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Summary

Background 

This review has been carried out in the context of: 

a. the ‘National Agreement’ on workforce reform 
(DfES, 2003), which set out plans to remodel the 
school workforce by freeing teachers to focus 
on teaching and learning, and by developing the 
roles of support staff in schools

b. the need to prepare new teachers for 
working as part of a team in support of pupils’ 
learning (DfES/TTA, 2002)

In recent years, UK classrooms have seen a large 
increase in the number of teaching assistants There 
is a widely held belief amongst policy-makers and 
authors of literature reviews that support staff play 
a signifi cant role in lightening teachers’ workloads 
and in supporting learning and increasing the level 
of pupil engagement, thereby securing inclusion 
for pupils with special needs and raising standards. 
Some studies have explored the conditions of ser-
vice of support staff, while others have revealed 
a wide range of tasks that support staff take on in 
supporting pupils’ learning. However, the majority 
of the studies appear to provide overviews rather 
than an in-depth analysis of particular contribu-
tions that support staff play in supporting pupils’ 
learning and engagement.

In addition, questions remain as to how partici-
pants in the process perceive these contributions. 
Listening to the views of stakeholders is an impor-
tant way of informing practice about effectiveness 
and quality. 

Aims

This review aims systematically to identify which 
voices are represented in the research literature 
and what their views are about support staff con-
tributions to academic and social engagement. The 
specifi c aims of the review are as follows:

• to identify studies which explore the perceptions 
and views of principal educational stakehold-
ers (pupils, parents, teachers and pupil support 
staff) about the contributions of support staff 
working to support pupils’ academic and social 
engagement

• to make recommendations for initial teacher 
education (ITE) practice and continuing profes-
sional development (CPD), policy and research, 
with particular reference to staff working in sup-
port of pupils’ academic and social engagement

Review questions

This review set out to answer one main question:

What are the perceptions and experience of 
the principal educational stakeholders (pupils, 
parents, teachers and pupil support staff) of 
what support staff do in relation to pupils’ 
academic and social engagement?

Methods

Methods using the Evidence for Policy and Practice 
Information and Co-ordinating Centre (EPPI-Centre) 
guidelines and tools for conducting a systematic 
review (EPPI-Centre, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c and 
2003d) were employed throughout.

Reports were identifi ed from the following sources:

• searching of electronic bibliographic databases: 
ERIC (Educational Resource Index and Abstracts)
BEI (British Educational Index)
AEI (Australian Educational Index)
PsycInfo
ISI Web of Science
IBSS (International Bibliography of the Social 

Sciences)
ArticleFirst

• handsearches of journals
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• citations in reference lists of all included system-
atic and non-systematic reviews

• personal contacts 

The method we used to conduct this systematic 
consisted of a number of stages:

i. Studies were identifi ed by conducting 
systematic searches on databases, relevant 
journals and websites. Database was set up to 
store references, using EndNote software. 

ii. All identifi ed studies were included in the 
systematic map, if they met predefi ned 
inclusion/exclusion criteria. We screened 
these studies with quality assurance (QA) of 
our screening provided by EPPI-Centre staff 
members. 

iii. Studies in the systematic map were coded, 
using the EPPI-Centre’s Core Keywording 
Strategy for Education research (EPPI-Centre, 
2002a). This allowed us to describe studies 
that have been undertaken according to, for 
example, their bibliographical detail, the 
country in which the study was carried out, 
the topic focus and the study types. As well as 
applying the EPPI-Centre’s keyword, studies 
were coded with additional review-specifi c 
keywords that are specifi c to the context of 
this review.

iv. Studies identifi ed as meeting the additional set 
of inclusion/exclusion criteria were included 
in the in-depth review. The application of the 
in-depth criteria allowed us to narrow down 
studies to those that took place in mainstream 
primary classrooms in Europe.

v. Studies included in the in-depth review were 
analysed in depth, using the EPPI-Centre’s 
Data-Extraction Tool (EPPI-Centre, 2002d). 
These questions enabled reviewers to explore 
and identify key components of each study. 
The EPPI-Centre weight of evidence (WoE) 
tool considers three criteria in order to make 
it possible to ascribe an overall quality and 
relevance to each study in a transparent way. 
These weights of evidence are based on: 

A. Soundness of studies (internal 
methodological coherence), based upon the 
study only (WoE A)

B. Appropriateness of the research design 
and analysis used for answering the review 
question (WoE B)

C. Relevance of the study topic focus (from 
the sample, measures, scenario, or other 
indicator of the focus of the study) to the 
review question (WoE C)

D. An overall weight (WoE D), taking into 
account A, B and C

vi.  The data was then synthesised to bring 
together the studies which answer the review 
question and which meet the quality criteria 

relating to appropriateness and methodology. 
A coding comparison analysis was made of the 
perceptions found in each study and a narrative 
commentary was produced.

Pairs of Review Group members, working fi rst 
independently and then comparing their deci-
sions before coming to a consensus, conducted 
data-extraction and assessment of the weight of 
evidence judgments. Members of the EPPI-Centre 
helped with data-extraction and quality assurance 
of a sample of studies. 

Results

A total of 10,023 potentially relevant papers was 
identifi ed from the initial searches. After screening 
for relevance to the review, using the pre-estab-
lished inclusion and exclusion criteria, 162 papers 
were included in the systematic map of research in 
the fi eld. Some of these papers found to meet the 
criteria were reporting on the same study, so the 
map was effectively reduced to 145 studies. 

The detailed characteristics of the 145 mapped 
studies are as follows:

• Of 145 studies, 83 were conducted in the USA, 52 
in Europe (48 in the UK), 5 in Australia and New 
Zealand, and 5 in Canada. 

• 144 studies focused on non-teaching staff. 

• All studies were characterised as being about 
‘teaching and learning’ due to their focus on 
support staff contributions in schools and class-
rooms. 

• The majority of studies (N = 119) were character-
ised as ‘descriptions’.

• The majority of support staff were paid (N = 136), 
and the rest worked on a voluntary basis (N = 13). 

• In terms of distribution of voices among the 
stakeholders, teachers and support staff were 
the most represented (N = 106, 109 respectively). 
Headteachers were represented in 50 studies, 
pupils in 21, and parents in 20. 

The characteristics of the studies in the 
in-depth review

Seventeen studies were identifi ed for the in-depth 
review. These studies were identifi ed through the 
application of the review-specifi c keywords to the 
studies in the map and to new inclusion criteria 
that limited the studies to mainstream primary 
school settings in the UK/EU. The following points 
summarise the characteristics of the 17 studies: 

• The 17 studies selected for in-depth review were 
all descriptive in nature and all written in English 
(the latter also a condition for the review).
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• All studies reported stakeholder perceptions 
about contributions made by TAs as a signifi cant 
feature in the report.

• In terms of weight of evidence, the studies were 
generally of medium weight. However, the nar-
rative overview did not focus in particular on 
dividing the studies by weight of evidence, but 
analysed the studies for the type of contributions 
made by support staff in mainstream primary 
schools in Europe (usually referred to as TAs).

• Only eight studies focused exclusively on primary 
schools, while eight further studies included 
perceptions from both secondary and primary 
schools and one from the pre-school phase. 

• The 17 studies focused only on paid support staff 
contributions (volunteer staff were excluded).

• The stakeholder voices emerging in the in-depth 
review refl ected the dominance of teacher 
(N = 12), support staff (N = 12) and headteacher 
(N = 11) perceptions. Only four studies included 
parent perceptions and fi ve offered some oppor-
tunity to pupils to express their views. Only one 
study focused in particular on the views of pupils 
(Bowers, 1997).

• Of the 17 studies, 11 reported on working with 
one pupil, while 8 studies reported on the 
perceived support given to groups of pupils. 11 
studies reported general support duties in which 
TAs engage. 

• Reasons for support being available varied, but 
non-specifi c classroom support was the largest 
category (N = 9) in the in-depth study. This was 
followed by academic support for pupils with a 
physical disability (N = 4), general SEN support 
including inclusion of all pupils (N = 3), behaviour 
management (N = 2), academic support for diag-
nosed conditions, such as autism (N = 2), support 
for young children (N = 1), support for English 
as additional language (N = 1), carer support 
for a child with a physical disability (N = 1), and 
academic support for low attainers (N = 1). The 
variety confi rms the wide range of support staff 
contributions. 

• The vast majority of studies included a focus on 
both social and academic contributions to pupils’ 
engagement (N = 16). Just one described contri-
butions that appeared to be principally academic 
in nature. As this review progressed, it became 
increasingly clear that support staff are now 
principally involved in direct support for learn-
ing.

• The principal research instruments were ques-
tionnaire surveys (N = 9) and interviews (N = 13).

• All are published reports or articles, with dis-
sertations excluded from the study on the basis 
that they are not published; in fact, many were 

unavailable. Conference papers were included in 
our defi nition of published texts.

• Fifteen studies were conducted in the UK, one in 
Sweden and one in France. 

• The principal titles given to classroom sup-
port staff in the UK are ‘TA classroom assistant’ 
(CA) and ‘learning support assistant’ (LSA). 
Sometimes, ‘specialist teaching assistant’ (STA) 
is used and this refers to supporting pupils’ 
specifi c needs in support of learning. Some 
authors attach specifi c functions to each term: 
for example, LSAs who support for inclusion and 
CAs who have general classroom assistant duties. 
These terms contrast with those used in US stud-
ies where the terms ‘teacher aide’, ‘paraprofes-
sional’ and ‘paraeducator’ are most frequent.

• It was somewhat diffi cult to identify accurately 
the numbers of voices represented in the in-
depth review. However, the review data appears 
to be dominated by teacher (2,700) and support 
staff (961) views. This was followed by pupil 
(712), headteacher (333) and parent (220) per-
ceptions. However, it should also be noted that 
2,100 of the 2,700 teachers’ perceptions came 
from one study (Neill, 2002a), and 552 of the 
712 pupils’ perceptions came from one particular 
study (Bowers, 1997). 

The synthesis of evidence/TAs’ 
contributions 

The TAs’ contribution to pupils’ social and aca-
demic engagement are categorised under four 
major themes: 

• Direct academic and socio-academic contri-
butions to pupils: Direct support for pupils 
was broadly academic in nature: for example, 
supporting learning or interpreting teacher 
instructions. Some contributions are described as 
socio-academic because they enabled access to 
learning but also included management of social 
engagement activities: for example, providing 
interaction opportunities in class, improving/
maintaining pupil motivation, promoting inde-
pendence and autonomy, and maintaining rela-
tions between participants. 

• Contributions to inclusion: TAs supported the 
inclusion of pupils by maximising the opportuni-
ties for pupils to participate constructively in 
the social and academic experience of schooling. 
This involved building pupils’ self-esteem and 
confi dence, mediating social interaction with 
peers, ‘bridging’ between pupils and teachers, 
and managing in-class behaviour. 

• Stakeholder relations: The linking of stakehold-
ers was a contribution identifi ed principally 
by TAs themselves. This process is held to be 
assisted by the TA’s role in acting as a link per-
son, by maintaining relationships between differ-
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ent stakeholders: for example, between parents 
and schools (in some cases as a cross-cultural 
link), and bridging between teachers and pupils 
(e.g. listening to pupil perspectives and feeding 
back to teachers). 

• Contributions to teachers/curriculum: There 
was general recognition of the support that TAs 
offered to teachers, performing routine tasks 
that enabled teachers to focus on securing aca-
demic engagement. While TAs and teachers felt 
that TAs were there to support teachers, there 
seems to be a growing sense of these supporters 
of learning (TAs) seeing their role as co-educator 
with teachers. 

Synthesis of fi ndings: the stakeholder 
perceptions 

• TA responses were enthusiastic and tended to 
focus on their direct contributions to learners, 
while acknowledging their support role for teach-
ers. Clearly, they believed that they made signifi -
cant contributions to pupil engagement: acting 
as a bridge between teacher and pupil, inter-
preting and adapting teacher input to enable 
more successful learning, supporting groups and 
individuals, and promoting autonomy. 

• Teacher perceptions were generally positive, 
welcoming the support and especially the fl ex-
ibility that the presence of an additional adult 
gave them. Teachers (and headteachers) gener-
ally reported that TAs were very valuable to 
them as resources and as support for their work. 
In addition, they valued their contribution to 
children’s learning and development within a 
working partnership. 

• Headteachers identifi ed a wide range of contri-
butions (e.g. to inclusion, academic engagement 
and support for teachers) and recognised TAs’ 
support for small groups and their contribution to 
supporting learning, including the development 
of pupils’ confi dence and their ability to learn. 

• Pupil perceptions were rather limited, but 
centred around the support staff member being 
someone to turn to, someone to listen to them, 
and someone who helped the teacher. 

• Parent perceptions were much less frequently 
reported in the studies. Although studies report 
inconsistent results on how much parents under-
stood the role of TAs, there was a common 
perception among parents that teachers planned 
programmes, but TAs supported them to opera-
tionalise these and to teach effectively. They 
also associated TAs’ roles with providing feed-
back to them on their child’s progress. 

Conclusions

The results of the present in-depth review point 
to one clear conclusion: that support staff are 

believed to make signifi cant contributions to aca-
demic and social engagement. 

This review highlighted the widening range of func-
tions of TAs. This results in TAs facing a range of 
challenges, as they become ever more signifi cant 
contributors to pupils’ learning: for example, in 
how to support pupils’ engagement more effec-
tively, how to promote independent learning and 
how to engage constructively to form a working 
partnership with other school staff. Hence, their 
views and those of teachers are essential to an 
understanding of current initiatives. There was a 
perception in some studies that insuffi cient time 
was available for planning and evaluation. 

Despite the generally positive perceptions discov-
ered in the literature, this review also confi rmed 
that the presence of additional adults in the 
classroom is not a guarantee of social and aca-
demic engagement. While most perceptions appear 
to be positive, the negative perception of pupils 
over-protected by support staff was mentioned in a 
number of the included studies.

It has been argued that TA and pupils’ voices are 
under-represented. This is particularly the case 
for pupil voices. While development of TA policies 
needs to be undertaken with an appreciation of 
the signifi cant contribution they make, it is also 
important that we listen to stakeholders’ views to 
inform practice. 

Implications

The review offers the following implications for key 
groups.

Teaching assistants

The studies included in this review suggest that TAs 
have an increasingly important pedagogic role. TAs 
may well be under the formal guidance of teachers 
and senior managers in schools, but, in their direct 
interactions with pupils, they are perceived to be 
making signifi cant pedagogic decisions. As far as 
academic engagement is concerned, the mediat-
ing perceptions that TAs identifi ed beg the ques-
tion about TAs’ subject knowledge, in that they 
fi rst have to understand the teacher’s input if they 
are to be able to support learning and evaluate 
outcomes successfully. For some TAs, this may be 
a challenge in specialist areas of the curriculum, 
such as in science or numeracy. As this role devel-
ops, further training will be essential to sustain 
quality input and support from the range of support 
staff now operating in schools.

Teacher trainers and trainees

This review highlights forms of support likely to be 
available in mainstream primary settings. Teacher-
trainers could use the outcomes of this review as 
the basis for: 



5

• discussion of classroom approaches that take 
account of TA contributions

• preparation of trainees for planning to incorpo-
rate TA contributions

• consideration of working with others

For trainers of TAs, particularly higher level teach-
ing assistants (HLTAs), the fi ndings may well con-
fi rm the current focus of training and give greater 
authority to the defi nition of the HLTA contribution 
to academic and social engagement.

Moreover, trainees will need to prepare for work 
with others; understand and work with TAs to 
ensure inclusive approaches which do not lead to 
dependence; and develop skills of collaboration, 
people management, negotiation and confl ict reso-
lution.

Educational planners

TAs support learning under the direction of the 
teacher but are semi-autonomous and make 
pedagogical decisions in their interactions with 
pupils. These contributions need to be understood 
by senior stakeholders. TAs also have a key role in 
inclusion, which has implications for their training: 
for example, what to include, opportunities for 
supervision, observation, feedback and guidance. 
We need to know more about the added value of 
their presence and what happens when their sup-
port is not available. 

Teachers

Teachers need to plan for inclusion of the assistant. 
Teachers working closely with TAs, as part of a 
team, welcome the interpreting/mediating contri-
butions of TAs, plan for their inclusion and review 
the teaching ‘enterprise’. However, the extent of 
the evidence of this ‘quality-sensitive’ approach 
being implemented could not be measured by this 
review. Teachers need to ensure that TAs’ ‘bridg-
ing’ contribution does not impede learning but 
facilitates inclusion and access. 

General

Support staff are valued and their impact is 
believed to be positive but this impact is only 
partially understood. Thus, further investigation 
is required: for example, to what extent are TAs 
guided by teachers; to what extent do they follow 
scripts/teacher plans or make their own pedagogi-
cal decisions about individual children’s needs?

Questions for research

Further evidence is required on the following: 

• the kinds of discourse in which TAs engage when 
supporting pupils as individuals and when sup-
porting groups of pupils

• how TAs decide when to support, how to support 
and when not to intervene

• how pupils feel about the contribution of TAs

• the extent to which TAs’ work is supplementary, 
complementary or replaces teachers 

• how TAs support language development

Strengths and limitations

Strengths

A consistent picture of stakeholder perceptions 
emerged from the review. The disciplines of 
screening, using exclusion criteria and data-extrac-
tion of the EPPI-Centre tools, enabled reviewers to 
focus very fi rmly on the issue of stakeholder per-
ceptions about TAs’ contributions (e.g. supporting 
learning and intervening) when appropriate. 

The protocol set the agenda for the review with 
the elaboration of the key question and the 
description of the process that would be under-
taken to explore the question. This gave a struc-
tured framework for the study of the literature. 

The team approach to screening, keywording 
and data-extraction, involving pairs of reviewers 
checking and moderating each other’s work, was 
a strength of the review. Three reviewers checked 
all studies in the data-extraction phase before the 
fi nal version was agreed. A similar level of quality 
assurance was achieved when the fi ndings in the 
data- extractions were analysed by a minimum 
of three reviewers, using a coding-comparison 
method. The EPPI-Centre procedure enabled the 
team to identify a signifi cant number of relevant 
studies that address, at least in part, the ques-
tion posed by the review. What has emerged is an 
understanding of how, and to what extent, stake-
holders have been asked to present their views 
about support staff contributions. Some important 
implications emerged from the review. 

Limitations

A major weakness relates to the diffi culty of disen-
tangling views in studies of TA practice. A further 
weakness lies in the imbalance of stakeholders 
represented in the research. We learn little about 
what pupils think of the additional adults who help 
them in the classroom and even less about the 
views of parents. 

A further diffi culty arose with the educational set-
ting of studies, which were often cross-phase. Of 
the 17 studies in the fi nal in-depth review, eight 
included perceptions about support staff in second-
ary schools and it was diffi cult to separate phase-
specifi c perceptions. As a result, the fi ndings of this 
fi rst review can be taken as indicative rather than 
emphatically accurate.

Summary
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The review question also posed diffi culties and may 
have led to lost opportunities: focusing on identi-
fying perceptions perhaps led to the exclusion of 
important studies, such as studies in which obser-
vations are a major part, evaluations of the impact 
of TA interventions, and trials (e.g. comparison of 
classes with/without TAs).

There are other limitations: for example, key-
wording the mapped studies. This provided only 

an overview and proved to be diffi cult to exploit, 
because the review-specifi c keywords were lim-
ited in scope. Reducing the map to a manageable 
number of studies for in-depth review meant that 
some decisions regarding the fi nal focus related to 
workload management. Had time permitted, the 
Review Team would have included studies from all 
over the world. However, this would have meant 
data-extracting up to 40 studies. Limiting our focus 
to Europe reduced the number to 17. 
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1.1 Aims and rationale

This review focuses on the broad area of work-
ing with support staff employed to support pupils’ 
learning. The aims of the review are to:

• identify studies which explore the perceptions of 
principal educational stakeholders (pupils, par-
ents, teachers and pupil support staff) about the 
contributions of support staff working to support 
pupils’ academic and social engagement

• make recommendations for initial teacher educa-
tion (ITE) practice and continuing professional 
development (CPD), policy and research, with 
particular reference to staff working in support 
of pupils’ academic and social engagement

Through the review, we explore the experiences of 
school staff and pupils in relation to support staff: 
that is, participants’ perceptions of the contribu-
tions made by support staff to academic and social 
engagement in the classroom. A distinctive feature 
of this review is that it sought to illuminate how 
pupil support works and how it is experienced.

Recent years have seen a huge increase in the 
number of assistants in UK classrooms. In January 
2005, there were 147,400 fulltime equivalent (FTE) 
teaching assistants in schools in England, with 
431,700 FTE teachers, giving a ratio of 1 teaching 
assistant for each 2.9 teachers (DfES Statistics, 
2005:1997). This represents a large rise from 
January 1997, when the total was 61,300 and the 
corresponding ratio was 6.5 (ibid). The National 
Agreement (DfES, 2003) set the parameter for fur-
ther deployment of support staff to ‘remodel’ the 
teaching workforce and relieve teachers of routine 
tasks, aiming to

• reduce (progressively) teacher workloads

• remodel the workforce with redistribution of 
routine tasks

• reform the roles of support staff 

• establish higher level teaching assistants (HLTAs) 
in all schools

This study uses a systematic literature review to 
explore views about the contributions of support 
staff at a time when their roles are being consid-
ered in the context of the remodeling of the school 
workforce. Listening to the views of stakeholders 
about their experiences is an important source 
of information about educational change and its 
effects. 

Papers in the domain of public health (for example, 
Harden et al., 2004) argue that synthesising stud-
ies of stakeholders’ views should lead to greater 
understanding of the different perspectives of 
participants in the process under review. In our 
case, such a synthesis should lead to greater under-
standing of how stakeholders - principally teaching 
assistants, teachers and pupils - view support for 
pupils’ learning and engagement. 

This will enable us to enrich teacher education 
programmes so they can take account of the 
Training and Development Agency for Schools (TDA) 
expectations related to the National Agreement 
on work force reform. For example, Straker (2003, 
p 9) writes, ‘For those teachers coming into the 
profession over the next fi ve years, working effec-
tively with support staff in their classrooms will be 
a signifi cant and challenging part of learning to be 
a teacher’. Consequently, this systematic review 
aims to synthesise perceptions about support staff 
contributions in order to inform policy, research 
and teacher education programmes.

