with their teaching
assistant rather than with their peers.

One study also suggested that teaching
assistants are not very successful in undertaking
therapeutic tasks aimed at supporting children
with emotional and behavioral problems.

Processes supporting positive pupil impacts

Teaching assistants are effective if they are
trained and supported to deliver specific
interventions to individuals or small groups.
However the intervention itself should be robust,
that is, for example, delivered appropriately and
implemented over a sufficient period of time to
have an effect.

Support to individuals needs to be finely tuned to
their needs to provide sufficient assistance with
learning or communication as necessary, but to
promote pupil self-determination and social
interaction wherever possible. Teaching
assistants need to be acutely aware of the
individual needs of the pupils they are
supporting and to make finely balanced
judgements as to the possible impact of their
presence in encouraging or discouraging
learning and participation.

The type of balanced support suggested above
can provide supported pupils with experiences
that enhance or improve their self-esteem or
confidence, and may impact on behavioural
issues

Impact on Schools
Impact on Teaching

Nine studies looked at the impact on teaching.
This area includes effects on the curriculum (the
range and nature of the topics that the teachers
addressed), teaching practices (the approaches
that teachers took to organising the classroom
and facilitating learning) and assessment.

The impact of support staff on teaching practices
varied enormously. In many cases teaching was
not substantially affected by the activity of support
staff who provided back-up resources. In other
cases, they were seen to actively facilitate
teaching through their actions.

Overall, the use of teaching assistant support
allowed teachers to engage pupils in more
creative and practical activities, and use of team
working allowed the teacher to spend more time
working with small groups or individuals.
Conversely, intensive one to one relationships
between teaching assistants and pupils can
interfere with their engagement with teacher
instruction. There was some evidence that this
could be detrimental where teaching goals
inadvertently become diluted due to an emphasis
on task completion at the expense of skill
development.

Impact on Teachers

Eight studies looked at the impact on teachers.
Three suggested that one impact has been a shift
in the teachers role towards more managerial
responsibilities.

In addition, two studies suggested that individual
support to pupils with disabilities may hinder
teachers in assuming a full role in relation to the
education of these children.

There is a perception among teachers that
support staff have reduced their workload. While
much of this has been due to the removal of
clerical tasks to administrative staff, classroom
based teaching assistants have also contributed
towards this impact.



There is some evidence that the presence of
motivated support staff increased satisfaction,
and reduced stress levels of teachers in
mainstream classrooms.

The additional support, perceived to be having a
positive impact on pupil’s learning experiences
and progress was also noted to have an effect in
increasing teacher’s job satisfaction.

Impact on School Climate

Six studies report on the impact of support on
the school climate, but were of variable quality.

There is some evidence that support for pupils
with learning disabilities can create a more
‘inclusive’ environment in the classroom. There
was also some evidence that teaching
assistants could have a role in promoting
parental engagement in that they may be
regarded as ‘more accessible’ than the class
teacher but the meaning of this is not clear - it
may be that they are less busy or that they are
‘socially’ more like the parents and more easy to
relate to.

Processes supporting positive school
impacts

Support appeared more effective when
incorporated into a ‘team teaching’ approach,
where the teaching assistant was used as a
resource to support individuals or groups within
the classroom. Planning and evaluation within
‘team’ meetings acted to improve facilitation for
pupils and enhanced the relationship between
teachers and assistants.

Assistance from teaching assistants in providing
some of the support to less cooperative
individuals or groups of children helped to
reduce teacher stress levels.

Using a team approach to supporting small
groups of children within the class as a whole,
can make the support to children who are
underachieving or who have disabilities, part of
routine teaching practice with all children, and
hence less stigmatising.

Teaching assistants can provide a useful link
with parents, through informal or routine
contacts, to promote their engagement in school
and learning.

Implications for Policy

If well-trained and supported, teaching assistants
can effectively support the learning and
participation of pupils at the whole group level, in
small intervention groups, and on a one-to-one
basis where necessary, working with normally
developing children, those with learning
difficulties and those with the most complex
disabilities. This finding has implications for policy
on teaching assistant deployment, which needs to
promote and require effective programmes for
this group to enable them to support pupils with a
wide range of abilities appropriately and in the full
range of learning interactions.

Policy driving the deployment of the Teaching
Assistant workforce has been successful in
providing support for teachers on a number of
levels and in delivering benefits to pupils. To
enhance emerging impacts it is necessary to
ensure effective management and support for
these staff. A stronger framework for effective
training, and establishment of an appropriate
career structure would arguably motivate this
section of the workforce further.

Within teacher training policy, it is important to
emphasise the necessary collaborative working
required if Teaching Assistant support is to be
employed to its best effect. Teachers need to be
appropriately trained in team working approaches
during initial or postgraduate training
programmes. It will be important to monitor the
ongoing effect of the emphasis now given to
collaborative working in professional standards
for teachers.

Implications for Practice

Findings suggest that, where properly trained and
supported, teaching assistants can have a
positive impact on pupil progress. It was clear
however that progress was more marked when
they supported pupils in discrete well defined
areas of work on particular aspects of learning.
There is therefore a strong case for the
deployment of well trained teaching assistants to
support pupils (individually or in groups), in
collaboration with the class teacher. The evidence
reported here suggested that support for literacy
may be a particularly productive area.



As in the earlier review on support staff, the
findings suggest that support to individual pupils
should be combined with supported group work
that facilitates all pupils’ participation in class
activities. The implication here is that teaching
assistants should not, normally, work on an
exclusively 1:1 basis with pupils. Pupils with
particular learning needs may require this type
of support at times, but their learning and
participation are facilitated where this is kept to a
minimum and provided within the context of
support to groups.

Similarly, evidence emphasised the importance
of allocated time for teachers and teaching
assistants to plan programmes of work
becoming standard practice.

Where used to support participation in the
classroom, teaching assistants and teachers
need to work as a team to plan support for
individual pupils. However, teaching assistants
should be deployed as part of the teacher’s
wider strategy for achievement of learning
objectives across the whole class, and not
assigned exclusively to particular individuals.

Within the school environment, teaching
assistants are more effective if they are part of
the staff team, where their contribution to whole
school decision making is valued and where the
complementary roles of teachers and teaching
assistants are clearly delineated.
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