CHAPTER ONE

Background
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1.2 Defi nitional and conceptual 
issues

1.2.1 Theoretical background

There is a widely held belief amongst policy-mak-
ers (DfES, 2002) and authors of literature reviews 
(Lee, 2002) that support staff play a signifi cant role 
in lightening teachers’ workloads, and in supporting 
learning and increasing the level of pupil engage-
ment. This is supported by primary studies (Farrell 
et al., 1999; Lacey, 2001; Wilson et al., 2002b) in a 
range of ways: reducing teacher workload, support-
ing individual pupils, securing inclusion for pupils 
with special needs, and raising standards. 

However, questions remain as to how partici-
pants in the process perceive these contributions. 
Listening to the views of stakeholders is an impor-
tant way of informing practice about effectiveness 
and quality. This review aims to identify which 
voices are represented in the research literature 
and what their views are.

This study analyses social and academic engage-
ment from four major angles: 

1. support staff’s direct academic and social-
academic contributions

2. contributions towards pupils’ inclusion

3. the functions that support staff play in 
stakeholder relations

4. support towards curriculum and teachers

Although it was not always equally clear where one 
category started and fi nished, they provided us 
with a valuable framework from which to explore 
support staff’s roles and functions in mainstream 
education. 

1.2.2 Defi ning the stakeholders

For the purposes of the study, several defi nitions 
were adopted.

The principal stakeholders consulted in the litera-
ture are teachers, headteachers, support staff, 
pupils and parents. However, this does not exclude 
the perceptions of other educational practitioners 
as the literature may also reveal other voices, such 
as those of local education authority offi cers. 

Support staff refers principally to teaching assis-Support staff refers principally to teaching assis-Support staff
tants (TAs) (sometimes called ‘learning support 
assistants’ (LSAs)), classroom assistants (CAs), spe-
cialist teaching assistants (STAs), learning mentors, 
and technicians who work in support of classroom 
activities (for example, ICT/Science support staff). 

Initially, volunteer support staff were not neces-
sarily excluded simply because they were unpaid, 
but a decision was made later in the study to 
focus on paid support staff for the in-depth study. 

Consequently, studies investigating the perceptions 
of volunteer support staff were included in the sys-
tematic map, but were excluded from the second 
stage in-depth review.

Acronyms are used to refer to support staff, princi-
pally TAs, but also LSAs and CAs when these are the 
terms used in the original report. Higher learning 
teaching assistants (HLTAs), a 2003 initiative in 
England would be included in the review, if any 
studies involving them have been concluded.

Consideration of support staffConsideration of support staffConsideration of contributions in this 
review is limited to work that relates to in-class 
support. By this, we mean activities that contribute 
directly to pupils’ learning and engagement in the 
classroom. This means perceptions about working 
together to deliver a programme of study, such as 
additional literacy activities; it can mean percep-
tions about the value of support in a homework 
club; or, support staff working together with teach-
ers to inform parents of progress or lack of progress 
in an attempt to promote learning. It includes a 
range of roles related to inclusion and in-classroom 
support work, such as the following:

• support for a student with a physical disability 
(caring only)

• support for a student with a physical disability 
(academic support)

• academic support for pupils with an intellectual 
disability

• academic support for a diagnosed condition (e.g. 
dyslexia, autism)

• helping pupils with English as additional language

• behaviour management activities

• foreign language lesson support

• bilingual support activities

• academic support for slow learners

• general special educational needs (SEN) work

• general classroom support, working with indi-
viduals or groups

It does not include perceptions about extra-cur-
ricular activities, such as running lunchtime chess 
clubs nor classroom-distant activities (for example, 
consulting the premises offi cer about school secu-
rity). Overall, we are interested in studies that 
explore the dynamics of engagement, how support 
staff help to engage pupils in learning in main-
stream settings.

Social and academic engagement relates to 
involvement in the curriculum, in classroom activi-
ties and in activities that are designed to promote 
or secure access to the learning in the curriculum. 
Marjorie Boxall (Bennathan and Boxall, 1998) has 
a very useful concept that helps us conceptualise 
what is at the heart of educational inclusion, when 
we think about this from a cognitive perspective. 
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She refers to organisation of experience which 
is related to pupils giving purposeful attention, 
participating constructively, connecting up experi-
ences, showing insightful involvement and engaging 
cognitively with peers. 

In addition to the cognitive organisation of experi-
ence, when we are discussing educational engage-
ment, in a way we are referring to social inclusion. 
We are also concerned with the individual’s active 
engagement in formal learning (Cooper et al., 
2006). 

The academic and social aspects of engagement 
are diffi cult to disentangle and the Review Group 
argued that social engagement - for example, 
through appropriate behaviour in the classroom 
or through interaction with peers - is not readily 
separable from academic engagement. So, social 
and academic engagement refers to ways in which 
individual students are in active participation in 
learning. This depends upon adults fostering posi-
tive relations with pupils, providing pupils with 
appropriate and structured educational experi-
ences that contribute to learning, that bring about 
interactions with peers and the teacher, or boost 
confi dence and develop skills. 

As a result, issues explored could include percep-
tions about adults working with pupils to support 
their social and academic engagement; these 
include classroom tasks in groups or study support 
activities, such as alternative or additional lessons.

Perceptions cover notions associated with terms, 
such as views, perspectives, opinions, beliefs, 
thoughts, ideas and attitudes. 

1.3 Policy and practice background 

It is no longer accurate to ‘think of most children 
being taught by a stand-alone teacher’ (Hancock et 
al., 2001, p 31). Therefore, it is no longer reason-
able that we should prepare trainees for a stand-
alone classroom teacher role, given the standards 
required for Newly Qualifi ed Teachers (NQTs) and 
changes to conditions of service (DfES/TTA, 2002, 
DfES, 2002). 

The Review Group believes that there is a knowl-
edge base about the practice of support staff that 
needs to be incorporated into ITE and CPD to pre-
pare teachers for informed and effective collabora-
tion with support staff, in school cultures that are 
increasingly collaborative in nature.

This review has been carried out in the context 
of the ‘National Agreement’ on workforce reform 
(DfES, 2003), which set out plans to remodel the 
school workforce by freeing teachers to focus on 
teaching and learning, and developing the roles 
of support staff in schools, as well as the need to 
prepare new teachers for working as part of a team 
in support of pupils’ learning (DfES/TTA, 2002). 

This review of relevant studies will inform the 
development of remodelling by providing informa-
tion about roles, contributions and experiences 
from the perspectives of the principal participants 
in the classroom. This will also enable us to enrich 
teacher education programmes so they can take 
account of TDA expectations associated with the 
National Agreement. For example, Straker (2003, 
p 9) writes, ‘For those teachers coming into the 
profession over the next fi ve years, working effec-
tively with support staff in their classrooms will be 
a signifi cant and challenging part of learning to be 
a teacher.’ (p 9)

In addition, as this study identifi es how stakehold-
ers (pupils, parents, teacher and support staff) 
view classroom support, it reveals how the voices 
of the participants in the process have been 
reported. Insights gained from this are a useful 
source of evidence both for policy-makers and 
educationists (headteachers, teachers, trainers and 
advisers), who are entrusted with the development 
of this important part of the school workforce. 
These insights will also illuminate the potential of 
support staff; and the processes, which enable or 
disable their contributions, which in turn would 
help practitioners to maximise the function of sup-
port staff. 

There has been an argument in the press sug-
gesting that the voices of support staff have not 
been heard and have therefore not contributed to 
policy and practice guidelines (Todd, 2003), sup-
ported by claims in research studies that teach-
ing assistant voices have rarely been heard (for 
example, O’Brien and Garner, 2001; Shaw, 2001). 
Todd argued that the decision to give greater 
responsibility for whole class teaching to HLTAs 
had occurred without listening to existing teaching 
assistants.

This may or may not be a widely held belief but its 
expression leads one to question whether teach-
ing assistants have been objectifi ed in recent 
decisions about their future roles. In spite of the 
fact that educational researchers have increas-
ingly focused on the voices of participants as a 
key source of insight into what constitutes good 
educational practice, to what extent have support 
staff and pupils, who are in possession of extensive 
knowledge of classrooms and teaching and learning 
processes, been consulted? 

1.4 Research background

Since the mid-1970s in the UK, research has been 
conducted into the ways that support staff con-
tribute to children’s education. Several studies 
have described support staff roles and contri-
butions: Blatchford et al., 2002; Farrell et al., 
1999; Hancock et al., 2001; Hodgson et al., 1984; 
Kennedy and Duthie, 1975; Lacey, 2001; Mortimore 
et al., 1994a; Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997; Schlapp 
et al., 2001; Wilson et al., 2002b. Neill (2002a) 
also explored roles and conditions of service. Many 

Chapter 1 Background
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small-scale studies focused on the roles of support 
staff in the classroom: Thomas (1987, 1991) and 
Clayton (1993). The work of bilingual support staff 
has attracted increasing interest: Martin-Jones and 
Saxena (1996) and, more recently, Cable (2003, 
2004) investigated the ways in which bilingual 
assistants contribute. An even greater amount of 
research has been conducted in the United States. 
In recent years, notable studies have been under-
taken by French (1998, 2001), Giangreco et al. 
(1997, 2001, 2002, 2003), and French and Chopra 
(1999) who investigated parent perspectives about 
the role of support staff. These studies and many 
more provide evidence of how support staff roles 
have evolved in recent decades.

In the UK, many of the studies have been at 
primary schools, key stages 1 and 2, although the 
growth of support staff employed in the secondary 
sector has led to more attention from research-
ers to the ways in which secondary schools deploy 
support staff: for example, the detailed study by 
Farrell et al. (1999), and smaller scale investiga-
tions by Bearn and Smith (1998), and Dew-Hughes 
et al. (1998). There have also been small-scale 
studies of in-class support by teachers in secondary 
schools (Bibby, 1990; Lovey, 1996; Tennant, 2001), 
which explored the organisation and effectiveness 
of teaching teams to meet the needs of pupils with 
special needs. 

Lacey (2001) investigated TA contributions to 
inclusive learning in 24 case-study schools and 
concluded that they were essential to efforts to 
include children with severe learning disabilities. 
Farrell et al. (1999), who investigated practice in 
both primary and secondary schools, concluded 
that effective TA contributions promote pupils’ 
participation in social and academic processes, 
enable children to achieve more independence as 
learners, and help to raise standards for all pupils. 
They found that TAs and teachers may be involved 
in alternating roles at certain times and that TAs 
were expected ‘to carry out a whole variety of 
tasks both within and between lessons’ (p 51). 
They arrived at specifi cations relating to good 
practice and proposed how TAs could be effective: 
for example, in enabling children to achieve more 
independence as learners. Hancock et al. (2001) 
found that primary TAs ‘often work with children 
away from the teacher’ (p 30) and take on a wide 
range of tasks, depending on their confi dence, 
training and levels of experience. They also noted 
that teachers and their pupils had come to rely 
on the availability of assistants and that TAs now 
do work traditionally done by teachers, a fi nding 
echoed by the study in Scotland by Wilson et al. 
(2002b).

However, statistically measurable effects on pupil 
attainment are hard to fi nd (as noted by Blatchford 
et al., 2004) though this applies to many edu-
cational initiatives when considering impact. In 
the US, Achilles et al. (2000) and Gerber et al. 
(2001) studied the effect of TA contributions on 

pupils’ attainment and expressed doubt about 
their effectiveness. In the UK, Elliott et al. (2000) 
warned against ‘simplistic expectations’ that the 
presence and employment of additional adults 
necessarily leads to measurable gains in children’s 
learning. Their quasi-experimental study looked 
at the impact of volunteer helpers on the reading 
development of 4-5 year-olds. While the study did 
not identify a positive effect, the discussion listed 
a number of constraints that had probably hindered 
the contribution (Elliott et al., 2000, pp 240-241) 
of some volunteers who had diffi culty keeping chil-
dren on task. Others had diffi culty persevering with 
tasks when children were unresponsive, and some 
emphasised superfi cial knowledge at the expense 
of the child’s cognitive growth. The researchers 
concluded that support staff, working relatively 
independently in the classroom, were unlikely to 
be of particular benefi t. Wilson et al. (2002b) on 
the TA (teaching assistant) initiative in Scotland 
were unable to say what specifi c direct impact sup-
port staff had on pupil attainment. 

TAs are involved in direct interactions with pupils, 
but there is a need ‘to consider what kind of con-
tribution is appropriate’ (Blatchford et al., 2002, p 
63). Exactly how support staff contribute has only 
been lightly drawn through observation of their 
practice. For example, we know of no studies of 
support staff-pupil discourse, though there have 
been some observations (Blatchford et al., 2002; 
Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997). Such uncertainties 
and diffi culties with impact studies provide justi-
fi cation for the study of perceptions. The views of 
participants in the process are perhaps one of the 
most informative indicators available in research to 
advise policy-makers, teacher trainers and trainee 
teachers about the challenges and opportuni-
ties that support staff bring to classroom teams. 
Participant views are an important source of feed-
back about the experience and success of children 
who receive in-class support. 

Lee (2002) has reviewed some of the research and 
presented useful guidance on what we know and 
what we need to know on the role of TAs. However, 
her study provided an overview rather than an 
in-depth systematic analysis of the fi eld. Howes et 
al. (2003) provided a crucial source for shaping the 
thinking towards our review and considered the fol-
lowing questions in relation to paid support staff:

• What is the impact of paid adult support on the 
participation and learning of pupils in main-
stream schools?

• How does the impact vary according to the type 
of support?

They concluded that paid adult support staff:

• promote inclusion of pupils with SEN (p 4)

• have little demonstrable consistent impact on 
class attainment scores (p 5)
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• play an important role as mediators, whose 
knowledge and understanding of pupils can be 
utilised to help pupils engage in learning and 
participation (p 5)

• can positively effect pupil on-task behaviour, 
although overlong proximity can also have 
unintended negative outcomes -  for example, 
reduction in teacher engagement with the pupil 
and isolation from the teacher (p 6)

Howes et al. (2003) considered perceptions with 
regard to impact of adult support on the participa-
tion and learning of pupils. While the focus of the 
review by Howes et al. (2003) is relevant to this 
review, our focus is to explore key educational 
stakeholders’ perceptions about the nature of sup-
port staff roles (the processes, not just impact). 
Furthermore, we focus on how TAs’ roles are per-
ceived by school staff and themselves, how pupils 
view their contributions, and how parents perceive 
their role and input. 

From the synthesis and the research studies by 
Howes et al. (2003), briefl y reviewed above, 
there are indicators that support staff contribute 
effectively in a range of ways: reducing teacher 
workload, supporting individual pupils, securing 
inclusion for pupils with special needs, and rais-
ing standards. In addition, the studies reveal the 
development of teaching assistants or teacher 
aides (the US term) from general auxiliaries for 
teachers to supporters of pupils’ learning, with 
a variety of roles (learning support assistants for 
named pupils, general classroom assistants). 

However, exactly how they perform these func-
tions and what they do is only lightly drawn in 
many of the studies and in rather general terms. 
While Howes et al. (2003, p 9) in their summary 
concluded that there is a ‘lack of research that has 
systematically sought pupils’ views about the types 
of support that they most value’, they acknowl-
edged the importance of identifying and report-
ing views. This review, therefore concentrates on 
stakeholder refl ections, perspectives, opinions and 
views, not only about impact but also about roles, 
responsibilities, approaches and relationships. 

With the partial exception of the review of paid 
support staff impact on inclusion by Howes et al. 
(2003), no systematic review to date has sought 
to extract the views of key participants about the 
working dynamics of the support role in the class-

room and to explore the extent to which existing 
research has given a voice to stakeholders. By 
highlighting the perceptions of key stakeholders, 
this review will act as a catalyst for refl ection 
about the contributions made by support staff and 
lead to the identifi cation of issues that need to be 
addressed in policy, practice and research.

1.5 Authors and funders

The review was funded by the Teacher Training 
Agency (now the Training and Development 
Agency), managed by the EPPI-Centre Review 
Team, and conducted under the auspices of the 
Centre for Innovation in Raising Educational 
Achievement (CIREA) at the School of Education, 
University of Leicester. Participants in the Review 
Group were Wasyl Cajkler, Professor Paul Cooper, 
Dr Rosie Sage, Rachel Tansey, Dr Geoff Tennant, 
Claire Taylor of Bishop Grosseteste College, 
Lincoln; and Dr Stan Tucker of Newman College, 
Birmingham.

1.6 Review questions

This review set out to answer one main question:

What are the perceptions and experience of 
the principal educational stakeholders (pupils, 
parents, teachers and pupil support staff) of 
what support staff do in relation to pupils’ 
academic and social engagement?

Review question for the in-depth review:

What are the perceptions and experience of 
the principal educational stakeholders (pupils, 
parents, teachers and pupil support staff) of 
what support staff do in relation to pupils’ 
academic and social engagement in primary 
classrooms (1988-2003)?

This review explores beliefs, feelings and views 
about the roles, contributions and processes, in 
which support staff engage. This involves consider-
ing perceptions about the effects of support staff 
on teaching and learning in classrooms in which 
they are engaged. Given the nature of the pupils 
that are supported, such studies have to employ 
a mixture of methods but also rely on individual 
interviews, questionnaires and possibly focus group 
discussions.

Chapter 1 Background
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2.1 User involvement

2.1.1 Review and Advisory Groups

The review was managed by the Review Group (in 
liaison with the Advisory Group). The Review Group 
was responsible for:

• co-ordinating the tasks and stages associated 
with the review

• screening studies for inclusion or exclusion

• keywording studies in the systematic map

• conducting in-depth study of the fi nal set of 
studies

• inviting participation from teacher educators, 
trainers of support staff, a headteacher, teach-
ing assistants and other users (for example, local 
education authority (LEA) advisers)

• agreeing the allocation of responsibilities for dif-
ferent parts of the review

• preparing and editing the fi nal report

The Review Group included members of staff from 
the University of Leicester, Bishop Grosseteste 
College (BGC), Lincoln, and Newman College, 
Birmingham. All three institutions are involved 
in initial and continuing teacher education pro-
grammes. Therefore, the Review was informed by 
consultation with an established network of higher 
education institute (HEI) staff (who are involved in 
training both support staff and teachers), as well as 
with a range of other practitioners in the Advisory 
Group.

The Advisory Group was composed of a range of 
practitioners all associated with training or man-

agement of support staff. It acted as consultants to 
the review and met three times. Its role was to:

• review the progress of the Review at key stages 
(e.g. after initial screening, after keywording 
and before data-extraction)

• respond to interim fi ndings, offering user per-
spectives on messages emerging from the review 
(e.g. about support staff roles in primary schools)

• advise on current practice and developments 
especially about policy initiatives, such as the 
remodelling of the workforce

• advise on the direction of the review - for 
example, whether it should focus on a particular 
sector, age range or geographical location; the 
Advisory Group was instrumental in determining 
that the review’s fi nal focus would be on main-
stream primary schools in Europe

It included three special needs teachers (from 
primary and secondary schools), two principals of 
colleges of higher education, teacher educators 
in three institutions (pre-service and in-service), 
LEA advisers with particular interest in working 
with support staff and the director of a school of 
education. The remaining members were volun-
teer teachers or teaching assistant educators. We 
explored means by which pupils could be included 
in the user group but this did not prove possible in 
the time available for this review. A teaching assis-
tant became a permanent member of the Advisory 
Group and two groups of teaching assistants (21 
primary TAs, 11 secondary) acted as focus groups in 
the later stages of the review. They reviewed and 
offered their perspectives on the fi ndings about 
perceptions.

CHAPTER TWO

Methods used in the review

The chapter describes participants in the review, the stages of the review, the criteria used to 
determine which studies were relevant to the review, and the systematic quality of the process. 
We begin with a consideration of the people involved before proceeding to describe the process.
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2.1.2 Methods used

Screening of studies was moderated by four pairs 
of reviewers, drawn from the membership of the 
Review Group. The process was informed by regular 
communications with members of the Advisory 
Group. For the detailed analysis and assessment 
of the quality of studies (data extraction), review 
teams of two people were drawn from the Review 
Group. Following this stage, interim fi ndings were 
presented to other Initial Teacher Training (ITT) 
colleagues in the three participating institutions: 
BGC, Newman College and University of Leicester. 
Colleagues made presentations about the interim 
fi ndings to members of the Advisory Group and 
to a wider audience of Post Graduate Certifi cate 
of Education (PGCE) tutors through a ‘Food for 
Thought’ lunchtime seminar in January 2005. In 
addition, as noted above, two presentations were 
made to teaching assistants who responded to the 
interim fi ndings, offering their own perceptions 
about support staff contributions.

2.2 Identifying and describing 
studies

2.2.1 Defi ning relevant studies: 
inclusion and exclusion criteria

The inclusion criteria are a set of agreed conditions 
that studies must meet in order to be included in 
different stages of the review. The following were 
used for the screening of the studies following the 
initial search.

Inclusion

1. SCOPE

To be included, a study had to:

a. be about supporting pupils for academic and 
social engagement (including special educational 
needs (SEN)/English as an additional language 
(EAL)) as defi ned in section 1.2.2

b. be about the perceptions of stakeholders on the 
effects of support staff on social and academic 
engagement (including SEN, EAL)

c. report on pupils’ learning in the 4-19 age range 
in primary and secondary schools, and their 
equivalents in other countries

2. TIME, PLACE and LANGUAGE

To be included, the study had to be both:

a. reported and published in English; and

b. published in the period 1970-2003 (i.e. from the 
decade when the school-leaving age rose to 16 
in the United Kingdom). 

Although the Review Group recognises that there 
are likely to be studies conducted in other lan-
guages, time and resource limitations mean that 

the scope of the review was limited to studies pub-
lished in English. For the initial search, the three-
decade span was agreed because interest in the 
work of pupil support staff in the UK (for example, 
Kennedy and Duthie, 1975) and US (for example, 
Bennett and Falk, 1970) began in the 1970s. 

3. STUDY TYPE: methods 

To be included, a study had to:

a. be based on primary empirical research (case 
studies, reporting of perceptions through 
questionnaires, interviews and meetings)

Exclusion 

Studies were excluded on any one of the following 
grounds:

1. SCOPE

a. If they were not about perceptions of 
stakeholders on the effects of pupil support staff 
on social and academic engagement (including 
SEN, EAL)

b. If they were not about support staff (see note 
below)

c. If they were not about pupils’ learning from 
Foundation Stage to Key Stage 5 (age 4-19)

d. If they were not about supporting pupils for 
academic and social engagement (including SEN/
EAL)

e. If they were not about the pupils’ curriculum 
(including SEN, EAL); extra-curricular activity 
lunchtime clubs would be excluded, but not 
initiatives such as homework clubs which relate 
to the curriculum 

f. If the support staff were working on tasks that 
did not relate directly to learning (e.g. liaison 
with school premises offi cer about security in 
the classroom)

2. TIME, PLACE and LANGUAGE

a. Not published in English

b. Not published in the period 1970-2003

3. STUDY TYPE

Papers that were not drawn from primary research 
were excluded, for example:

a. editorials, book reviews, literature reviews, 
position papers 

b. policy documents (e.g. a DfES consultation 
paper, 2002), syllabuses, frameworks

c. resources

d. handbooks (e.g. Fox,1998)

e. methodology papers

f. bibliographies and literature reviews

Chapter 2 Methods use in the review
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g. non-empirical papers

During the process of keywording, the defi nition 
of support staff was further limited. It was agreed 
that the following categories of support staff 
(which regularly appeared in the trawl of data-
bases) should be excluded:

• school librarians and library assistants as these 
were too numerous to manage and a separate 
synthesis would need to focus on the percep-
tions of how school librarians contribute (there is 
certainly need for such a synthesis)

• psychologists and counsellors as these were not 
only numerous but also not directly concerned 
with curriculum engagement in ways comparable 
with roles undertaken by classroom-based sup-
port staff

• parents when they were acting only as parents 
(e.g. in parent-teacher meetings) not as help-
ers in the classroom; helper was taken to mean helper was taken to mean helper
someone who supports the learning of pupils in a 
direct way (e.g. by hearing reading or by attend-
ing to social needs to facilitate inclusion)

2.2.2 Identifi cation of potential studies: 
search strategy

Key search terms were developed drawing on key-
words used in recent articles and the Howes et al. 
(2003) review. A set of search terms was generated 
to take account of variations in the use of names to 
describe support staff (teaching assistants, class-
room assistants, classroom aides, teacher aides, 
learning support staff, learning support assistants, 
special needs support staff, learning mentors, 
ancillaries, paraprofessionals) and to identify per-
ceptions (views, roles, expectations, perspectives, 
attitudes). 

However, this strategy did not work as inclusion of 
terms for perceptions brought up many studies that 
were unrelated to the topic and excluded some 
studies that we knew to be in the bibliographi-
cal databases. As a result, the search strategy 
was narrowed to focus on terms for support staff 
(see Appendix 2.2 for the search strings used). 
Unfortunately, each database required a different 
approach.

Reports and articles were identifi ed from the bib-
liographic databases: 

• British Education Index (BEI) 

• Educational Research Information Center (ERIC)

• PsychInfo

• ISI Web of Knowledge

• Australian Education Index (AEI) 

• International Bibliography of the Social Sciences 
(IBSS)

• Article First

• Education On-line

This was supported by handsearching of key jour-
nals recommended by members of the Review and 
Advisory Groups: for example, British Education 
Research Journal and Support for Learning (See Support for Learning (See Support for Learning
appendix 2.3 for further details). In addition, there 
were other handsearches, for example of review 
articles. Reference lists of key authors/papers were 
also searched and citation searches were made 
of key authors/papers: for example, Blatchford 
et al. (2002), Farrell et al. (1999), Gerber et al. 
(2001), and Wilson et al. (2002b). References on 
key websites, such as the following, were explored: 
NFER, DfES, Current Educational Research in the UK 
(CERUK), EUDISED, SCRE, NICER and BERA.

An Endnote database was set up to store and 
code studies found during the review. Titles and 
abstracts were entered electronically or manu-
ally depending on the source. Then, we applied 
the above inclusion/exclusion criteria to identify 
whether studies were about perceptions/views of 
support staff contributions to pupils’ academic and 
social engagement.

2.2.3 Screening studies: applying 
inclusion and exclusion criteria

We conducted the searching of the databases and 
journals between January and June 2004. Inclusion 
and exclusion criteria were applied successively to 
(i) titles and abstracts, and (ii) full reports. Each 
reviewer applied the inclusion criteria sequentially 
to titles and abstracts. Where there was any doubt, 
cases were deferred for further checking by pairs 
of reviewers. This led to a broad screening of titles 
and abstracts in the fi rst instance, with criteria 
applied cautiously so as not to exclude any papers 
that might contain insights about views or percep-
tions. Full reports were obtained for those citations 
that appeared to meet the inclusion criteria or 
where there was insuffi cient information to be sure 
to exclude. The inclusion and exclusion criteria 
were reapplied to the full reports.

2.2.4 Characterising included studies 

Studies meeting the inclusion criteria were 
assigned a series of codes, using the EPPI-Centre 
Core Keywording Strategy for Education Research. 
Version 0.9.7 (EPPI-Centre, 2002a). The keywording Version 0.9.7 (EPPI-Centre, 2002a). The keywording Version 0.9.7
tool enabled reviewers to categorise reports and 
articles according to the following features:

• bibliographical detail 

• how the report was identifi ed

• whether a report or article was published, or 
unpublished

• links to other reports

• the country in which the study was carried out

• the topic focus of the study
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• population on which the study focused (e.g. 
teaching assistants, nursery nurses in Key Stage 
1; bilingual teaching assistants)

• the context of participants in the study (e.g. 
curriculum and educational setting of the partici-
pants)

• type of study (e.g. descriptive study)

Additional keywords (see Appendix 2.4), which 
were specifi c to the educational context of the 
review, were added to those of the EPPI-Centre. 
The review-specifi c mapping of studies focused in 
particular on whether the studies related to the 
reporting of perceptions about support staff contri-
butions to pupils’ engagement, thus coding studies 
according to:

• stakeholder perceptions 

• support staff roles and contributions

• information about the type of study (case study; 
interview studies; perceptions of headteachers, 
teachers, pupils, support staff)

All the keyworded studies were used to create a 
descriptive map of the research literature, and 
added to the larger EPPI-Centre database, REEL, 
for others to access via the website.

2.2.5 Identifying and describing studies: 
quality-assurance process

Quality assurance (QA) processes were carried out 
at two stages: (i) screening of titles, abstracts and 
full text documents; and (ii) keywording of studies. 
QA procedures for data- extractions are discussed 
in section 2.3.5.

Screening of reports: quality assurance

In order to establish clear criteria for inclusion, 
two reviewers subjected 200 citations to initial 
screening to evaluate the reliability and validity of 
the criteria, and quality assure the screening pro-
cess. EPPI-Centre staff also screened a sample of 
50 citations to check for consistency and accuracy 
in the Review Group’s screenings. Following con-
fi rmation of consistency, 500 citations were issued 
to each of four reviewers for initial trial screening. 
The two ‘lead’ reviewers, who had been moderated 
by an EPPI-Centre staff member, subjected the 
resulting 500 screenings to scrutiny to check again 
for consistency. 

When screening full papers acquired for whole 
text screening (440 reports), a 10% sample of the 
full texts was subjected to further moderation by 
members of the Review Group. EPPI-Centre staff 
sampled 10 papers to advise on levels of consis-
tency. This procedure lengthened the process but 
secured greater rigour and consistency. 

Keywording of studies 

Six reviewers applied review-specifi c ‘pilot’ key-
words independently to ten studies. Then, they 
compared their decisions and came to a consensus 
about the usefulness of the keywords. In addi-
tion, two reviewers conducted a similar exercise 
with the EPPI-Centre staff member. This helped 
to refi ne the review-specifi c keywords. Following 
agreement on the use of keywords, keywording was 
undertaken by all members of the Review Group. 
Keywordings were checked for consistency by one 
lead reviewer.

2.3 In-depth review

2.3.1 Moving from broad 
characterisation (mapping) to in-depth 
review 

Having completed the descriptive map of the 
literature, the focus was further refi ned to target 
studies that directly inform the question about 
contributions to academic and social engagement. 
This ensured that the synthesis was based on a 
coherent set of studies and that the review was 
manageable within available resources. Members 
of the Advisory Group suggested that users would 
be principally interested in UK and other European 
countries perspectives in the fi rst instance. 

A specifi c topic focus of primary schools was chosen 
both to ensure further homogeneity across the 
studies and also to enable the Review Team to 
complete a separate review considering secondary 
school settings. A narrower time period of 1988-
2003 was chosen to refl ect the introduction of the 
Education Reform Act in England and Wales, the 
growth in the use of learning support in inclusion 
programmes, as well as the increasing use of gen-
eral teaching assistants as helpers in the classroom. 

The following in-depth criteria were applied to the 
145 studies in the systematic map to identify the 
studies for inclusion in the in-depth review: 

• They were published in or after 1988.

• They focused on the primary (5-10) age group.

• The type of engagement described in the study 
was both academic and/or social.

• Support staff were paid.

• They were carried out in Europe.

• They focused on pupils engaged in mainstream 
education.

• Studies focused on stakeholders’ descriptions of 
the activities that support staff are involved in, 
thus containing at least some description of TAs’ 
activities.

• Stakeholders’ perceptions of the contribution 
that such activities make to social and or aca-
demic engagement were: 

Chapter 2 Methods use in the review
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a. a clearly stated aim of the study, or

b. explicitly discussed in the fi ndings

• Studies reported their research methodology 
including at least:

a. a description how the sample was generated, 
and

b. some information on the methods for 
collecting views/perspectives

2.3.2 Detailed description of studies in 
the in-depth review 

Studies identifi ed as meeting the in-depth inclusion 
criteria, were analysed in depth, using the EPPI-
Centre Review Guidelines for Extracting Data and 
Quality Assessing Primary Studies in Educational 
Research. Version 0.9.7(EPPI-Centre, 2002b). These 
questions enabled reviewers to explore and iden-
tify the following key components in each study:

• aims of the study, research question

• study design, nature and characteristics of the 
sample

• methods of analysis and data collection

• outcome measures, results and conclusions

Details of each study were recorded, including 
the focus of the study, the nature of the sample 
(i.e. the principal stakeholders: support staff, 
headteachers, teachers, pupils, parents), and the 
research methods and perceptions/views described 
in the study. The Review Group recorded the 
results and conclusions relating to perceptions 
exhaustively, to form the basis of the synthesis. 
Where possible, direct quotations were recorded in 
full to facilitate subsequent analysis. Teams of two 
reviewers applied the guidelines, working indepen-
dently then comparing results, using EPPI-Reviewer 
software. Then, the sample of studies was sub-
jected to review by the Review and Advisory 
Groups meeting in February 2005.

2.3.3 Assessing quality of studies and 
weight of evidence (WoE) for the review 
question

The EPPI-Centre weight of evidence (WoE) tool 
considers three aspects of research quality and 
relevance in order to make it possible to ascribe an 
overall weight of evidence to each study in a trans-
parent way. These weights of evidence are based 
on the following: 

A. Soundness of studies (internal methodological 
coherence), based upon the study only (WoE A) 
and their own research questions

B. Appropriateness of the research design and 
analysis used for answering the review question 
(WoE B)

C. Relevance of the study topic focus (from the 

sample, measures, scenario, or other indicator 
of the focus of the study) to the review question 
(WoE C)

A fourth overall weight is calculated (WoE D), tak-
ing into account A, B and C. 

The overall weight (WoE D) should not be higher 
than WoE A in any case, because, if the study is 
low in methodological coherence, it can contrib-
ute little to the fi ndings of the synthesis. So, the 
weight ascribed to it should not be high. 

2.3.4 Synthesis of evidence

The data were synthesised to bring together the 
studies that answered the review question, tak-
ing into account criteria relating to relevance and 
methodological quality. Again, EPPI-Reviewer was 
used. Detailed guidelines about the approach to 
be followed were issued to reviewers, with par-
ticular focus on the extraction of the results from 
the studies and the conclusions about support staff 
contributions (in sections K2 and K6), using direct 
quotations wherever possible, as these sections 
were crucial to the descriptions (see below) of per-
ceptions about support staff contributions. All the 
reported results (section K2) and conclusions (sec-
tion K6) relating to stakeholder perceptions from 
all the studies were extracted from each study. 

Following this, a summary of fi ndings was sent to 
members of the Advisory Group for responses to 
the contributions identifi ed and to a staff member 
at the EPPI-Centre, and revised in the light of their 
comments. Reviewers had been instructed to use 
the section of the EPPI-Centre’s data extraction in 
which a study’s fi ndings are recorded (section K2) 
to record perceptions in as full detail as possible. 
Subsequently, this allowed report-writers ready 
access to the perceptions reported in the studies. 

The fi ndings were then analysed systematically 
using a coding comparison method (see section 
2.3.5, Synthesis). This involved reviewers inde-
pendently identifying perceptions of support staff 
contributions to academic/social engagement in 
the fi ndings and describing the fi ndings accordingly 
in synthesis tables. With the fi rst studies, coders 
were free to choose the label to be attached to the 
activity (for example, adapting materials to the 
needs of children, promoting independence). See 
Appendix 4.2 for the synthesis tables.

2.3.5 In-depth review: quality-assurance 
process

Data-extraction

As with the keywording, the processes of data-
extraction and assessment of the weight of evi-
dence for each study in relation to the review 
question were conducted by pairs of Review Group 
(RG) members, working fi rst independently and 
then comparing their decisions and coming to a 
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consensus. Three studies were also data-extracted 
by a member of the EPPI-Centre, according to stan-
dard EPPI-Centre procedures. The team involved 
in data-extraction comprised Wasyl Cajkler, Paul 
Cooper, Rachel Tansey, Claire Taylor, Geoff Tennant 
and Stan Tucker (RG members), and Abigail Rowe, 
Katy Sutcliffe and Mukdarut Bangpan (EPPI-Centre 
colleagues). 

Synthesis

At the stage of synthesising the data, the review-
ers coded the perceptions about TA contributions 
independently using a coding comparison method. 
Each reviewer coded perceptions about contribu-
tions independently (coding each with a descrip-
tor such as ‘promoting interaction with peers’ or 
‘supporting literacy work’) and then met to agree 
their codings and consider how the contributions 
identifi ed could be grouped, where appropriate, 
to generate a coherent and meaningful analysis. 
Twelve of the studies were independently coded 

by four reviewers working in pairs (with checks for 
consistency made by a member of the EPPI-Centre 
staff using a sample of papers). The remaining fi ve 
were completed by three reviewers for practical 
reasons, two acting as a pair of reviewers cod-
ing independently, the other making comparison 
checks. 

Following independent analysis, each pair of 
reviewers met to agree the accuracy of their 
codings. As a result of this rigorous collation and 
scrutiny of the reported perceptions in each study, 
summaries of different perceptions held by stake-
holders could be tabulated and then grouped the-
matically under four headings (see Appendix 4.2). 
This process reached a distillation of the views 
expressed by the stakeholders about the contri-
butions made by support staff to the social and 
academic engagement of their pupils, and a map of 
where the perceptions are reported (see Appendix 
4.2).

Chapter 2 Methods use in the review
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3.1 Studies included from search-
ing and screening

The review process had several distinct, systematic 
and exhaustive stages:

• agreement on the research question

• identifi cation of potential studies: search of 
bibliographical databases and journals (9,966 
titles and abstracts were identifi ed through 
bibliographical databases and 57 through hand-
searches)

• creation of an Endnote database

• application of inclusion and exclusion criteria 
(Appendix 2.1) to titles and abstracts (reducing 
to 440 papers)

• screening of 440 full papers (reducing them to 
145 studies for the systematic map)

• characterising the included studies by EPPI-
Centre keywording tool

• in-depth criteria and refi nement of question

• in-depth review (17 studies): EPPI-Centre data-
extraction tool (see Chapter 4)

Following screening of the titles and abstracts, 
469 papers were identifi ed as being potentially 
relevant for inclusion in the map. These required 
full text screening. Of the 469 papers ordered, a 
total of 440 were received and then screened on 
the basis of the full text report. Full-text screening 
enabled a more detailed check of each paper to 
be carried out, to ensure that each study met the 
inclusion criteria. This process, carried out by pairs 
of reviewers, reduced the sample to a total of 145 

studies (reported in 162 papers) which were to be 
included in the systematic map. 

These 145 studies were keyworded using the EPPI-
Centre Core Keywording Strategy for Education 
Research. Version 0.9.7 (2002a). Application of fur-Research. Version 0.9.7 (2002a). Application of fur-Research. Version 0.9.7
ther criteria (in-depth inclusion criteria presented 
below) following the systematic mapping of the 145 
studies resulted in 17 studies being identifi ed for 
inclusion in the in-depth review. Figure 3.1 sum-
marises the stages of the systematic review. 

The most productive searches occurred using the 
ERIC database, which also gave detailed guidance 
on each study including an abstract. The BEI was 
less useful and surprisingly less productive, with 
information often restricted to the title and biblio-
graphical details. 57 papers were identifi ed through 
handsearching of relevant journals and from bibli-
ographies of relevant papers. Ideally, more hand-
searching would have taken place to check that all 
relevant studies has been identifi ed but limits had 
to be placed on the searches in order to complete 
the review.

As illustrated in Figure 3.1 (section 2), exclusion 
criteria were applied to arrive at the systematic 
map. 

Exclusion criteria for the systematic 
mapping

Studies were excluded from the map if they were

• not about perceptions of stakeholders (teachers, 
support staff, pupils, headteachers or parents): 
X1

CHAPTER THREE

Identifying and describing studies: 
results

This chapter describes the systematic map of 145 studies, illustrates the sources of the studies, their focus 
and scope, terms used to describe support staff, and the voices of stakeholders represented in the mapped 
studies. This may provides a general overview of research activity in the fi eld. It is from the systematic map 
that the fi nal set of studies is derived (discussed in Chapter 4).
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• not about support staff: X2

• not about Foundation Stage to Key Stage 5 (4-
19): X3

• not about supporting pupils for academic and/or 
social engagement (including SEN/EAL): X4

• not about the pupils’ curriculum (including SEN, 
EAL): X5

• not about support staff working on tasks that 
relate directly to learning/social engagement: X6

• not primary empirical research studies: X7

• not published in the period 1970-2003: X8

• not published in English: X9

• about librarians: (X0)

• theses: XA

• newspaper articles: XGAZ

• not available: XNA (only applied to a small num-
ber of papers at a later date when they could not 
be retrieved)

Section 1 of Figure 3.1. shows how these criteria 
were used to exclude over 9,000 studies, with X1 
and X2 being the common reasons for exclusion 
(i.e. 5,530 of the papers were not about percep-
tions nor about support staff as defi ned in section 
1.2.2).

Inclusion criteria for the in-depth review 
(also see appendix 2.1)

Studies in the systematic map were included for included for included
data-extraction if they met all the following addi-
tional criteria:

Criterion 1

a. They were published in or after 1988 (NX 1).

b. They focused on the primary (5-10) age group 
(NX 2).

c. The type of engagement described in the study 
was both academic and/or social (NX 3).

d. Support staff were paid (NX 4).

Criterion 2

Studies were published in Europe. 

Criterion 3

Scope:

a. Studies focused on stakeholders’ descriptions of 
the activities that support staff are involved 
in, thus containing at least some description of 
TAs’ activities (NX 5).

b. Stakeholders’ perceptions of the contribution 
that such activities make to social and or aca-
demic engagement were: 

i. a clearly stated aim of the study, or

ii. explicitly discussed in the fi ndings (NX 6).

c. Studies reported their research methodology
including at least

i. a description how the sample was generat-
ed and

ii. some information on the methods for collect-
ing views/perspectives (NX 7).

d. Studies focused on pupils engaged in mainstream 
education (NX 8)

See Appendix 3.1 for non-European studies (which 
were not conducted in Europe but met all other 
criteria 1 and 3) excluded from the in-depth 
review.

3.2 Characteristics of the 145 
included studies (systematic map)

Following application of the exclusion criteria to 
440 full documents, the 145 studies remaining 
were characterized, using the generic EPPI-Centre 
and review-specifi c keywords to create a system-
atic map of the research literature. The following 
sections report the results of the two keywording 
exercises: the generic EPPI-Centre keywording and 
the review-specifi c keywording. 

 Found Included in the map

ERIC 6,513 92
BEI 442 27
Psychinfo 2,045 16
AEI 515 1
ISI Web of Science 203 8
IBSS 81 1
Article First 167 1
Handsearching 57 16
Total 10,023 161 

Note: The 161 papers in the map were found to form 145 studies as 15 papers 
were linked to others in the map. 

Table 3.1
Database or other origin of 
the papers 

Chapter 3 Identifying and describing studies: results
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Figure 3.1 Filtering of papers from searching to map to synthesis  

STAGE 1
Identifi cation of 
potential studies

STAGE 2
Application 
of exclusion 
criteria

STAGE 3
Character isation

STAGE 4
Synthesis

9,966 citations identifi ed

645 citations
57 citations 
identifi ed

Citations excluded
XA 132
X0 602
X1 3,138
X2 2,392
X3 329
X4 173
X5 148
X6 64
X7 1,311
X8 1,020
X9 4
XNA 6
XGAZ 2
TOTAL 9,321

702 citations 

233 duplicates excluded

440 reports 
obtained

29 reports not obtained

145 studies in 162 reports
included

One-stage 
screening

papers identifi ed 
in ways that allow 

immediate screening, 
e.g. handsearching 

Two-stage 
screening 

Papers identifi ed where 
there is not immediate 

screening, e.g. 
electronic searching

Title and abstract 
screening

Acquisition of 
reports

Systematic map
of 145 studies (in 162 reports)

In-depth review
of 17 studies (in 27 reports)

Full-document 
screening

469 citations 
identifi ed in total

Reports excluded
XA 1
X0 0
X1 115
X2 61
X3 2
X4 2
X5 1
X6 30
X7 64
X8 1
X9 0
XNA 1
XGAZ 0
TOTAL 278

Studies excluded from 
in-depth review
In-depth criterion 1 

X1–X4 81
In-depth criterion 2 28
In-depth criterion 3

X5 9
X6 7
X7 1
X8 2

TOTAL 128



21

3.2.1 Generic EPPI-Centre Keywords

The generic EPPI-Centre keywords (see section 
2.2.4) allow reviewers to identify the following 
features in the studies:

• how it was found (see table 3.1)

• status: whether published or not and whether 
the study is linked to others

• country of the study

• language in which it is written 

• topic focus (e.g. teaching and learning, equal 
opportunities including inclusion)

• curriculum focus, if applicable (most had a gen-
eral focus, so this is not discussed below)

• population focus (e.g. on learners, teachers, 
parents, non teaching staff)

• age and sex of learners (but only if they are the 
focus of the study, so age will be discussed under 
review-specifi c keywords)

• educational setting of the study

• study type (e.g. trial, evaluation, description)

Results of this keywording are briefl y reviewed in 
this section.

Origin of studies

The 145 studies keyworded by the Review Group 
were derived from a total of 162 papers, as some 
were linked. They originated from eight countries, 
with 52 studies from Europe, fi ve from Australia 
and New Zealand, and fi ve from Canada. The 
majority of studies (N = 83) had been conducted 
in the USA. There were no trans-national studies 
comparing data from different countries, which is 
perhaps surprising given the prominence afforded 
to support staff in the US and the UK in the last 
thirty years. (See Table 3.2.)

Educational setting of the study

Some of the studies spanned phases of education 
(for example, collecting data from primary and 
secondary schools), so codes in Table 3.3 are not 
mutually exclusive. In the screening of studies, all 
phases of education were considered, but for data-
extraction the focus was narrowed to studies that 
included data from primary schools. Such studies 
were in the majority (N = 107), perhaps refl ecting 
the fact that teaching assistants have been more 
common in primary schools.

Educational settings and countries in 
which the study was carried out

Table 3.4 shows the age range versus school types 
covered by this study. 54 of 145 focused exclusively 
on primary schools, but a further 53 included par-
tial focus on primary schools. Eight studies focused 
exclusively on special schools. 24 studies included 
at least some focus on nursery level/pre-school 
provision. The exact focus of 5 studies was not 
clear.

Population focus 

144 studies were coded by reviewers as focusing 
on non-teaching staff (i.e. support staff). However, 
the focus in the studies in the map was not exclu-
sive and the exact or principal focus of a study was 
sometimes diffi cult to extract as such descriptive 
studies often had a multiple focus: for example, on 
all the participants in the inclusion process (pupils, 
parents, teachers, support staff, as in the case of 
Ebersold, 2003). (See Table 3.5.)

Despite this, 144 studies were deemed to focus on 
support staff. An anomaly occurred with Bang and 
Lamb (1996) whose central focus was deemed to 
be on learners. However, the study reported the 
important perception that support staff greatly 
assisted secondary students with understanding 
directions and staying focused on tasks, but stu-

Table 3.2
Country of the 145 mapped studies (1970–2003)

Country Number

USA 83
UK 48
Australia 3
Canada 5
New Zealand 2
Sweden 1
France 2
Italy 1

Total 145

Table 3.3
Educational setting (N = 145, not mutually exclusive)

Educational setting Number

Nursery school 24
Primary school 107
Pupil referral unit 1
Residential school 1
Secondary school 60
Special needs school 18
Other educational setting 13

Chapter 3 Identifying and describing studies: results
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dents often became ‘so absorbed in their small-
group interactions with the paraprofessional that 
their engagement with the teacher and their non-
disabled peers became limited’ (p 13). As a result, 
it was included in the map. 

Topic focus

All studies were characterised as being about 
‘teaching and learning’ due to their focus on sup-
port staff contributions in schools and classrooms. 
However, almost half the studies (N = 70) were 
also keyworded as ‘organisation and management’ 
because they also related to how support staff 
were deployed and managed in schools, some in 
support of one learner, others in more general 
roles. 

In addition, a large number of studies, which 
were keyworded as ‘equal opportunities’ (N = 61), 
focused on inclusion in mainstream settings (for 
example, Baskind and Monkman, 1998; Bowers, 
1997; Escudero and Sears, 1982; Hemmingsson et 
al. 2003)). Again, codes are not mutually exclusive. 
Few studies focused specifi cally on an aspect of 
curriculum, for example support for the teaching of 
science (Busher and Blease, 2000); on the contrary, 
most had a general educational focus. (See Table 
3.6.)

From the map, however, we could conclude that 
support staff are perceived to be engaged in issues 
related to teaching and learning, i.e. supporting 
pupils and their learning.

Study type

The majority of studies were characterised as 
‘descriptions’ (N = 119). One study was classifi ed as 
an exploration of relationships. Where the authors 
claimed to be conducting evaluations, reviewers 
characterised them accordingly, even where their 
interpretation might suggest that ‘description’ was 
a more apt classifi cation for the study. (See Table 
3.7.)

The descriptive studies in this review are regarded 
as the ones that provide rich and in-depth data 
on the perceptions towards support staff contri-
butions. The descriptive nature of the majority 
of studies refl ects the fact that there have been 
relatively few studies of the impact of support staff 
in relation to pupils’ attainment and that most 
studies have been cross-sectional. The evaluations 
focused on trying to describe the impact of teach-
ing assistants: for example, on teacher activity, 
teacher workload, or pupil achievement. However, 
the fi nal data for this review was contained in the 
studies keyworded as ‘descriptions’.

3.2.2. Review-specifi c keywords

This section presents the fi ndings for the review-
specifi c keywording, the purpose of which was to 
the discover:

1. the status of the support staff (paid, unpaid, 
volunteer)

2. which stakeholder perceptions are reported 
(headteachers, teachers, support staff, pupils or 
parents or others)

3. to whom support is offered (individuals, groups 
or whole class)

4. the reason for support (e.g. general, SEN, 
disability)

5. type of engagement involved (academic, social 
or both)

6. type of method used to collect perceptions/
views in study (e.g. interviews)

7. terms used to describe support staff (e.g. 
teaching aide, teaching assistant, learning 
support assistant)

8. the age of the pupils assisted by support staff

Status of support staff

The majority of support staff investigated in the 
145 studies were paid (N = 136); a small number of 
studies (N = 13) provided a sample of unpaid volun-
teer support. (See Table 3.8.)

Stakeholder perceptions

The mapped studies gave voice to a range of stake-
holders, with teachers and support staff being most 
strongly represented. Their perceptions about the 
contributions of support staff to social and aca-
demic engagement predominate, possibly rebutting 
the view that support staff have rarely been given 
a voice (O’Brien and Garner, 2001; Shaw, 2001). 
In these research studies, support staff was on a 
par with teachers in the numbers of studies that 
consulted them. 

The next most frequently heard voice was that 
of headteachers. Much less frequently consulted 
in research studies were the pupils, who found a 
voice in 21 studies. Their parents’ views were simi-
larly less prominent than other stakeholders. The 
result is that the perceptions reported in Chapter 4 
of this report are dominated by teachers, teaching 
assistants and headteachers. (See Table 3.9.)

To whom support is offered and reasons 
for support

Studies in the map were characterised as being 
in mainstream or special schools. Identifying the 
reason for the presence of support staff in the 
mainstream classroom revealed the increasing 
use in recent decades of assistants in mainstream 
classrooms for general support. While many addi-
tional adults were assigned to individual pupils, 
45% of the studies described support staff being 
deployed for general support to groups of pupils, 
working with a teacher in primary and secondary 
schools. The codes were not mutually exclusive as 

Chapter 3 Identifying and describing studies: results
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Table 3.5
Population focus/foci of the study 
(N = 145, not mutually exclusive)

Population focus Number

Learners 46
Senior management 23
Teaching staff 76
Non-teaching staff 144
Other education practitioners 1
Local education authority offi cers 3
Parents 9
Other population focus 7

Table 3.6
Topic focus of the study
(N = 145, not mutually exclusive)

Focus Number

Teaching and learning 145
Organisation and management 

(people and resources) 70
Equal opportunities (inclusion) 61
Curriculum 13
Classroom management 

(including behaviour) 8
Policy 8
Assessment 1
Teacher careers 1
Other topic focus 5

Table 3.7
Study type of 145 keyworded studies

Study type  Number

Description 119
Exploration of relationships 1
Evaluation: naturally occurring 22
Evaluation: researcher-manipulated  3

Total 145

Table 3.8
Status of support staff  
(N = 145, not mutually exclusive)

Status of support staff  Number

Paid only 136
Volunteer 13
Other 2

Table 3.9 Status of support staff (N = 145, not mutually exclusive)

Stakeholder perceptions  Number % of mapped
reported  reports

Headteachers/senior management team 50 34
Parents 20 14
Pupils 21 15
Governors 3 2
Support staff  109 75
Teachers 106 73
Other  13 9
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many studies described support of different types 
(to include individuals with a physical disability, to 
offer general SEN support, to help manage behav-
iour). 

Some studies focused on specialist support staff 
contributions to sub-groups of learners: working 
with children with English as an additional lan-
guage, children with behavioural and emotional 
diffi culties, and support workers securing inclusion 
for children with a physical disability. Support for 
children with a physical disability could be divided 
into two categories, one focusing principally on 
the pastoral/caring role (N = 17), and the other on 
providing academic support (N = 32). 

Relatively few studies (N = 12) declared that the 
reason for the presence of support staff related to 
behaviour management, although this was clearly 
a factor in contributing to social engagement for 
many support staff. The reasons given suggested 
that inclusion of pupils with particular needs and 
general classroom support (N = 64) were the princi-
pal reasons for the deployment of support staff.

Most contributions have both a social and aca-
demic dimension. For example, general classroom 
support could involve keeping pupils on tasks, 
getting pupils to work together, or managing dif-
fi cult behaviour. Some support assistants might be 
involved in explaining the nature of a disability 
to other pupils to assist the process of inclusion; 
others offered support for pupils with reading or 
numeracy. The contributions are very varied. (See 
Table 3.10.)

Type of engagement involved

In a minority of studies, it was diffi cult to clas-
sify the nature of the contributions that support 
staff were expected to make. Studies tended to 
blur this, making it diffi cult to distinguish whether 
the contributions were social (e.g. caring only) or 
academic in nature, hence the classifi cation of 24 
studies as ‘general SEN.’ To be socially disengaged 
(e.g. engaged in aggressive, destructive and disrup-
tive behaviour, or not interacting constructively 
with peers and adults) tends to mean that pupils 
are academically disengaged. 

As a result, we worked on the assumption that 
support staff roles could not be readily labelled 
purely one or the other. What was clear was that 
very few support staff appeared to be limited in 
their contribution; rather, they fulfi lled a number 
of diverse functions in relation to classroom sup-
port with the vast majority clearly involved in both 
social and academic engagement. For instance, one 
study (Leslie, 1973) was coded as ‘academic’ and 
‘both academic and social’ as the contribution was 
considered to be principally academic in relation 
to curriculum interventions within the class, but 
in one-to-one interventions with a specifi c pupil, 
there was both a social and academic dimension. 

In short, support staff are involved in signifi cant 
interactions with pupils (for example, Baskind and 
Monkman, 2002; Blatchford et al., 2002; Downing 
et al., 2000; Farrell et al., 1999; Giangreco et al., 
1997, 2003; Mc Garvey et al., 1996; Shaw, 2001). 
(See Table 3.11.)

Terms used to describe support staff

There are several terms used to describe support 
staff. In the US, this is usually teacher aide or para-
professional (e.g. Falk, 1975; French and Chopra, 
1999; Giangreco et al., 2001); in the UK, classroom 
assistant, learning support assistant or teaching 
assistant (which fi rst began to be common in 1998). 

Until recently, teaching assistant was less common 
than other terms in the UK, but this term is now 
favoured by the DfES (2002, 2003) and appears 
to be in general use, irrespective of the type of 
contribution made. Paraeducator is also a term Paraeducator is also a term Paraeducator
that may be gaining ground with recent studies in 
the US preferring this (e.g. Giangreco et al., 2003; 
Marks et al., 1999; Monzo and Rueda, 2001, a, 
b). A complication for reviewers is that the term 
‘teaching assistant’ in US papers usually referred to 
teaching in Higher Education, with the exception of 
a few studies (e.g. Minondo et al., 2001). All higher 
education related papers were excluded at the 
screening stage.

The ‘other’ category includes a range of titles, 
many of which were variations on the above: for 
example, paid aide, special assistant, integration 
assistant and non-teaching assistant. Some of these 
titles refl ect developments in assistant roles from a 
focus on welfare or general support for the teacher 
to becoming more strongly focused on working with 
pupils (i.e. learning supporters - the term used by 
Shaw, 2001). (See Table 3.12.)

Age range of pupils

The following table identifi es the age range of 
pupils supported by additional staff in the class-
room. The EPPI-Centre Keywording Strategy only 
requires keywording of the age of learners if the 
topic focus of the study is recorded as ‘learners’. 
We solved this issue by including age as a compul-
sory keyword under review-specifi c keywords. (See 
Table 3.13.)

Methods used to collect perceptions

Most of the studies employed a variety of data-col-
lection methods, but the predominant approaches 
involved questionnaires (N = 87, plus 5 methods 
described as ‘opinionnaires’) and interviews 
(N = 73). This is not surprising given the large num-
ber of descriptions. A feature noticed incidentally 
was that there were relatively few studies (about 
one in fi ve) with observations conducted to com-
plement perceptions (30 in total). (See Table 3.14.)

Chapter 3 Identifying and describing studies: results
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Table 3.10 Declared reasons for the presence of support staff  
(N = 145, not mutually exclusive)

Declared reasons for the presence of support staff   Number

Support for young children (nursery nurse) 8
English as additional language 12
Physical disability (carer): a social contribution only 17
Physical disability (academic support) 32
Behaviour management 12
Foreign language lesson support 1
Academic support for diagnosed condition (e.g. dyslexia, autism) 11
Academic support for low attainer 15
General SEN 24
General classroom support 64
Other 14

Table 3.11
Type of engagement support staff identified with 
(mutually exclusive, taking into account Leslie study (1973) 
which was coded as ‘academic’ and ‘both’)

Type of engagement  Number

Academic 24
Social 2
Both 112
Not clear 8

Total 146

Table 3.13
Age range of pupils with whom support staff 
are involved (N = 145, not mutually exclusive)

Age range of pupils  Number

3–4 (pre-school) 24
5–10 (primary) 107
11–16 (secondary) 60
17–19 (post-16) 6

Table 3.12
Names of support staff used in mapped studies 
(N = 145, not mutually exclusive)

Name of support staff Number

Teaching assistant 11
Teacher aide 34
Classroom assistant 10
Paraprofessional 36
Paraeducator 10
Instructional aide/assistant 9
Nursery nurse 4
Learning support assistant 6
Specialist teaching assistant 3
Special needs assistant 2
Support staff 4
Bilingual teaching assistant/paraprofessional 5
Bilingual aide 1
Welfare assistant 3
Auxiliary 2
Ancillary 1
Foreign language assistant 1
Other 33

Table 3.14
Type of method used to collect perceptions/
views in study (N = 145, not mutually exclusive)

Methods used  Number

Case study 9
Questionnaire study 87
Interview with stakeholders 73
Opinionnaire survey 5
Focus group 7
Other 45



27

3.3 Identifying and describing 
studies: quality-assurance results

Screening of citations

Of the 9,966 papers, 200 were subjected to initial 
screening by a pair of reviewers to evaluate the 
reliability and validity of the criteria, and to qual-
ity assure the screening process. A sample of 50 
entries was screened by EPPI-Centre staff to check 
for consistency and accuracy in the Review Group’s 
screenings. Following that, 500 entries were issued 
to each of four reviewers for initial trial screen-
ing. The subsequent 500 codings were subjected 
to scrutiny by two ‘lead’ reviewers who had been 
moderated by the EPPI-Centre staff member to 
check for consistency and accuracy. 

Screening of full papers

A 10% sample of the 440 papers, which reviewers 
had decided to screen on the full text, was sub-
jected to further moderation by pairs of reviewers. 
In addition, these papers were subjected to scru-
tiny at a meeting of Review and Advisory Groups. 
A sample of ten included papers, along with ten 
excluded papers were sent to each member of the 
Review Group to check for consistency in the appli-
cation of the criteria. If any doubt arose, papers 
were referred for second opinions.

Quality assurance of keywording

First of all, two reviewers independently coded ten 
studies for moderation with a member of EPPI-
Centre staff. A whole-group moderation exercise 
was undertaken for which four pairs of reviewers 
from the Review Group independently keyworded 
fi ve studies and then tabulated results. The fi ve 
studies were also keyworded by an EPPI-Centre 
staff member for comparison to assure consistency 
and accuracy. This quality-assurance check was 
conducted on two occasions with the EPPI-Centre 
staff member until agreement on keyword applica-
tion was agreed.

The fi rst phase saw agreement at 78%, largely as 
a result of interpretational diffi culties with the 
term ‘perceptions’. In the next exercise with a 
second set of fi ve papers, 85% agreement was 
reached. Results of this process were discussed 
by the Review Group and discrepancies clarifi ed. 
Particular diffi culties arose with the curriculum 
focus, which in most cases was general. The 
remaining papers in the systematic map stage of 
the review were keyworded by three members of 
the group. All these were then reviewed by the 
co-ordinator of the review to secure consistency, 
making sure that all studies were keyworded in a 
uniform way.

3.4 Summary of results of map

The systematic map shows that the literature con-
sidering contributions of support staff is predomi-
nantly from the United States of America (US) and 
from the United Kingdom (UK): 

• Literature about support staff contributions was 
predominantly from the US (N = 83) and the UK 
(N = 48), with smaller numbers from elsewhere: 
Canada (N = 5), Australia (N = 3), New Zealand 
(N = 2), France (N = 2), Sweden (N = 1), Italy 
(N = 1). 

• Most studies focused on teaching and learning, 
rather than any particular aspect of the curricu-
lum.

• Inclusion (keyworded as ‘equal opportunities’, 
involving the improvement of pupils’ opportuni-
ties to learn and/or integrate through access to 
the curriculum) was the focus in many studies, 
with 61 studies focusing on inclusion in main-
stream settings, often of pupils with specifi c 
needs (for example, Escudero and Sears, 1982; 
Hemmingsson et al., 2003). 

• The contribution of support staff to the inclu-
sion of pupils with specifi c academic, physical 
or social needs was the subject of many studies. 
Support staff are clearly signifi cant participants 
in the process of educational inclusion. Their 
impact on pupils and teachers was regularly 
reported by other stakeholders in a number of 
studies (for example, Dyson et al., 2002; Wilson 
et al., 2002b) but such claims tended to be 
generic in nature with respondents providing 
little detail about the activities that support 
staff carry out to secure academic and social 
engagement.

• Many studies were cross-phase, but 107 included 
data about primary schools and 60 about second-
ary schools.

• 136 studies of support staff investigated paid 
support staff; 13 studies included unpaid volun-
teer support.

• 129 studies were in mainstream and 8 exclusively 
in special schools, with a further 10 including 
some study of special schools.

• Paid support staff have a range of titles: teacher 
aide or paraprofessional or paraeducator in 
the US; classroom assistant, learning support 
assistant or teaching assistant in the UK, with 
variations on the above (e.g. paid aide, special 
assistant, integration assistant, non-teaching 
assistant and learning supporters). There were no 
trans-national studies in the map comparing data 
from different countries perhaps surprising given 
the prominence given to support staff in the US 
and UK in the last thirty years.
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• Most studies had a multiple focus: for example, 
on all participants in the inclusion process 
(pupils, parents, teachers and support staff, as in 
the case of Ebersold, 2003). The mapped stud-
ies gave voice to a range of stakeholders, with 
teachers and support staff most strongly repre-
sented in more than 100 studies: for example, 
Downing et al. (2000) in the US on paraprofes-
sional perspectives. The next most frequently 
heard voice was that of headteachers. Much less 
frequently consulted were pupils, who found a 
voice in 21 of the 145 studies. Their parents’ 

views were represented in 20 studies: for exam-
ple, in French and Chopra (1999) in the US.

• The studies were generally descriptive in nature, 
refl ecting the tendency for data to be gathered 
through questionnaires and interviews with 
participants either engaged in or affected by 
support staff. The keywording exercise did not 
allow for more refi ned analysis of the interviews, 
whether semi-structured or structured, but the 
impression was that semi-structured dominated. 
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4.1 Selecting studies for in-depth 
review

Studies were selected for the in-depth review 
through the use of the additional inclusion crite-
ria. Studies included in this second in-depth stage 
were published between 1988 and 2003, and were 
carried out in European countries. The population 
focus of the studies had to be paid support staff 
working in mainstream primary schools (or other 
equivalent) and perceptions had to be measured 
for either academic and/or social engagement. The 
studies had to meet a number of reporting require-
ments, including description of the activities in 
which support staff are engaged and methods of 
data collection. In addition, views about the con-
tributions to academic and or social engagement 
needed to be either explicitly discussed in the fi nd-
ings or articulated as an aim of the study.

The table in Appendix 4.1 gives summary details of 
the included studies according to the review-spe-
cifi c questions. 

4.2 Comparing the studies selected 
for in-depth review with the total 
studies in the systematic map 

Study type

In the map, studies were often found to be unclear 
about their type, with some studies offering only 
limited explanation. However, in the fi nal set of 17 
studies, the dominant study type was descriptions. 
In the systematic map, 119 studies were descrip-

tions, with 25 evaluations and one exploration of 
roles and relationships.

Age of students

The focus for the fi nal review was limited to pri-
mary schools, but many studies in the map were 
cross-phase with multiple focuses on primary and 
secondary schools. Only 8 of the 17 studies focused 
exclusively on primary schools. One included some 
feedback from the pre-primary phase, while a fur-
ther 8 included perceptions from secondary schools 
as well as primary schools. The 17 European studies 
in the in-depth study were included because they 
focused at least in part on primary schools, but 
some studies included data relating to other age 
ranges. (See Table 4.1.)

Status of support staff

Volunteer support staff was excluded following 
the keywording stage, when new exclusion criteria 
were applied. As a result, all 17 studies focused 
only on paid support staff contributions. (See Table 
4.2.)

Titles for support staff

The principal titles given to classroom support staff 
in the UK are teaching assistant (TA)(the preferred 
title in UK government policy documents), class-
room assistant (CA) and learning support assistant 
(LSA). Sometimes, more than one title is used in a 
study to refl ect different roles undertaken by sup-
port staff: for example, in Moyles and Suschitzky 

CHAPTER FOUR

In-depth review: results

This section describes the stakeholder perceptions of support staff culled from the 17 studies 
selected for in-depth study. It begins by comparing the 17 European studies with those included in 
the systematic map (N = 145). Then, the 17 European studies are discussed in detail (see Appendix 
3.1 for non-European studies excluded from the in-depth review). They were analysed using a 
coding comparison method to extract the views expressed by stakeholders about the contributions 
of support staff. This led to the contributions of teaching assistants being categorised under four 
headings (listed in section 1.2.1). 
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Table 4.1 Comparison of age of students support staff involved with (not mutually exclusive)

Age of students In-depth studies (N = 17) mapped studies (N = 145) 

3–4 (pre-school) 1 24
5–10 (primary) 17 107
11–16 (secondary) 8 60
17–19 (post-16) 0 6

Table 4.3 Terms used for classroom support staff (N = 17, not mutually exclusive)

Terms used for classroom 
support staff

Number of 
studies

Studies

Learning support assistants 
(LSA) 3 Farrell et al. (1999), O’Brien and Garner (2001), 

Lacey (2001)

Learning supporters 1 Shaw (2001)

Auxiliary support 1 McGarvey et al. (1996)

Integration assistants 1 Ebersold (2003)

Bilingual teaching assistants 
(BTA) 1 Cable (2003)

School assistants 1 Hemmingsson et al. (2003)

Classroom support staff 1 Moyles and Suschitzky (1997)

Classroom assistants 7

Clayton (1993), Moyles and Suschitzky (1997), 
Hancock et al. (2002), Wilson et al. (2002b), 
Bowers (1997), Bowers et al. (1994a), Farrell et 
al., 1999 

Teaching assistants 2 Moran and Abbott (2002), Neill (2002a)

Specialist teaching assistants 
(STA) 1 Moyles and Suschitzky (1997)

Assistant 1 Baskind and Monkman (1998)

Associate staff, non-teaching 
staff; teaching auxiliaries 1 Mortimore et al. (1994a)

Table 4.2 Status of support staff (not mutually exclusive)

Status of support staff In-depth studies (N = 17) mapped studies (N = 145) 

Paid 17 136
Volunteer 0 13
Other 0 2

Table 4.4 Stakeholder voices reported (not mutually exclusive)

Status of support staff In-depth studies (N = 17) mapped studies (N = 145) 

Support staff 12 (71%) 109 (75%)
Teachers 12 (71%) 106 (73%)
Headteachers 11 (65%) 50 (34%)
Parents 4 (23.5%) 20 (14%)
Pupils 5 (29%) 21 (14.5%)
Governors 1 (5.9%) 3 (2.1%)
Other  0 13 (9%)
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(1997) who distinguish between specialist teaching 
assistants (STAs) and CAs, the former being focused 
on specifi c needs in support of learning, the lat-
ter having a general role, with a greater focus on 
resource provision and social needs. Farrell et al. 
(1999) distinguish between LSAs who support for 
inclusion and general classroom assistants. HLTA is 
a recent addition (DfES, 2003) to the labels used 
and was unlikely to feature in studies up to 2003.

Table 4.3 refl ects the diversity found not just in 
the fi nal set of studies but also in the systematic 
map already described. In the UK, the word ‘assis-
tant’ was included in the title, as opposed to ‘aide’ 
and ‘paraprofessional’ or ‘paraeducator’ in USA 
studies. Studies use a variety of names for sup-
port staff (Farrell et al., 1999; Mortimore et al., 
1994a; Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997) to refl ect the 
fact that some studies focus on inclusion, some on 
specifi c needs and mainstreaming (e.g. bilingual 
learners, hearing-impaired pupils).

While acknowledging Shaw’s argument (2001) 
that being a learning supporter is not merely an 
assistant post, the current generic term for pupil 
support staff in the UK is ‘teaching assistant’. As a 
result, this term is preferred in this review. 

Stakeholder voices

The stakeholder voices emerging in the in-depth 
review refl ected the dominance of teacher, support 
staff and headteacher perceptions in the map. Only 
four studies included parent perceptions and fi ve 
offered some opportunity to pupils to express their 
views. One study (Bowers, 1997) focused in par-
ticular on the views of pupils. (See Table 4.4.)

The above numbers suggest that support staff, 
headteachers and teachers are relatively well 
represented in the in-depth studies. Pupil and par-
ent voices are much less frequent in terms of the 
number of studies, although, in terms of propor-
tions, more frequent in the in-depth review than in 
the systematic map. 

Focus of studies

Few studies focused on support staff exclusively
working with one pupil. They were perceived to 
support groups of pupils, or even to have a general 
classroom support role in a majority of studies.

Most of the selected studies involved support staff 
working with more than one person. The distribu-
tion was broadly similar to that in the system-
atic map, as Table 4.5 illustrates. Eleven studies 
included consideration of the contribution to an 
individual but, in most cases, this was not an exclu-
sive focus. Where support staff were employed for 
a designated pupil, most still offered support to 
small groups as well. 

Reasons for support 

The map and in-depth studies contained a similar 
range of reasons for support being available. The 
reasons varied but non-specifi c support was the 
largest category (N = 9) in the in-depth study. Codes 
were not mutually exclusive as several studies had 
a multiple focus. The variety confi rms the wide 
range of contributions required of support staff. 
Such was the variety that classifi cation was not 
easy, leading to the use of the keywording term 
‘general SEN’ to cover issues related to inclusion of 
all pupils in the classroom. (See Table 4.6.)

Type of engagement

The vast majority of studies (N = 16) included a 
focus on both social and academic contributions 
to pupils’ engagement. Just one described contri-
butions that appeared to be principally academic 
in nature (McGarvey et al., 1996) but even this 
study stressed that the classroom assistant had to 
be ‘capable of talking to the children’ (p 301) and 
be ‘able to talk to pupils in an appropriate way at 
the right time’ (p. 300) implying that support staff 
would have regard for social considerations as well 
as academic. As this review progressed, it became 
increasingly clear that support staff are now prin-
cipally involved in direct support for learning. (See 
Table 4.7.)

Type of research approach and method 

As with the systematic map, the principal research 
instruments in in-depth studies were questionnaire 
surveys and interviews. (See Table 4.8.)

4.3 Further details of studies 
included in the in-depth review 

In some cases, individual studies were reported in 
more than one document (17 studies were reported 
in 27 papers). The study by Wilson et al. (2002b), 
for example, was reported in four papers identi-
fi ed by the current in-depth review. For clarity, we 
refer to the principal paper from which fi ndings are 
drawn; that is, the main paper is used to denote all 
the studies that informed that data-extraction. 

All studies selected for the in-depth review focus 
on primary schools and have stakeholder percep-
tions about contributions made by TAs as a signifi -
cant feature in the report. All are published reports 
or articles, with dissertations excluded from the 
study on the basis that they were not published 
and, indeed, many were unavailable. Fifteen stud-
ies were conducted in the United Kingdom, one in 
Sweden and one in France. The following section 
provides more detail about the 17 in-depth review 
papers. 

Chapter 4 In-depth review: results
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Table 4.5 To whom is support offered? (not mutually exclusive)

Support offered to In-depth studies (N = 17) mapped studies (N = 145) 

Individual 11 84
Small group 8 62
General 11 103

Table 4.6 Reason for support (not mutually exclusive)

Reason for support In-depth studies (N = 17) mapped studies (N = 145) 

Support for young children (nursery nurses) 1  8
English as additional language 1 12
Physical disability (carer) 1 17
Physical disability (academic support) 4 32
Behaviour management 2 12
Foreign language lesson support 0 1
Academic support for diagnosed condition 
(e.g. dyslexia, autism) 2 11
Academic support for low attainer 1 15
General SEN 3 24
General classroom support 9 64
Other 0 14

Table 4.7 Type of engagement described 
(mutually exclusive, taking into account Leslie study (1973) which was coded as ‘academic’ and ‘both’)

Type of engagement In-depth studies (N = 17) mapped studies (N = 145) 

Academic 1 24
Social 0 2
Both  16 112
Not clear 0 8

Total 17 146

Table 4.8 Type of method used to collect perceptions/views in the study 
(not mutually exclusive)

Reason for support In-depth studies (N = 17) mapped studies (N = 145) 

Case study 3 9
Questionnaire study 9 87
Interview with stakeholders 13 73
Opinionnaire survey 0 5
Focus group 0 7
Other 8 45
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Sources of stakeholder perceptions 

It was somewhat diffi cult to identify accurately 
the numbers of voices represented in the in-depth 
review. Neill (2002a) had a sample of 3,822 teach-
ers, with 55% being in the primary sector. As a 
result, the total number of teacher perceptions 
claimed in our review was 2,704 (2,100 being pri-
mary teachers in Neill’s postal survey). 

Teachers dominate the above, but at least 2,100 of 
these were respondents in the Neill study (2002a), 
which is not as rich as others in describing the 
detail of teaching assistant contributions. The 
Cable study (2003) had only three bilingual teach-
ing assistants as participants but their descrip-
tions of practice are much more informative about 
classroom and school-based activity. Teachers and 
headteachers together had 1,045 respondents, if 
one discounted the Neill questionnaire study, while 
support staff had 961. Some papers (e.g. O’Brien 
and Garner, 2001; Shaw, 2001) argued that teach-
ing assistant voices were under-represented in 
the research and that their views had been under-
reported. Unfortunately, it was not possible to 
identify the exact total number of support staff 
voices providing feedback in the reports, especially 
in the case of Shaw (2001) who made very impor-
tant claims but without giving clear information 
about the number of participants.

Subjects’ voices and perceptions

Five studies had a single set of stakeholders (Cable, 
2003; O’Brien and Garner, 2001: teaching assis-
tants; Bowers, 1997: pupils; Moran and Abbott, 
2002: headteachers; Neill, 2002a: teachers), and 
12 studies had multiple stakeholder respondents. 
Only four clearly reported the views of parents; 
fi ve (possibly six) sought the views of pupils. 
The data- extractions revealed (although not in 
all cases) whose voices had been reported, pre-
sented in Table 4.9 (some of which are estimates 
as indicated). Where possible, perceptions were 
assigned to particular stakeholders. Thirteen stud-
ies included perceptions from teaching assistants 
so they could not easily be said to be under-rep-
resented in the fi nal set of studies. Unfortunately, 
the reports did not always differentiate whose 
perceptions were being reported (for example, 
Clayton, 1993; Ebersold, 2003; Shaw, 2001) leading 
to uncertainty about which perceptions were being 
reported; Clayton (1993) and Hemmingsson et al. 
(2003), for example, group together perceptions 
from different stakeholders.

Despite this, it is possible to identify that TA 
perceptions tended to focus on their contributions 
directly to pupils. Baskind and Monkman (1998) 
reported that TAs ‘support the teacher gener-
ally’, and both Moyles and Suschitzky (1997) and 
Farrell et al. (1999) reported similar perceptions 
of their contribution. When given a clear voice TAs 
described how they helped pupils academically, 
and socio-academically: for example, Cable (2003) 

whose bilingual teaching assistants (BTAs) stressed 
their role as integrators of pupils, as their support-
ers, bridges to participation and learning, and as 
their advocates. 

In the map of 145 studies, TA voices were as well 
represented, but the focus on seeking to extract 
stakeholder perceptions (as opposed to researcher 
perceptions) led to studies in which TAs had been 
consulted predominating (with the exception of 
Neill’s 2002a study, a postal survey commissioned 
by the National Union of Teachers).

Weight of evidence (WoE)

Following the procedures outlined in section 2.3, 
judgments about weight of evidence were made 
of all 17 included studies, together with an overall 
weight.

Table 4.11 indicates that most studies were seen 
as providing medium weight of evidence (N = 11). 
In two studies (Bowers, 1997; Farrell et al., 1999), 
while the quality of the study (WoE A) and the 
appropriateness of the design (WoE B) were con-
sidered of high weight, the studies could not be 
given a high weighting overall (WoE D) due to the 
lack of specifi c perceptions about TA contributions 
to academic and social engagement in primary 
mainstream settings (refl ected in the judgements 
for WoE C). 

Our specifi c interest in primary schools may have 
affected reviewers’ judgement about the relative 
value of studies that looked at one or more groups 
of stakeholders and of those studies, which looked 
at all phases of mainstream education. As a result, 
some studies attracted lower weighting because 
their focus was very wide, as it was diffi cult to 
judge the weight of the evidence for primary 
schools alone: for example, O’Brien and Garner, 
who offer case studies of LSAs (one set of stake-
holders) but from primary, secondary and special 
education settings. 

Other studies describe a process of giving a voice 
to teaching assistants (for example, Shaw, 2001) 
but give so little detail about the numbers involved 
and the methods used (WoE A) that it is diffi cult to 
give high weightings. Reviewers found that percep-
tions were often reported in a generic way, with 
accounts of what TAs do and how they do it rather 
thin on detail, as in Mortimore et al. (1994a), or 
Ebersold (2003).

In addition, many studies have perceptions embed-
ded within them in such a way that it is often 
diffi cult to determine the extent to which the 
research is focused on stakeholder perceptions, 
rather than on observations made by research-
ers (WoE C) (Ebersold, 2003; Hemmingsson et al., 
2003). In some cases, perceptions form only part of 
the study. 

Chapter 4 In-depth review: results
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As a result, the above judgements are not neces-
sarily a refl ection on the quality of the study but 
in part a result of the diffi culty of fi nding detailed 
‘views’ studies on the contributions of teaching 
assistants to pupils’ academic and social engage-
ment in mainstream classrooms. Nevertheless, all 
of the studies that were included for data-extrac-
tion offer some stakeholder perceptions and we 
were grateful for the parts they played in deepen-
ing our understanding of support staff contributions 
to social and academic engagement. 

4.4 Synthesis of evidence

There is a number of ways in which a synthesis of 
the fi ndings of the studies might logically be struc-
tured. However, because studies both in the map 
and in the in-depth review often failed to distin-
guish between the perceptions of different groups, 
it is impossible to differentiate and present differ-
ent stakeholders’ perspectives from all the reports 
in a systematic and consistently accurate way. 

As a result, perceptions of the contributions made 
by teaching assistants were identifi ed and listed 
through the coding comparison method (described 
in sections 2.3.4. and 2.3.5) in each data-extrac-
tion. These mappings were then analysed themati-
cally, a process which led to the stakeholders’ 
perceptions of TA contributions being categorised 
under four headings: 

1. direct academic and socio-academic 
contributions to pupils (working with children on 
learning tasks, promoting independence, etc.)

2. contributions to inclusion (securing integration 
of learners)

3. stakeholders relations (acting as a link person 
between stakeholders in communication, 
feedback and advocacy roles)

4. contributions to teachers/curriculum (e.g. with 
routine tasks, such as display) 

These divisions are not rigid, as categories 1 and 
2 are fi rmly related to each other. Contributions 
could therefore be seen as activities contribut-
ing to social and academic engagement, with the 
proximity to pupils’ learning activity and classroom 
work being at its greatest in 1 and 2, followed by 
3 and 4. The fi rst two categories represent direct 
contributions in support of pupils, involving inter-
action with them. In addition, contributions to 
maintaining stakeholder relations and support for 
teachers (categories 3 and 4) also help to secure 
academic and social engagement, but perhaps less 
directly as they often do not involve direct inter-
ventions or interactions with pupils. 

4.4.1 Academic and socio-academic 
contributions to pupils

Direct support for pupils was broadly academic in 
nature: for example, supporting learning or inter-
preting teacher instructions. Some contributions 

are described as socio-academic because they 
both enabled access to learning and also included 
management of social engagement activities, 
for example, providing interaction opportunities 
in class, improving/maintaining pupil motiva-
tion, promoting independence and autonomy, and 
maintaining relations between participants. These 
perceptions were often expressed by TAs, but also 
by other stakeholders. For instance, headteachers 
and teachers in the study by Wilson et al. (2002b) 
felt that TAs contributed to improving pupils’ moti-
vation and their behaviour.

Contributing by mediating learning

Mediating pupils’ learning was seen as a signifi -
cant TA contribution, most commonly by support 
staff. O’Brien and Garner (2001) had TAs talking in 
general terms about how they acted as mediators 
of learning, helping pupils access the curriculum, 
as did Moyles and Suschitzky (1997), Lacey (2001), 
and Baskind and Monkman (1998). TAs reported 
that their contributions took the form of inter-
preting teacher instructions and input, mediating 
the input to make it more accessible, or helping 
small groups with tasks set by the teacher (Baskind 
and Monkman, 1998; Cable, 2003; Hancock et al., 
2002; Lacey, 2001; Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997; 
O’Brien and Garner, 2002; Shaw, 2001). ‘Post-tutor-
ing’ was a term used to describe the contribution 
to reinforce what has been taught in Baskind and 
Monkman (1998). This interpretational contribution 
was reported by TAs in Hancock et al. (2002) and 
O’Brien and Garner (2001), with regard to teacher 
instructions, language and worksheets. Cable’s 
three bilingual teaching assistants were also 
involved in translating language (Cable, 2003). 

In this way, TAs perceive themselves to be fellow 
travellers with pupils, receiving teacher input and 
then adapting it to allow pupils to access it. They 
maximise opportunities for pupils to engage in, 
and respond to, the challenges of the mainstream 
classroom. Hancock et al. (2002, p 26) talked about 
semi-independent roles undertaken by TAs and they 
concluded by saying that there is ‘under-acknowl-
edgement of the contribution that assistants now 
make to children’s school life and learning’. In 
their view, teachers and TAs are now interde-
pendent team workers and teachers see TAs as a 
signifi cant resource. 

In a linked paper to O’Brien and Garner (2001), 
Garner claimed that TAs see themselves as con-
necting bridges between children and their learn-
ing (Garner, 2002, p 15), ‘I’m sure that it works 
because, in a way, I am neither a teacher nor a 
pupil… I see things from both sides’. O’Brien and 
Garner (2001, p 144) concluded that the LSA is a 
‘bona fi de, committed and active contributor to 
the learning of all pupils and to the life of schools 
as organic and inclusive learning environments’. 
They are staff who see themselves as ‘professionals 
with particular skills and attributes’ (Garner, 2002, 
p 16). 

Chapter 4 In-depth review: results
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Table 4.10 Sources of stakeholder perceptions/views 
(not mutually exclusive; from 17 studies in the in-depth review)

Sources of stakeholder perceptions/views Frequency raw totals 

Pupil perceptions 712 (552 in Bowers, 1997)
Support staff perceptions 961
Teacher perceptions 2,704 (approx)
Parent perceptions 220
Headteacher perceptions 333
Other stakeholders 7

Total number of stakeholders 4,933

Table 4.11 Results of assessment of weight of evidence for each study

A 
(Trustworthy in 
terms of own 

question)

B 
(Appropriate design 
and analysis for this 

review question)

C 
(Relevance of 

focus to review 
question)

D 
(Overall weight in 
relation to review 

question)

Baskind and Monkman 
(1998) Medium Medium High Medium

Bowers (1997) High High Medium High/medium

Cable (2003) Medium Medium Medium Medium

Clayton (1993) Medium Medium Medium Medium

Ebersold (2003) Medium Medium/low Low Medium/Low

Farrell et al. (1999) High High Medium High/Medium

Hancock et al. (2002) Medium Medium Medium Medium

Hemmingsson et al. 
(2003) High Medium Low Medium

Lacey (2001) Medium Medium Medium Medium

McGarvey et al. (1996) Medium Medium Low Medium/Low

Moran and Abbott. (2002) Medium Medium Medium Medium

Mortimore et al. (1994a) Medium Low/medium Low Low/medium

Moyles and Suschitzky 
(1997) Medium Medium Medium Medium

Neill. (2002a) Medium Medium Medium Medium

O’Brien and Garner 
(2001) Medium Medium Medium Medium

Shaw (2001) Low Medium Medium Low

Wilson et al. (2002b) Medium High High Medium
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Such claims suggest that TAs process teacher input 
(and intentions), then either adapt this or repro-
cess it to make it accessible to pupils. Mention was 
also made in three studies of adapting pedagogy 
to needs of pupils (including lessons or materials), 
although little was said about how this was done 
(O’Brien and Garner, 2002; Lacey, 2001; Farrell et 
al., 1999). 

Supporting learning in groups

Help for small groups and individuals with tasks 
set by the teacher (including practical activi-
ties) was described in several studies (Baskind 
and Monkman, 1998; Cable, 2003; Hancock et al., 
2002; Lacey, 2001; Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997; 
O’Brien and Garner, 2002; Shaw, 2001). While much 
of their contribution was targeted at individual 
assigned children, the general perception was 
that they worked with groups of pupils (Baskind 
and Monkman, 1998; Ebersold, 2003; Hancock 
et al., 2001; McGarvey et al., 1996; Mortimore 
et al., 1994a; Moran and Abbott, 2002; Moyles 
and Suschitzky, 1997; Neill, 2002a; Wilson et al., 
2002b) and teachers expected them to support 
other pupils, even when they were assigned to a 
specifi c child. Headteachers supported this percep-
tion (Hancock et al., 2002; McGarvey et al., 1996; 
Moran and Abbott, 2002; Moyles and Suschitzky, 
1997). 

Supporting learners was among the most signifi cant 
contributions reported by TAs (in seven studies), 
as they mediated learning for small groups of 
children. How they did this was not always made 
clear, but it involved directing interest to children’s 
work, listening to them, and giving appropriate 
attention and interest to their work. Maintaining 
interest and pupils’ interest helps to keep them on 
task.

Promoting pupils’ independence

Promoting independence featured in seven studies; 
fi ve of the eight studies reported this perception 
to be held by TAs (Baskind and Monkman, 1998; 
Cable, 2003; Ebersold, 2003; Lacey, 2001; O’Brien 
and Garner, 2001). This was often bound up with 
promoting self-esteem and motivation. One TA 
expressed her main aim as being to ‘encourage 
Georgie to learn at her own pace, to encourage 
and help her work without doing the work for her 
and not to let her become over-dependent on me’ 
(O’Brien and Garner, 2001, p 62). Lacey’s respon-
dents said they encouraged independence and 
interaction in order to promote inclusion. Baskind 
and Monkman (1998) reported that support staff 
only occasionally worked one-to-one with a hearing 
impaired child so that the child would not become 
too dependent on the support. TAs in Ebersold’s 
study saw it as their responsibility to facilitate the 
child’s autonomy and participation within the class-
room (Ebersold, 2003).

There were occasional concerns raised in the 
research studies: for example, Moyles and 
Suschtizky (1997), whose observations led them 
to conclude that TAs needed more training about 
learning processes (p 11). TAs often emphasised the 
products of learning, focusing on procedural knowl-
edge rather than conceptual knowledge, indicating 
that perhaps TAs were not equipped with the train-
ing and skills needed to know when and when not 
to intervene. Sometimes, they engaged learners in 
cognitively undemanding tasks. Occasionally, they 
completed work for pupils to make it look nice (p 
51). This dependency is further explored in section 
4.4.2, while their academic and socio-academic 
contributions are summarised in Table 4.12. 

Many studies elicited views about one of the key 
skills that good TAs need, namely, determining 
when and when not to offer support. Clayton’s 
(1993) study concluded that the best TAs knew 
when to offer support to learners and when to 
withdraw. They were adept at judging how much 
support to offer individual pupils; they knew 
when to allow natural interactions to continue 
and when to intervene to provide comprehensive 
support. In addition, they took responsibility and 
were involved in decision-making about children’s 
learning; they felt supported in the decisions they 
made. 

In a linked paper, Cable listed a range of contribu-
tions among which was the following key contribu-
tion: ‘The BTAs in this study saw a key part of their 
role as developing children’s confi dence and ability 
to learn; in effect developing their learning disposi-
tions’ (Cable, 2004, p 218). ‘They saw their role as 
supporting children’s social integration, well-being 
and self-esteem, fostering their independence’ (p 
212). How training programmes prepare the TAs for 
these tasks is an issue for consideration.

4.4.2 Contributions to inclusion

Enabling inclusion 

TAs were identifi ed as critical to educational inclu-
sion in a number of reports by a range of stake-
holders: teachers (Ebersold, 2003; Neill, 2002a), 
TAs (Ebersold, 2003; Farrell et al., 1999: Lacey, 
2001; O’Brien and Garner, 2001; Shaw, 2001) and, 
where consulted, by parents and headteachers 
(Ebersold, 2003; Farrell et al., 1999; Moran and 
Abbott, 2002). Table 4.13 illustrates the breakdown 
of studies that reported these perceptions.

Disentangling the voices in relation to support 
for educational inclusion was a challenging task. 
Although some perceptions of good practice were 
reported, the studies did not report in detail 
exactly what the TAs did to support or impede 
inclusion. Shaw (2001) reported how supporters 
described their inclusive function mainly in relation 
to ‘easing the way for pupils and encouraging them 
through diffi culties’ (p 7). 

Chapter 4 In-depth review: results
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Generic contributions were reported, although it is 
not clear by how many TAs these perceptions were 
shared: for example, ‘They promoted inclusion by 
facilitating participation and learning, and helped 
build confi dence, self-esteem and independence so 
that all children were enabled to reach their full 
potential alongside their peers. They were guides, 
contributing to preparing children for life’ (Shaw, 
2001, p 7). Shaw makes impressive claims for 
learning supporters, but limitations in the report 
mean that only low weight can be accorded to the 
evidence presented in the study. 

However, the Farrell et al. (1999) study reported 
(WoE D: high/medium) that TAs believed they were 
‘making a genuine contribution towards helping 
pupils with special needs’ (p 23). On the other 
hand, they also reported the perception that inclu-
sion practices might cause embarrassment in some 
pupils (section 3.3, 19). Pupils wanted support 
to be given in as non-intrusive a way as possible, 
welcoming the support but preferring not to have 
their need highlighted. They found that strategies 
that gave ‘space and distance to pupils’ were par-
ticularly important (p 50). Pupil perspectives are 
particularly important as it is easy to assume that 
presence of additional adults is always welcome.

Disabling or disempowering factors

While they did not articulate arguments about 
the impact of TAs on participation and inclusion 
explicitly, Hemmingsson et al. (2003) found evi-
dence from their observations of pupils who might 
avoid support if it threatened in any way their 
opportunities for social participation. In a way, this 
social aspect was being valued more than academic 
engagement. Hemmingsson et al. (2003) concluded 
that decisions about support for pupils with dis-
abilities should take into account the perspec-
tives of pupils. Such consultation with pupils was 
needed to make sure that social participation was 
not threatened by the way in which support was 
provided. This is a further argument in favour of 
more research aimed at describing views of key 
participants. 

The contribution of TAs to inclusion was not always 
seen as necessarily positive (Hemmingsson et al., 
2003) and some reports suggested that the atten-
tion of a TA could act as a cocoon, shielding pupils 
from both learning challenges and integrating 
with peers (Hemmingsson et al., 2003; Moran and 
Abbott, 2002; Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997; Shaw, 
2001). 

Hemmingsson et al. (2003) suggested that the 
presence of the TA (in what they called ‘the help-
teacher assistant role’) could act to decrease 
communication by the pupil with the teacher. Such 
perceptions suggest that TAs could possibly offer a 
kind of academic and social buffer ‘when teaching 
assistants were over-protective, thereby remov-
ing pupils’ learning challenges’ (Moran and Abbott, 
2002). Moyles and Suschitzky (1997) suggested 

that the presence of TAs could limit access to high 
quality teaching. The study by Moran and Abbott 
(2002), in which headteachers were generally posi-
tive about the contributions of TAs, demonstrates 
sensitivity to this issue at least on the part of one 
school:

One primary school had explicit guidelines for 
the TA supporting a child in to a mainstream 
class for the purpose of integration. These 
included ensuring that the child brought all the 
necessary materials to class, that the TA arrived 
as unobtrusively as possible, and that duties 
were properly clarifi ed with the mainstream 
class teacher. Such tasks and activities were 
likely to involve working with the special unit 
child either individually or in a small group as 
translator, scribe and supporter… There were, 
additionally, explicit instructions as to what TAs 
must not do. First, they were not to talk to the 
child when the mainstream class teacher was 
talking, but to deliver any necessary explana-
tion later; secondly, they were not to sit only 
with the unit child as this would cause both 
social and academic dependence; and thirdly, 
they were not always to interpret everything for 
the child, but to encourage him or her to ask 
the teacher for clarifi cation. (p 166)

Developing dependency can be regarded as another 
barrier for pupils’ social and educational engage-
ment. Indeed, there was evidence that TAs them-
selves were aware of the possibility of dependency. 
Shaw (2001, p 16) reported that learning support-
ers in her study saw dangers in ‘pupils becoming 
overly dependent on one adult’. Flexible rotation 
of TAs in support of children might act as a safe-
guard against this, but then parents expressed 
concern that responding to a range of different 
assistants might be too much for children with 
‘high level support needs’. 

Clayton (1993), Ebersold (2003), and O’Brien and 
Garner (2001) highlighted perceptions about the 
facilitation of interactions between pupils in class. 
TAs reported that they promote independence, but 
this was only refl ected by two other sets of stake-
holders: one study by Moran and Abbott reporting 
headteachers’ views, the other by Ebersold citing 
teachers. Lacey (2001) found that ‘the best LSAs 
were good at judging how much support to offer to 
individual pupils’ (p 166). TAs also stressed the role 
of listening to pupils, but how and where are not 
made clear, the inference being that they had more 
time for listening than teachers. 

With regard to inclusion, TAs need to know when 
to offer individual support to particular pupils and 
when to act as a general resource, to avoid in-class 
segregation or marginalisation of included pupils. 
This contribution presupposes engagement with, 
and understanding of, the aims, content, stages 
and outcomes of each lesson. Ebersold (2003) 
reached a comparable conclusion, recommending 
that successful TA support requires a co-opera-

Chapter 4 In-depth review: results



Working with adults40

Ta
bl

e 
4.

13
 C

on
tr

ib
ut

io
ns

 t
o 

in
cl

us
io

n 
(N

 =
 1

7,
 n

ot
 m

ut
ua

lly
 e

xc
lu

si
ve

)

To
ta

l n
um

be
r 

of
 

vo
ic

es
 r

ep
or

ti
ng

 
th

is
 p

er
ce

pt
io

n

Co
nt

ri
bu

ti
on

s 
pe

rc
ei

ve
d

N
um

be
r 

of
 

st
ud

ie
s

TA
 v

ie
w

s
Te

ac
he

r 
vi

ew
s

Pu
pi

ls
H

ea
d-

te
ac

he
rs

Pa
re

nt
s

U
nc

le
ar

17
Se

cu
ri

ng
 in

cl
us

io
n/

ov
er

se
ei

ng
 in

te
gr

at
io

n
10

7
2

0
2

2
4

11
Ad

dr
es

si
ng

 p
as

to
ra

l/
so

ci
al

 n
ee

ds
6

4
3

1
0

1
2

9

M
ed

ia
ti

ng
 s

oc
ia

l i
nt

er
ac

ti
on

, 
fa

ci
lit

at
in

g 
so

ci
al

 in
te

ra
ct

io
n 

w
it

h 
pe

er
s 

(i
nc

lu
di

ng
 a

dv
ic

e 
ab

ou
t 

im
pa

ir
m

en
t)

5
3

1
0

1
1

3

9
M

an
ag

in
g 

be
ha

vi
ou

r/
di

sc
ip

lin
e

7
2

2
1

1
1

2

6
Br

id
gi

ng
 b

et
w

ee
n 

te
ac

he
rs

 a
nd

 p
up

ils
5

3
1

0
0

0
2

4
Pr

ot
ec

ti
ng

 c
hi

ld
re

n 
fr

om
 

le
ar

ni
ng

 c
ha

lle
ng

es
 a

nd
 

in
te

gr
at

in
g 

w
it

h 
pe

er
s

4
1

1
0

1
0

1

Ta
bl

e 
4.

14
 C

on
tr

ib
ut

io
ns

 t
o 

st
ak

eh
ol

de
r 

re
la

ti
on

s 
(N

 =
 1

7,
 n

ot
 m

ut
ua

lly
 e

xc
lu

si
ve

)

To
ta

l n
um

be
r 

of
 

vo
ic

es
 r

ep
or

ti
ng

 
th

is
 p

er
ce

pt
io

n

Co
nt

ri
bu

ti
on

s 
pe

rc
ei

ve
d

N
um

be
r 

of
 

st
ud

ie
s

TA
 v

ie
w

s
Te

ac
he

r 
vi

ew
s

Pu
pi

ls
H

ea
d-

te
ac

he
rs

Pa
re

nt
s

U
nc

le
ar

11
Ac

ti
ng

 a
s 

a 
lin

k 
be

tw
ee

n 
te

ac
he

r/
sc

ho
ol

 a
nd

 p
ar

en
t 

(i
nc

lu
di

ng
 h

om
e 

vi
si

ti
ng

)
6

5
1

0
0

2
3

9
Ac

ti
ng

 a
s 

co
-e

du
ca

to
r/

im
po

rt
an

t 
st

ak
eh

ol
de

rs
 

in
 e

du
ca

ti
on

 p
ro

ce
ss

7
3

3
0

1
0

2

5
G

iv
in

g 
fe

ed
ba

ck
 t

o 
pa

re
nt

s
5

2
0

0
0

2
1

3
Li

nk
in

g 
al

l s
ta

ke
ho

ld
er

s
2

2
0

0
0

0
1



41

tive system that binds all stakeholders (who are 
interdependent) in the same enterprise: ‘Schooling 
practices cannot just be built around the child in 
the centre of the practice as this leads to the child 
being viewed ‘only in the light of his/her diffi cul-
ties’ (p 104). The latter concluded that high-level 
preparatory work between what he called the 
‘integration assistant’ and all other stakeholders is 
essential if the mainstreaming of disabled children 
is to be successfully achieved.

4.4.3 Stakeholder relations

The linking of stakeholders was a contribution 
identifi ed principally by TAs themselves (see 
Table 4.14). The inclusion process is held to be 
assisted by the TA’s role in maintaining relation-
ships between different stakeholders: for example, 
between parents and schools (Shaw, 2001, p 18) 
through home-school diaries or reporting back on 
children’s learning strategies. Shaw summarised 
this go-between role: TAs often acted as ‘diplo-
mats’ or go-betweens’ for pupils, teachers and the 
many other personnel now connected with schools’ 
(p 7). TAs shares this perception in several reports, 
notably in Cable (2003) where bilingual teaching 
assistants reported how they acted as a cross-cul-
tural bridge between home and school, explain-
ing the school’s mission and being the fi rst port of 
call for bilingual parents. They saw it as their role 
to explain school policy and practice to parents, 
‘explaining school procedures to parents and reas-
suring them about what their child is doing’ (Cable, 
2003, p 4).

TAs see this linking role as being signifi cant and 
they report it more than other voices in the stud-
ies (Cable, 2003; Ebersold, 2003; Lacey, 2001; 
O’Brien and Garner, 2001; Shaw, 2001). Cable’s 
BTAs provide signifi cant detail on TAs’ contribution 
to managing relations with parents and acting as 
intermediaries for children with teachers. This kind 
of bridging role took many forms: for example, 
when reassuring a child that the teacher would 
understand a picture of an Indian meal (Cable, 
2003) or seeking clarifi cation from the teacher on 
behalf of pupils (Shaw, 2001, p 23). 

Not surprisingly, this bridging role is not mentioned 
by pupils. Headteachers do not speak about it 
though there is some evidence (Hancock et al., 
2001) that they recognise TAs as important stake-
holders in the inclusive educational processes. 
Parents in two studies (Ebersold, 2003; Farrell et 
al., 1999) acknowledged the bridging contribution 
by TAs.

To be able to fulfi l their support roles, Shaw (2001) 
concluded that teaching assistants require a range 
of attributes, notably being a good communicator, 
good listener, and having a sense of justice and 
a positive non-judgemental attitude. Her inter-
viewees mentioned a range of desirable qualities: 
‘committed, respectful, adaptable, fl exible, under-
standing, approachable, trustworthy, tolerant and 

tactful’ (p 9). To what extent TAs are prepared for 
such contributions is unclear or whether they are 
screened for such attributes before appointment. 

4.4.4 Contributions to teachers/
curriculum

There was general recognition of the support that 
TAs offered to teachers, performing routine tasks 
that enabled teachers to focus on securing aca-
demic engagement. For example, Wilson et al. 
(2002b) reported that teachers felt that TAs gave 
them more time for planning, and for teaching, and 
that they spent less time on resources and routine 
tasks. It is noticeable that teacher views dominate 
this category (see Table 4.15 ), as TAs stressed this 
contribution much less than their own direct con-
tributions to pupils listed above. 

While TAs and teachers felt that TAs were there 
to support teachers, there seems to be a growing 
sense of the supporters of learning (TAs) seeing 
their role as co-educator with teachers. Eight 
studies reported teacher perceptions about the 
contribution of TAs to support for the teacher as 
teacher helper, but only three clearly reported 
what TAs perceived (Baskind and Monkman, 1998; 
Farrell et al., 1999; Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997) in 
relation to being a helper to the teacher: that is, 
enabling the teacher to concentrate on teaching. 
Other reports (Hancock et al., 2001; Lacey, 2001; 
O’Brien and Garner, 2001) reported TA perceptions 
of whole-class supervision to enable teachers to 
work with smaller groups

McGarvey et al. (1996) found that headteachers 
and teachers valued the support offered by TAs; 
one teacher claimed that the TA had transformed 
her teaching life. Ideally, according to headteach-
ers and teachers, TAs should be ‘helpers with 
initiative, unobtrusiveness, common sense and 
complete discretion’ (p 300). They should also be 
adaptable enough to cope with ‘teachers’ differing 
needs and approaches’ and know when and when 
not to talk to children (the Jills of All Trades of 
Moyles and Suschitzky). McGarvey et al. (1996) con-
cluded that the onus was on teachers to train and 
use TAs effectively. 

The only study to report TA perceptions about 
resource management and maintenance (preparing 
materials, tidying up after activities, etc.) was that 
of Cable (2003). Teachers, however, clearly per-
ceived this as an important contribution (as did the 
headteachers consulted), reported in Baskind and 
Monkman, 1998; McGarvey et al., 1996; Moyles and 
Suschitzky, 1997; Wilson et al., 2002b

The bridging role that TAs have can be diffi cult 
to categorise and Table 4.15 shows that TAs give 
feedback to teachers about progress made by 
pupils. In this sense, it could be that they act as 
a bridge back to teachers and that they have a 
role in supporting formative assessment of pupils’ 
learning. However, the success of this also depends 

Chapter 4 In-depth review: results
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on the nature and delivery of feedback and the 
TAs’ ability to diagnose the learners’ strengths and 
weaknesses; however, studies were not found that 
described these processes in detail. 

There was some evidence of the objectifi cation of 
TAs in some perceptions: for example, Shaw’s study 
(2001, p 24) referred to dissatisfaction among TAs 
about the way some teachers viewed them and the 
way society at large might have a negative view 
of them. Occasionally, a view was expressed that 
teachers had to develop ways of making best use 
of TAs. However, Shaw argued that being a learn-
ing supporter (her term) was not an assistant post; 
learning supporters were rather part of ‘a shared 
endeavour to break down barriers to learning and 
increase participation for all learners’ (ibid).

4.4.5 Summary of perceptions of TA 
contributions

Voices identifi ed

The fi nal set of 17 studies reported perceptions in 
the following way. (See Table 4.16.)

This suggests that pupils’ perceptions and those 
of parents are relatively under-represented. Most 
of the pupils’ voices were heard in the study of 
Bowers (1997) with 585 primary pupils consulted. 
Parents were well represented in the studies by 
Wilson et al. (2002b)and Ebersold (2003) (104 and 
51 parents responded, respectively) and also in 
Farrell et al. (1999). TA voices, on the other hand, 
while often claimed to be unheard, appeared to 
be well represented in the fi nal set of 17 stud-
ies. Eleven studies provided medium weight 
evidence of perceptions about TA contributions 
to academic and social engagement. These stud-
ies leave no doubt that TA contributions are con-
sidered valuable, and there is little doubt that 
TAs are engaged in activities that directly affect 
academic and social engagement, though not all 
studies make clear how. There are exceptions to 
this, notably Cable (2003) which gives detailed 
accounts of activities in which BTAs are engaged to 
bring about social and academic engagement. The 
impact of the contributions is much more diffi cult 
to determine, although Howes et al. (2003) have 
synthesised the available evidence and arrived at 
conclusions in four clusters:

Cluster A: Paid adult support and the inclusion of 
pupils with SEN

Cluster B: Effect of paid adult support on overall 
achievement

Cluster C: Sociocultural issues on impact

Cluster D: Detail of effective paid adult support 
practice

This review, while analysing different studies and 
not focusing on impact, has come to some quite 
similar conclusions about the contributions of 
TAs, particularly in relation to cluster A, C and D. 
Returning to the Howes et al. (2003) conclusions 
listed in section 1.4, we can confi rm the following 
from our 17 selected studies: 

• TAs are believed to promote inclusion of pupils 
with SEN (Howes et al., 2003, p 4). Baskind and 
Monkman (1997), Farrell et al. (1999), Hancock 
et al. (2001), Moran and Abbott (2002), and Shaw 
(2001) all report similar perceptions but we lack 
detailed studies of how the inclusion is achieved.

• TAs are believed to play an important role as 
mediators, whose knowledge and understanding 
of pupils can be utilised to help pupils engage in 
learning and participation (Howes et al., 2003, p 
5); they act as mediators between teachers and 
pupils, and, in some studies, between parents 
and school (Cable, 2003); however, this view was 
not reported by pupils who need to be asked 
about this.

• TAs in particular believe that they have a 
positive infl uence on pupil on-task behaviour, 
although overlong proximity can also have unin-
tended negative outcomes: for example, reduc-
tion in teacher engagement with the pupil and 
isolation from the teacher (Howes et al., 2003, 
p 6), the danger of the cocooning effect that we 
noticed in a range of our studies (for example, 
Farrell et al., 1999; Hemmingsson et al. 2003; 
Moran and Abbott, 2002; Moyles and Suschitzky, 
1997). 

Our review sought to identify perceptions about 
contributions, so studies of impact were not 
explored. We were interested in descriptions of the 
activities and processes in which TAs engage. 

Table 4.16 Nature of studies selected for in-depth review (N = 17, not mutually exclusive)

 TA  Teachers Pupils Headteachers Parents Other

Number of studies 13 12 5 8 4 2

Total voices identifi ed 961 2,704 712 333 220 7

Chapter 4 In-depth review: results
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Table 4.17 Nature of studies selected for in-depth review (N = 17, not mutually exclusive)

TAs are engaged in

Number of studies 
in which the 

contribution was 
coded

Number of 
stakeholder groups 

identifi ed

Helping small groups with tasks set by the 
teacher (including practical activities) 15 25

Supporting learning; mediating learning; developing children’s 
confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging children by giving 
appropriate attention and interest to their activities

15 21

Helping individuals (with tasks set by teachers) 14 15

Helping and supporting teachers (e.g. in class or with routine 
task to enable teacher to concentrate on teaching) 12 20

Interpreting (instructions/language/worksheets); translating language 12 12

Securing inclusion/overseeing integration 10 16

Supporting literacy/language development 8 13

Maintaining or developing resources 8 10

Acting as a link between teacher/school and 
parent (including home visiting) 8 9

Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils (lessons or materials) 8 10

Providing interaction opportunities in class 8 9

Promoting pupils’ independence/autonomy 8 9

Managing behaviour/discipline 7 9

Acting as co-educators, important stakeholders in education process 7 9

Addressing pastoral/social needs 6 8

Giving feedback on progress to teachers 6 10

Supervising the class (when required to allow teacher to 
concentrate on small group); whole class teaching 6 6

Mediating social interaction/facilitating social interaction, 
with peers (including advice about impairment) 5 9

Bridging between teachers and pupils 5 8

Contributing to assessment/assessing children’s work 5 5

Helping pupils in general; mediating learning/curriculum 5 5

Helping specifi c children with needs 5 5

Improving/maintaining pupil motivation 5 5

Giving feedback to parents 5 5

Post-tutoring (reinforce teaching) 4 4

Being someone to turn to, a helper 4 4

Protecting children from learning challenges 
and integrating with peers 4 4

Listening to children 3 3

Advising with regard to cultural background 3 3

Contributing to individual education plans (IEPs) 3 3

Linking all stakeholders 2 3

Supporting numeracy/mathematics 2 2

Keeping records 2 2

Facilitating play 1 2

Developing social conditions for learning 1 1

Pre-tutoring 1 1

Programme planning 1 1
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Principal contributions

The constant comparison analysis led to agree-
ment about the principal contributions perceived 
by stakeholders. Grouping all stakeholders’ per-
ceptions, the most signifi cant TA contributions 
appeared to be helping small groups with tasks set 
by teacher (including practical activities (N = 15)) 
and supporting, developing children’s confi dence 
and ability to learn, encouraging children by 
giving appropriate attention and interest to their 
activities (N = 15) 

The full set, including less frequently mentioned 
contributions, are listed in Table 4.17. Teachers 
and headteachers saw TAs as valuable resources 
and as helpers to teachers with tasks requiring 
supervision, support for learning and materials 
management (including display). 

4.5 In-depth review: quality-
assurance results

Application of in-depth inclusion criteria

Pairs of reviewers conducted in-depth review 
screenings and compared results, which achieved 
a high degree of agreement on all criteria except 
NX7 (reporting of methods for collecting views 
data). Many studies failed to include unequivocal 
guidance on the research methods used, particu-
larly sampling procedures, leading to some uncer-
tainty and discussion between reviewers about 
inclusion and exclusion. Shaw (2001) was retained 
as it contains signifi cant claims about the percep-
tions of learning supporters, but it was the subject 
of controversy among reviewers. The study could 
only be classifi ed as having low weight of evidence 
(WoE D) as a result. 

Data-extraction

The 17 studies (or groups of studies in the case of; 
Hancock et al., 2002; Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997; 
O’Brien and Garner, 2001; Wilson et al., 2002b) 
included for in-depth review were independently 
double data extracted by members of the Review 
Group working in pairs, and by Katy Sutcliffe and 
Abigail Rowe (our EPPI-Centre staff members). 
Following data-extractions, each pair of reviewers 
held a consultation to discuss results, resolve any 
differences of opinion and agree a fi nal compos-
ite version of the data- extraction to be uploaded 
into the team review section of the EPPI-Centre’s 
Research Evidence in Education Library (REEL). The 
data extractions were also subject to review by a 
meeting of the Review and Advisory Group, which 
focused on the fi nal weight of evidence judgments 
in relation to the question guiding this systematic 
review. This led to some adjustments in the weight 
of evidence values assigned to each study.

4. 6 Nature of users’ involvement 
in the review and its impact

As with other systematic reviews, the Advisory 
Group made a signifi cant contribution to suggest-
ing the focus of the review, as well as reading and 
commenting on the draft protocol and the draft 
of the fi nal report. The Advisory Group offered 
advice throughout the process of conducting the 
review. The group consisted of teachers, SEN 
advisors, teacher educators, researchers, teach-
ing assistants and policy-makers. Our user groups 
contained teacher trainers, teachers, advisers, 
teaching assistants, and headteachers who were 
consulted at regular intervals throughout the 
review process. They helped to shape the review 
question, confi rmed the relevance of the results of 
our initial searches and responded to the fi ndings 
that detailed perceptions about TA contributions to 
social and academic engagement. 

In addition, there was structured discussion of the 
emerging fi ndings with three groups of TAs (two 
from primary schools and one secondary school) 
and their trainers on STA programmes. Findings 
were presented to TAs for comments. Six TAs 
offered to submit copies of pre-written assign-
ments about the role of the TAs. These were 
compared with the fi ndings and found to be broadly 
similar.

Following the data-extractions, two groups of 
TAs were also asked to respond to the fi ndings, 
as described below. Following the identifi cation 
of perceptions in the 17 studies, 21 primary TAs 
and 11 secondary TAs were asked to complete an 
informal verifi cation check on the kinds of percep-
tions that we had extracted from the studies, by 
refl ecting on their contributions and grading the 
actions below from 5 (always) down to 0 (never) to 
calculate a rough index of what they feel they do. 
Their weightings are given in Table 4.18.

The TAs consulted were very keen to confi rm 
that their contributions now focused principally 
on direct support for pupils’ learning, some in a 
general way, others with specifi c pupil in mind. 
However, we did not gather data from them about 
their respective roles in schools. In discussion, they 
acknowledged the danger in their role of shielding 
pupils and not encouraging independence, although 
they were very keen to stress that one of their 
principal aims with pupils was to promote inde-
pendent learning. Knowing when to intervene and 
when to withdraw was a key skill in their jobs.

Both groups agreed that they made the contribu-
tions listed at least some of the time but found it 
diffi cult to articulate how they made the contri-how they made the contri-how
butions (for example, interpreting teacher input, 
working out when to intervene). Respondents 
talked about ‘instinct’ in picking it up as they went 
along, and about the fl exibility they needed as 
their contribution often depended on the kind of 
teacher they were working with, in any given class.

Chapter 4 In-depth review: results
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Table 4.18 Nature of studies selected for in-depth review (N = 17, not mutually exclusive)

TA User Group’s perceptions of the activities How often?

Supporting literacy or language development 4.95

Listening to children 4.9

Acting as teacher helpers/supporting teachers (e.g. in class or with 
routine tasks to enable teacher to concentrate on teaching) 4.86

Being someone to turn to, a helper 4.86

Helping pupils in general; mediating learning/curriculum 4.86

Supporting learning; developing children’s confi dence 
and ability to learn; encouraging children 4.85

Giving feedback on progress to teachers 4.81

Helping small groups with tasks set by the teacher (including practical activities) 4.81

Helping individuals (including with tasks set by the teacher) 4.7

Improving/maintaining pupil motivation 4.7

Managing behaviour/discipline 4.7

Supporting numeracy/mathematics 4.7

Helping specifi c children with needs 4.62

Promoting pupil independence/autonomy 4.62

Securing inclusion/overseeing integration of pupil/pupils 4.6

Addressing pastoral/social needs of pupils 4.4

Providing interaction opportunities in class 4.2

Acting as co-educators, important stakeholders in education process 4.1

Bridging between T and pupil 4.1

Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils (including lessons or materials) 4.0

Mediating social interaction with other pupils/facilitating social 
interaction, with peers (including advice about impairment) 4.0

Maintaining or developing resources 3.95

Keeping records 3.81

Post-tutoring (to re-enforce teaching) 3.8

Assessing children’s work/contributing to assessment 3.7

Developing social conditions for learning 3.6

Facilitating play 3.43

Contributing to individual education plans (IEPs) 3.33

Acting as a link between teacher/school and parent (including home visiting) 3.3

Supervising the class (when required to allow T to concentrate on small group) 3.1

Interpreting (instructions/language/worksheets); may include translating language 3.0

Planning programmes of work 3.0

Giving feedback to parents 2.6

Linking all stakeholders 2.24

Pre-tutoring 2.2

Acting as a cocoon: protecting children from learning challenges and integrating with peers 1.7

Advising with regard to cultural background (including translation) 1.7

Whole class teaching 1.25
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4.7 Summary of results of 
synthesis

17 studies (reported in 27 papers) were included in 
the in-depth review. They were published between 
1988 and 2003, and carried out in UK or other 
European countries. The studies included paid sup-
port staff working in mainstream primary schools 
(or other equivalent) and focused on academic 
and/or social engagement. All the studies met a 
number of reporting quality requirements, includ-
ing description of the activities in which support 
staff are engaged, methods of data collection and 
how the sample was identifi ed. 

In addition, the academic or social engagement 
outcomes needed to be either explicitly discussed 
in the fi ndings or articulated as an aim of the study. 
Eleven of the studies were considered to provide 
overall medium WoE D, while three were consid-
ered to provide medium to low WoE D and one low. 
Two were considered of higher weight (Bowers, 
1997; Farrell et al., 1999) than the rest, but even 
this classifi cation was hedged. That there were no 
unequivocally ‘high’ studies refl ects the fact that 
few studies sought to identify exclusively the per-
ceptions of stakeholders about TAs’ contributions, 
with the possible exceptions of Cable (2003), and 
O’Brien and Garner (2001). The latter, however, 
were limited to one set of stakeholders (teaching 
assistants in each case). The limitations of Shaw 
(2001) – for instance, in its imprecise reporting of 
voices - led to the low weight (WoE D). Our fi nd-
ings suggest that further studies of perceptions are 
required. 

Four domains emerged from this analysis of percep-
tions about the TAs’ contributions to pupils’ social 
and academic engagement:

• Direct academic and socio-academic contribu-
tions to pupils: Contributions are described as 
‘academic’, including helping small groups with 
tasks set by teachers, supporting learning, devel-
oping pupils’ confi dence and ability to learn, 
helping individual pupils. Some other contribu-
tions are described as ‘socio-academic’ because 
they included management of social engagement 
activities: for example, providing interaction 
opportunities in class, promoting independence, 
and improving and maintaining motivation.

• Contributions to inclusion: This involved secur-
ing inclusion, addressing social needs, mediating 
social interaction with peers, bridging between 
teachers and pupils, and managing in-class 
behaviours.

• Stakeholder relations: This process is held to be 
assisted by the TA’s role in acting as a link person 
by maintaining relationships between stakehold-
ers.

• Contributions to teachers/curriculum: There 
seems to be growing recognition of TAs’ role as 

co-educator with teachers. The contributions of 
TAs include supporting teachers, developing and 
maintaining resources, advising about cultural 
background, and giving feedback on progress to 
teachers.

Synthesis of fi ndings: the stakeholder 
perceptions

Teaching assistants (TAs)

TAs responses were enthusiastic and tended to 
focus on their direct contributions to learners, 
while acknowledging their support role for teach-
ers. Clearly, they believed that they made signifi -
cant contributions to pupil engagement: acting as a 
bridge between teacher and pupil; interpreting and 
adapting teacher input to enable more successful 
learning; and supporting groups and individuals 
while promoting autonomy. 

Teachers

Teacher perceptions were generally positive, 
welcoming the support and especially the fl ex-
ibility that the presence of an additional adult 
gave them. Teachers (and headteachers) generally 
reported that TAs were very valuable to them as 
resources and as support for their work. ‘They are 
worth their weight in gold’ seemed to be a common 
perception held by teachers. One teacher in the 
study by Hancock et al. (2002) claimed that her TA 
had contributed signifi cantly to raising standards. 
Wilson et al. (2002b) reported that TAs were widely 
perceived to have contributed to raising pupil 
achievement by enabling teachers to teach more 
effectively.

The shared nature of the contribution to children’s 
learning and development was stressed, being part 
of an educational team, often mentioned as a key 
feature of TA work (for example, in Shaw, 2001).

Headteachers

Headteacher perceptions, although fewer in 
number than teacher voices, were reported in six 
studies: Clayton (1993), Hancock et al. (2001), 
McGarvey et al. (1996), Mortimore et al. (1994a), 
Moyles and Suschitzky (1997) and Wilson et al. 
(2002b). Unfortunately, the voices of headteachers 
were sometimes grouped with those of teachers, 
as in the case of Clayton (1993), so only generally 
held perceptions can be reported when this occurs. 
Moran and Abbott (2002) interviewed headteachers 
only and identifi ed a range of perceived contribu-
tions (e.g. to inclusion, academic engagement and 
support for teachers). The headteachers in Moyles 
and Suschitzky (1997) gave similar responses. 

Headteachers in McGarvey et al. (1996) valued TA 
contributions, recognising their support for small 
groups and the contribution to supporting learning, 
developing pupil confi dence and ability to learn. 
Hancock et al.’s headteachers saw TAs as impor-
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tant stakeholders in the education process, but it 
was diffi cult to pick out exactly what headteachers 
thought otherwise in this study (Hancock et al., 
2002). A general perception reported in this study, 
which we assume to be shared by some of the 133 
headteachers interviewed, was that TAs made 
signifi cant contributions to pupils ‘with perplexing 
learning diffi culties and pressing behaviour needs’ 
(p 26). It was clear that headteachers acknowl-
edged the signifi cant contributions made by TAs 
(McGarvey et al., 1996; Moran and Abbott, 2002) 
and recognised their support for learning and for 
building pupils’ confi dence. They were, however, 
aware of the dangers of TAs being over-protective 
(Moran and Abbott, 2002).

Pupil

Pupil perceptions were rather limited, but centred 
on the support staff member being someone to turn 
to, someone to listen to them and someone who 
helped the teacher. 

Moyles and Suschitzky’s pupils recognised the sup-
port for learning that support staff offered support, 
including for individuals and groups (Moyles and 
Suschitzky, 1997). The study by Lacey (2001), which 
included feedback from 13 pupils, recognised such 
support as well. Farrell et al. (1999) reported that 
pupils saw TAs as a helper, someone to turn to for 
support.

Bowers (1997), the principal source of pupil per-
ceptions (585 pupils), found that pupils viewed the 
assistants’ contributions in the following order: 
helping the teacher (146 responses), managing 
behaviour (108 responses), helping children in the 
classroom (89), helping a particular child with dif-
fi culties (35), and being a lower-order professional 
(12). Bowers concluded: ‘it appears that younger 
children tended to explain the presence of addi-
tional adults in the classroom in terms of an over-
worked or less than optimally effective teacher’ 
(p 229). Pupils appeared to value the support, 

although this was not universal or without quali-
fi cation. A minority of pupils, felt singled out for 
attention because they were different. Bowers con-
cluded that further research might usefully explore 
‘what discriminates between the classroom where 
additional adults are accepted, welcomed and val-
ued and that where their presence is resented and 
may lead to barriers to inclusion’ (p 231). 

Parent

Parent perceptions were much less frequently 
reported in the studies (Ebersold, 2003; Farrell et 
al., 1999; Lacey, 2001; Wilson et al., 2002b). They 
understood (Farrell et al., 1999) that teachers 
planned programmes but that LSAs would opera-
tionalise these and effectively teach. They tended 
to refer to teachers when there was a problem 
(ibid, p 22) but saw LSAs as people who gave feed-
back on their child’s progress. Farrell et al. con-
cluded that parents understood the role of the LSA. 
On the other hand, little could be gleaned from 
Wilson et al. (2002b), who suggested that parents 
knew little about the role of TAs: ‘Most parents 
were unaware of the CA role. This is a cause for 
concern if parents are to become full partners in 
children’s education’ (p 6).

Nevertheless, the fi ndings of this review suggest 
that TAs often take semi-independent roles in 
schools and make signifi cant decisions about learn-
ers, and their academic and social engagement. It 
is a role that is variously seen as semi-independent 
(O’Brien and Garner, 2001), not a support role 
(Shaw, 2001), and critical to inclusion (Baskind 
and Monkman, 1998; Ebersold, 2003; Lacey, 2001). 
Other studies seemed to focus more on the role of 
supporting the teacher (Moran and Abbott; 1998; 
Wilson et al., 2002b), in that the presence of the 
TA helped the teacher to focus more on the teach-
ing and learning, thereby, one would hope, secur-
ing greater academic and social engagement than 
possible in traditional single-staffed classrooms. 
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5.1 Strengths and limitations of 
this systematic review

Strengths  

The disciplines of screening using exclusion criteria 
and data-extraction with EPPI-Reviewer software 
enabled reviewers to focus very fi rmly on the issue 
of stakeholder perceptions. The protocol set the 
agenda for the review with the elaboration of the 
key question and the description of the process 
that would be undertaken to explore the question. 
This gave a structured framework for the study of 
the literature. The EPPI-Centre procedure enabled 
us to identify a signifi cant number of relevant 
studies that address, at least in part, the ques-
tion posed by the review. What has emerged is an 
understanding of how and to what extent stake-
holders have been asked to present their views 
about support staff contributions.

As a result, we were able to identify claims about 
contributions and, in some cases, to assign to these 
different voices. TAs believe that they make a 
signifi cant contribution in supporting learning, and 
this view was supported by teachers, headteachers, 
pupils and parents. TAs also face many challenges, 
not least the need to know when to intervene and 
when to withdraw. This review was able to identify 

both benefi ts and dangers of deploying support 
staff in classrooms. However, we found few studies 
which limited in their description how support staff 
work. As a result, the review has revealed that 
further studies are needed to yield ‘thicker’ data 
and get at the heart of TA practice, if this emerging 
important role is to be fully understood. 

Limitations

A major weakness related to the diffi culty of 
disentangling views in studies of TA practice, an 
issue already discussed in Chapter 4. The amount 
of description of contributions varied signifi cantly 
between studies, those by Cable (2003, 2004) being 
rare examples of detailed descriptions of activi-
ties. A further weakness lies in the imbalance of 
stakeholders represented in the research. We learn 
little about what children think of the additional 
adults who help them in the classroom and even 
less about the views of parents. Headteacher views 
are represented but their perceptions were focused 
more on support for teachers, rather than on sup-
port for learners. That said, headteachers viewed 
TAs as making a signifi cant contribution to the 
integration of pupils with special needs.

A further diffi culty arose with the educational 
setting of studies, which were often cross-phase. 

CHAPTER FIVE

Findings and implications

This chapter considers the strengths and weaknesses of this review, and the implications of the 
fi ndings for:

• policy, specifi cally that relates to use of TAs in classrooms

• guidance given to practitioners

• the professional practice of TAs and those who lead and manage their work in schools

• future research, specifi cally as it relates to the TAs’ role in supporting pupils’ social and aca-
demic engagement, but as importantly to a wider and deeper understanding about processes 
that support the effective collaboration of TAs with other participants
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Eight studies of the 17 in the fi nal in-depth review 
included perceptions about support staff in second-
ary schools. However, the Review Group intends 
to explore this issue more in the second review to 
determine if there are discernibly different per-
spectives about primary and secondary practice. 
As a result, the fi ndings of this fi rst review can 
be taken as indicative rather than emphatically 
accurate.

The review question also posed diffi culties and may 
have led to lost opportunities, since focusing on 
identifying perceptions possibly led to the exclu-
sion of important studies, such as: 

• studies in which observations are a major part

• impact investigations of TA interventions

• trials (e.g. comparison of classes with/without 
TAs)

This may have led to a limited focus of what stake-
holders think about support staff contributions. We 
were interested in what stakeholders thought, not 
how TAs were employed, nor necessarily how they 
were managed, nor in what impact they had on 
attainment.

There are signifi cant limitations to this kind of 
research: for example, keywording the mapped 
studies provides only an overview; the exclusion 
of non-European studies was justifi ed principally 
on grounds of experiencing. Reducing the map 
to a manageable number of studies for data-
extraction meant that some decisions were infl u-
enced by workload management considerations. 
Nevertheless, some important implications emerge 
from the review and these are discussed below.

5.2 Initial implications

Following data analysis, the Review Group arrived 
at some implications for practice. These were 
discussed with the Advisory Group, which contains 
teacher trainers, teachers, teaching assistants and 
LEA staff. The implications discussed in the follow-
ing sections will be subject to review as the group 
prepares its second report, which will focus on 
mainstream secondary classrooms.

Implications for teaching assistants

The studies included in this review suggest that 
TAs have an increasingly important pedagogic role. 
As far as academic engagement is concerned, the 
mediating perceptions that TAs identifi ed beg the 
question about TA’s subject specifi c knowledge, in 
that they fi rst have to understand the teacher’s 
input if they are to be able successfully to support 
learning and evaluate outcomes. For some TAs, this 
may be a challenge in specialist areas of the cur-
riculum (for example, in science or numeracy). As 
this support role develops, further training will be 

essential to sustain quality input and support from 
the range of support staff now operating in schools. 

One of our user groups (21 primary TAs) was con-
sulted about the fi ndings and advised that their 
contributions focused on academic and social 
engagement in the ways suggested by this review. 
A point made repeatedly was that some teachers 
did not plan for inclusion of TAs; some limited their 
planning to the use of the TA to manage diffi cult 
children, while others expected the TA to think on 
her/his feet, interpret the teaching and identify 
where interventions were needed. This suggests a 
demanding task is being asked of some TAs.

Implications for teacher trainers

This systematic literature review offers an analyti-
cal framework for teacher trainers in that they 
might consider the four categories of contribution 
perceived to be made by TAs:

• direct contributions to pupils’ academic and 
social engagement

• contributions to including children (inclusion)

• acting as a link between parents, school and the 
child (stakeholder relations)

• contributions in support of teachers

When preparing future teachers, the role of the 
TA could be explored in these terms, with caveats 
about the dangers of generalising from studies of 
perceptions about TA contributions, and also the 
limitations imposed by current legislation and 
professional agreements. Nevertheless, it may help 
to raise awareness of forms of support likely to be 
available in mainstream primary settings. 

Teacher-trainers could use the outcomes of this 
review as the basis for: 

• discussion of classroom approaches that take 
account of TA contributions

• preparation of trainees for planning to incorpo-
rate TA contributions

• consideration of working with others

For trainers of TAs, particularly HLTAs, the fi ndings 
may well confi rm the current focus of training and 
give greater authority to the defi nition of the HLTA 
contribution to academic and social engagement.

Implications for trainee teachers

Entering classroom teaching in the 21st century, 
the job can no longer be seen as a one-person 
enterprise. Our fi ndings suggest that support staff 
are taking an increasingly important role in sup-
porting learning. This has implications for trainees 
who will need to:
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• prepare work for others

• understand the complementary role/contribution 
of pupil-proximate TAs

• develop skills of collaboration, people manage-
ment, negotiation and confl ict resolution

• learn how to work with TAs to promote and 
develop inclusion and learner autonomy, while 
not allowing TAs to be seen as a barrier limiting 
some children’s interaction with the teacher

Such activities are likely to involve preplan-
ning with one or more support staff, briefi ng and 
debriefi ng, and then evaluating the contribution of 
the whole team processes to the development of 
children’s learning and wellbeing.

Implications for educational managers 
and planners (headteachers, advisers, 
inspectors, policy-makers)

The development of the TA as a semi-autonomous 
supporter of learning brings with it a series of chal-
lenges at administrative and planning level. TAs 
may well be under the formal guidance of teachers 
and senior managers in schools, but, in their direct 
interactions with pupils, they are perceived to be 
making signifi cant pedagogic decisions. Indeed, 
Neill (2002a, p 4) concluded that teachers might be 
tempted to become TAs because the most pleasur-
able work appears to passing away from teachers 
into the hands of their support staff. 

A number of questions arise. First of all, to what 
extent is the contribution of TAs understood by 
senior stakeholders? If TAs really are acting in a 
vital mediating capacity in the classroom (inter-
preting teacher input, for example), how effective 
are they? What is the added value of their pres-
ence? What happens where such support is not 
available? In the absence of TAs, are children being 
inadequately supported? What happens where the 
TA is perceived to be shielding children and mak-
ing a negative contribution? Who identifi es and 
addresses this? 

As early as 1993, Clayton concluded that TAs were 
substantially involved in the learning process and 
that teachers needed time to brief TAs and evalu-
ate their work. Given the regular complaints about 
lack of dedicated time for planning and review 
(e.g. Neill, 2002a), it is unlikely that Clayton’s con-
clusion has been uniformly acted upon in all areas 
of the country. LSAs in Lacey’s study (2001) did not 
like going to lessons without prior planning and 
11 interviewees rated communication diffi culties 
resulting from lack of planning time as a signifi cant 
problem in their daily work. On the other hand, 
several TAs reported that they liked to adapt work 
as lessons proceeded, this interpreting/mediating 
role being seen as a signifi cant contribution by TAs 
in several studies (Baskind and Monkman, 1998; 
Cable, 2003; Clayton, 1993; Hancock et al., 2002; 

Lacey, 2001; Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997; O’Brien 
and Garner, 2001) and also by teachers (McGarvey 
et al., 1996; Neill, 2002a); and by headteachers 
(Moran and Abbott, 2002).

One important message in the research fi ndings 
relates to inclusion policies depending for success 
on the contribution of all stakeholders, including 
TAs (Ebersold, 2003), and the opportunity to plan 
for inclusion. This has implications for the follow-
ing: 

• training policies for TAs: for example, what to 
include; opportunities for supervision; observa-
tion, feedback and continuing guidance 

• information for parents; inclusion of parents and 
children in planning for their inclusion

Development of TA policies needs to be undertaken 
with an appreciation of the signifi cant contribu-
tion they now appear to make. The fact that an 
auxiliary role has evolved to the stage where a 
signifi cant number of respondents see TAs as key 
stakeholders in the education process, not just 
helpers but also direct supporters of pupils’ aca-
demic and social engagement, may have impli-
cations for the ways in which support staff are 
recruited, recognised and paid.

Implications for teachers 

Teachers are classroom managers (Clayton, 1993). 
Teachers’ approaches have evolved to accommo-
date the ‘new’ reality of teamwork that charac-
terises most primary classrooms. If the perceptions 
reported in the in-depth studies are accurate 
and truly representative of what is happening in 
primary classrooms, then teachers who make good 
use of the opportunities now available welcome 
the interpreting/mediating contributions of TAs, 
plan for their inclusion, and review the teaching 
enterprise with regard to such processes. Whether 
time is made available for such a quality-sensi-
tive approach could not be judged accurately from 
these studies. However, the general indications of 
these studies were not encouraging.

In addition, teachers need to make sure that the 
TAs’ ‘bridging’ contribution does not impede learn-
ing, but facilitates inclusion and access (Moyles and 
Suschitzky, 1997). Teachers also need the skills to 
collaborate effectively and develop working part-
nerships with TAs, which require skills in leader-
ship, negotiation, people management and confl ict 
resolution. 

Questions for research

The evolution of TAs gives rise to some percep-
tions that require further investigation. Examples 
of this include the extent to which they are guided 
by teachers, how far TAs follow scripts or teacher 
plans or make their own pedagogic decisions about 
individual children needs, and how they fulfi l their 

Chapter 5 Findings and implications
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interpretational/mediating roles (such as inter-
preting teacher input, adapting pedagogy to suit 
the needs of individual pupils, promoting indepen-
dence, improving motivation). 

Such perceptions point to some issues for further 
exploration:

• What kinds of discourse do TAs engage in
(a) when supporting pupils as individuals?
(b) when supporting groups of pupils?

• How do they make judgements about when to 
support, how to support; when not to intervene?

• How do pupils feel about the contribution of TAs:
(a) in general?
(b) in support of a specifi c need?

• To what extent is TAs’ work supplementary or 
complementary to, or simply replacing, teachers? 

• How do TAs support language development 
(Cable, 2003)?

A number of questions arise, among which are 
related to the pedagogic subject knowledge of TAs:

• How do TAs cope with subject knowledge to fulfi l 
their mediational/interpretive role?

• To what extent is their support work for literacy 
and numeracy scripted or independently con-
structed?

Conclusions

All the studies, whether of higher or lower weight, 
suggest that TAs are active agents in securing aca-
demic and/or social engagement, perceiving TAs 
as contributing to learning, as valuable resources, 
supporters of learning, mediators and interme-
diaries, as listeners and sources of support. They 
also imply that TA contributions are still not fully 
understood; that they are under-researched. While 
there have been claims that their voices are rarely 
heard (Shaw, 2001; O’Brien and Garner, 2001), this 
did not appear to be the case. TAs in one study 
(O’Brien and Garner, 2001) expressed concern that 
it is pupils’ voices that are often submerged, and 
that TAs provide an opportunity for pupils to use 
their voices, to be listened to and appreciated. 
TA voices are increasingly being heard, but results 
from this review suggest that we need to listen 
more to participants, especially pupils. We also 
need to look at the classroom interactions in which 
they are engaged to identify with much greater 
specifi city what they do to contribute to academic 
and social engagement. Then, we will depend less 
on perceptions of what is done, and rather more on 
detailed analysis of what happens.

In order to understand support staff contribu-
tions, which are wide and evolving, this review has 
explored the perspectives of a range of important 
stakeholders. TAs are valued and their impact is 
believed to be positive, although only partly under-
stood. 

Their contributions need fuller explanation to 
inform policy and practice. Improving our prepara-
tion of teachers and TAs for such signifi cant contri-
butions will require detailed study of interactions 
in which TAs engage. The data we have about TA 
contributions is limited, so there is a strong case 
for more studies of participants’ views. In addition, 
we need to fi nd ways of: 

• evaluating TAs’ understanding of how children 
learn

• investigating TAs’ pedagogic content knowledge 
(presumably deployed in their support of indi-
viduals and small groups)

• exploring the quality of feedback they give to 
teachers on pupil performance

• exploring the quality of feedback given to par-
ents (where appropriate)

• analysing TA-pupil discourse in one-to-one sup-
port work

• analysing TA-pupil discourse when supporting 
small groups

The presence of additional adults in the class-
room is not a guarantee of social and academic 
engagement. While most perceptions appear to be 
positive, the negative perception of pupils over-
protected by support staff was mentioned in a 
number of our included studies. There are studies 
in which the cocooning of pupils is mentioned and 
negatively evaluated, by all stakeholders not just 
pupils. Similar voices could be heard in the system-
atic map, so the way in which TAs intervene is an 
issue that requires greater understanding. This is 
not to suggest that there is not a strong belief that 
TAs contribute signifi cantly to learning. However, 
we end on a cautionary note and argue for more 
study of stakeholder views, including retrospec-
tive studies of the experiences of former pupils 
who have been supported in the curriculum to fi nd 
out how they now view the experience. Broer et 
al. (2005) is an example of a recent retrospec-
tive study of pupils’ experiences of support seen 
through the eyes of young adults recalling experi-
ences of school.

TAs face a range of challenges as they become ever 
more signifi cant contributors to pupils’ learning: 
for example, when to offer individual support to 
particular pupils; when to encourage interaction; 
how to promote learner independence; and how to 
engage in teamwork with both teachers and pupils. 
So, their views and those of teachers are also 
essential to an understanding of current initiatives.

It has been argued that TA voices are under-repre-
sented. This review suggests that their voice has 
begun to emerge, but pupils’ voices are defi nitely 
under-represented in the research and listening 
to pupils about their experience is critical to our 
understanding of support staff contributions.
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6.1 Papers included in map and synthesis
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Inclusion criteria for the systematic map

Inclusion

1. SCOPE

To be included, a study had to:

a. be about supporting pupils for academic and social engagement (including SEN/EAL) as defi ned in section 
1.2.2

b. be about the perceptions of stakeholders on the effects of support staff on social and academic 
engagement (including SEN, EAL); and

c. report on pupils’ learning in the 4-19 age range in primary and secondary schools, and their equivalents in 
other countries 

2. TIME, PLACE and LANGUAGE

To be included, the study had to be both:

a.  reported and published in English; and

b. published in the period 1970-2003 (i.e. from the decade when the school-leaving age rose to 16 in the 
United Kingdom). 

Although the Review Group recognises that there are likely to be studies conducted in other languages, time 
and resource limitations mean that the scope of the review was limited to studies published in English. For 
the initial search, the three-decade span was agreed because interest in the work of pupil support staff in 
the UK (for example Kennedy and Duthie, 1975) and US (for example, Bennett and Falk, 1970) began in the 
1970s. 

3. STUDY TYPE: methods 

To be included, a study had to:

a. be based on primary empirical research (case studies, reporting of perceptions through questionnaires, 
interviews and meetings)

Exclusion 

Studies were excluded on any one of the following grounds:

1. SCOPE

a. If they were not about perceptions of stakeholders on the effects of pupil support staff on social and 
academic engagement (including SEN, EAL)

b. If they were not about support staff (see note below)

Appendix 2.1: Inclusion and 
exclusion criteria
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c. If they were not about pupils’ learning from Foundation Stage to Key Stage 5 (age 4-19)

d. If they were not about supporting pupils for academic and social engagement (including SEN/EAL)

e. If they were not about the pupils’ curriculum (including SEN, EAL); extra-curricular activity lunchtime 
clubs would be excluded, but not initiatives such as homework clubs which relate to the curriculum 

f. If the support staff were working on tasks that did not relate directly to learning (e.g. liaison with school 
premises offi cer about security in the classroom)

2. TIME, PLACE and LANGUAGE

Studies were excluded if they were:

a. not published in English 

b. not published in the period 1970-2003

3. STUDY TYPE

Papers that were not drawn from primary research were excluded, for example:

a. editorials, book reviews, literature reviews, position papers 

b. policy documents (e.g. DfES consultation paper, 2002), syllabuses, frameworks

c. resources

d. handbooks (e.g. Fox 1998)

e. methodology papers 

f. bibliographies and literature reviews

g. non-empirical papers

Inclusion criteria for the in-depth review

In-depth criterion 1

Studies were selected which:

• were published in or after 1988

• focused on ages 5-10 (primary) 

• focused on engagement described in the study as academic and/or social 

• include support staff that were paid

In-depth criterion 2

For purposes of manageability, it was decided that studies fi tting the criteria should also be European or UK 
studies.

In-depth criterion 3

• Focus on pupils engaged in mainstream education 

• Focus on stakeholders’ descriptions of the activities that support staff are involved in, therefore must 
contain at least some description of TAs’ activities 

• Focus on stakeholders’ perceptions of the contribution that such activities make to social and or aca-
demic engagement, therefore this must be either

— a clearly stated aim of the study, or

— explicitly discussed in the fi ndings

• Clearly report the research methodology including at least

— a description how the sample was generated and

— some information on the methods for collecting views/perspectives 

Appendix 2.1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria
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Strategies

ERIC

CLASS AID?
OR TEACHER AID? 
OR CLASSROOM AID? 
OR TEACHING AID?
OR CURRICULUM SUPPORT?
OR TEACHING COACH?
OR EDUCATIONAL THERAPIST?
OR PSYCHOEDUCATOR? 
OR PARAEDUCATOR? 
OR BILINGUAL ASSISTANT? 
OR HELPER?
OR CHILDRENS LIBRARIAN? 
OR SCHOOL LIBRARIAN?
OR LEARNING MENTOR? 
OR ANCILLAR? 
OR AUXILIAR? 
OR PARAPROFESSIONAL?
OR SUPPORT STAFF? 

OR LEARNING SUPPORT ASSISTANT? 
OR SUPPORT ASSISTANT?
AND SCHOOL?
NOT UNIVERSIT?
NOT COLLEGE?
NOT MEDICAL SCHOOL?
NOT HIGHER EDUC?

BEI

FACILITATOR?
OR SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS ASSISTANT? 
OR CURRICULUM SUPPORT? 
OR TEACHER AID? 
OR EDUCATIONAL THERAPIST? 
OR PARAEDUCATOR? 
OR BILINGUAL ASSISTANT? 
OR HELPER? 
OR CHILDRENS LIBRARIAN? 
OR SCHOOL LIBRARIAN? 
OR VOLUNTEER? 
OR LEARNING MENTOR? 

Appendix 2.2: Search strategies for 
electronic databases

Sources Availability Time period of search

Databases  

  1966–1983
ERIC (Educational Resource Index and Abstracts) Dialog@Site Web version 1984–1989
  1990–September 2004

BEI (British Educational Index) Dialog@Site Web version 1976–September 2004

AEI (Australian Educational Index) Dialog@Site Web version 1976–September 2004

PsycInfo Ovid Web version 

ISI Web of Science MIMAS ISI Web of Knowledge  1981–2004
 Web version

IBSS (International Bibliography 
of the Social Sciences) BIDS Web version 1970–2003

ArticleFirst OCLC FirstSearch Web version 1970–2003
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OR ANCILLAR? 
OR AUXILIAR? 
OR PARAPROFESSIONAL? 
OR TEACHING ASSISTANT? 
OR CLASSROOM ASSISTANT? 
OR SUPPORT STAFF? 
OR LEARNING SUPPORT ASSISTANT? 
OR SUPPORT ASSISTANT?

AEI

SCHOOL? 
AND SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS ASSISTANT?
OR CURRICULUM SUPPORT?
OR TEACHER AID?
OR EDUCATIONAL THERAPIST?
OR PARAEDUCATOR?
OR BILINGUAL ASSISTANT?
OR HELPER?
OR CHILDRENS LIBRARIAN?
OR SCHOOL LIBRARIAN? 
OR VOLUNTEER?
OR LEARNING MENTOR?
OR ANCILLAR?
OR AUXILIAR?
OR PARAPROFESSIONAL?
OR TEACHING ASSISTANT?
OR CLASSROOM ASSISTANT?
OR SUPPORT STAFF?
OR LEARNING SUPPORT ASSISTANT? 
OR SUPPORT ASSISTANT? 
NOT ADULT LEARNING 
NOT HIGHER EDUC? 
NOT UNIVERSIT?

PsycInfo

#15 ((school librarian* or learning mentor*) or 
(helper* or children’s librarian*) or (paraeduca-
tor* or bilingual assistant*) or (psychoeducator* or 
school volunteer*) or (teacher aid* or educational 
therapist*) or (teaching aid* or teaching coach*) 
or (special educational needs assistant* or curricu-
lum support*) or (class aid* or classroom aid*) or 
(learning support assistant* or support assistant*) or 
(classroom assistant* or support staff*) or (para-
professional* or teaching assistant*) or (ancillar* 
or auxiliar*)) and ((education* or school* or class-
room*) in de)
#14 (school librarian* or learning mentor*) or 
(helper* or children’s librarian*) or (paraeduca-
tor* or bilingual assistant*) or (psychoeducator* or 
school volunteer*) or (teacher aid* or educational 
therapist*) or (teaching aid* or teaching coach*) 
or (special educational needs assistant* or curricu-
lum support*) or (class aid* or classroom aid*) or 
(learning support assistant* or support assistant*) or 
(classroom assistant* or support staff*) or (para-
professional* or teaching assistant*) or (ancillar* or 
auxiliar*)
#13 (education* or school* or classroom*) 
#12 psychoeducator* or school volunteer*
#11 teaching aid* or teaching coach*
#10 class aid* or classroom aid*
#9 learning support assistant* or support assistant*

#8 classroom assistant* or support staff*
#7 paraprofessional* or teaching assistant*
#6 ancillar* or auxiliar*
#5 school librarian* or learning mentor*
#4 helper* or children’s librarian*
#3 paraeducator* or bilingual assistant*
#2 teacher aid* or educational therapist*
#1 special educational needs assistant* or curricu-
lum support*

ISI Web of Science

#16 #15 and #16
#15 TS=(school*)
#14 #2 or #3 or #4 or #5 or #6 or #7 or #8 or #9 or 
#10 or #11 or #12 or #13 or #14
#13 TS=(psychoeducator* or school volunteer*)
#12 TS=(teaching aid* or teaching coach*)
#11 TS=(class aid* or classroom aid*)
#10 TS=(learning support assistant* or support 
assistant*)
#9 TS=(classroom assistant* or support staff*)
#8 TS=(teaching assistant*)
#7 TS=(paraprofessional*)
#6 TS=(school ancillar* or school auxiliar*)
#5 TS=(school helper* or children’s librarian*)
#4 TS=(paraeducator* or bilingual assistant*)
#3 TS=(teacher aid* or educational therapist*)
#2 TS=(school librarian* or learning mentor*)
#1 TS=(special educational needs assistant* or cur-
riculum support*)
DocType=All document types; Language=English; 
Database(s)=SCI-EXPANDED, SSCI, AandHCI; 
Timespan=1981-2004

ArticleFirst

“special educational needs assistant*
or “volunteer+” 
or “curriculum support+” 
or “teacher aid*” 
or “paraeducator+” 
or “bilingual assistant+” 
or “school helper+” 
or “learning mentor+” 
or “ancillar*” 
or “auxiliar*” 
or “paraprofessional+” 
or “teaching assistant+” 
or “classroom assistant+” 
or “support staff+”
or “learning support assistant+” 
or “support assistant+” 
or “class aid*” 
or “classroom aid*” 
or “teaching aid*” 
or “teaching coach*” 
or “psychoeducator+” 
or “nursery nurse+” 
and “school+”

Appendix 2.2: Search strategies for electronic databases
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For handsearching, fi ve journals were identifi ed by members of the Review and Advisory Groups and all 
volumes accessible through the associated libraries of Bishop Grosseteste College, Newman College and 
University of Leicester were handsearched. The following journals were scrutinised in this way by members 
of the Review Group: 

Education 3-13

British Journal of Special Education

British Educational Research Journal

Educational Research

Support for Learning

Appendix 2.3: Journals handsearched
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Review-specifi c keywords

The Review Team identifi ed eight review-specifi c keywords that it applied to the 145 studies in the system-
atic map. It was important to identify which stakeholders’ perceptions were reported in each study (A.2 
below): heads, teachers, support staff, pupils or parents.

A.1 What is the status of the support staff (paid, unpaid, volunteer)?

A.2 Which stakeholder perceptions are reported (heads, teachers, support staff, pupils or parents)?

A.3 Who is support offered to (individuals, groups or whole class)?

A.4 What is the reason for support (general, SEN, disability)?

A.5 Type of engagement involved (academic, social or both)

A.6 Type of method used to collect perceptions/views in study (e.g. interviews)

A.7 What term is used to describe support staff (e.g. teaching aide, teaching assistant, learning support 
assistant)?

A.8 What is the age of the students the support staff are involved with? (Tick all that apply.)
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List of non-European papers (primary, post 1988, 
focusing on academic and or social engagement)

Achilles CM, Finn JD, Gerber S, Zaharias JB (2000) It’s 
time to drop the other shoe: the evidence on teacher 
aides. Annual Meeting of the Mid-South Educational 
Research Association. Bowling Green, New York.
November 15-17, 2000.

Arthur M, Foreman, P (2002) Educational programming 
for students with high support needs: report data from 
teachers, paraprofessionals and other professionals 
working in Australian schools. Developmental Disabilities 
Bulletin 30: 115-139.

Dover WF (2002) Instructional management of 
paraeducators in inclusive classrooms: the perspectives 
of the teachers. American Council on Rural Special 
Education (ACRES). Reno, Nevada. March 7-9 2002.

Downing JE, Ryndak DL, Clark D (2000) Paraeducators in 
inclusive classrooms: their own perceptions. Remedial 
and Special Education 21: 171-181.

Frank AR, Keith TZ, Steil DA (1988) Training needs 
of special education paraprofessionals. Exceptional 
Children 55: 253-258.

French NK (1998) Working together: resource teachers 
and paraeducators. Remedial and Special Education 19:
357-368.

French NK (2001) Supervising paraprofessionals: a survey 
of teacher practices. Journal of Special Education 35:
41-53.

French NK, Chopra RV (1999) Parent perspectives on the 
roles of paraprofessionals. Journal of the Association for 
Persons with Severe Handicaps 24: 259-272.

Giangreco MF, Broer SM, Edelman SW (2001) Teacher 
engagement with students with disabilities: differences 
between paraprofessional service delivery models. 
Journal of the Association for Persons with Severe 
Handicaps 26: 75-86.

Giangreco MF, Broer SM, Edelman SW (2002) That was 
then, this is now! Paraprofessional supports for students 

with disabilities in general education classrooms. 
Exceptionality 10: 47-64.

Giangreco MF, Edelman SW, Broer SM (2001) Respect, 
appreciation, and acknowledgment of paraprofessionals 
who support students with disabilities. Exceptional 
Children 67: 485-498.

Giangreco MF, Edelman SW, Luiselli TE, MacFarland 
SZC (1997) Helping or hovering? Effects of instructional 
assistant proximity on students with disabilities. 
Exceptional Children 64: 7-18.

Giangreco MP, Edelman SW, Broer SM (2003) Schoolwide 
planning to improve paraeducator supports. Exceptional 
Children 70: 63-79.

Goessling DP (1998) The invisible elves of the inclusive 
school - paraprofessionals. Annual Meeting of the 
American Educational Research Association. San Diego, 
California. April 13-17 1998.

Hones DF (1999) Making peace: a narrative study of a 
bilingual liaison, a school and a community. Teachers 
College Record 101: 106-134.

Lamont IL, Hill JL (1991) Roles and responsibilities of 
paraprofessionals in the regular elementary classroom. 
British Columbia Journal of Special Education 15: 1-24.

Lloyd C, WiltonK, Townsend M (1997) Children at 
high-risk for mild intellectual disability in regular 
classrooms: six New Zealand case-studies. World 
Congress, International Association for Scientifi c Study 
of Intellectual Disabilities. Helsinki. June 1996.

Marks SU, Schrader C, Levine M (1999). Paraeducator 
experiences in inclusive settings: helping, hovering, or 
holding their own? Exceptional Children 65: 315-328.

Minondo S, Meyer LH, Xin JF (2001) The role and 
responsibilities of teaching assistants in inclusive 
education: what’s appropriate? Journal of the 
Association for Persons with Severe Handicaps 26: 114-
119.

Monzo LD, Rueda RS (2001) Sociocultural factors in 
social relationships: examining Latino teachers’ and 

Appendix 3.1: Non-european studies 
excluded from the in-depth review
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paraeducators’ interactions with Latino students. 
Research Report No. 9. Santa Cruz, California: Center for 
Research on Education, Diversity and Excellence.

Prochnow JE, Kearney AC, Carroll Lind J (2000) 
Successful inclusion: what do teachers say they need? 
New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies 35: 157-177.

Riggs CG, Mueller PH (2001) Employment and utilization 
of paraeducators in inclusive settings. Journal of Special 
Education 35: 54-62.

Rueda RS, Monzo LD (2000) Apprenticeship for teaching: 
professional development issues surrounding the 
collaborative relationship between teachers and 
paraeducators. Research Report. Santa Cruz, California: 
Center for Research on Education, Diversity and 
Excellence.

Smith MK, Dlugosh LL (1999) Early childhood classroom 
teachers’ perceptions of successful inclusion: a multiple 
case study. Annual Conference of the American 

Educational Research Association. Montreal. April 19-23 
1999.

Stahl BJ, Lorenz G (1994) Views on paraprofessionals. St. 
Paul, Minnesota: Minnesota Department of Education.

Stinson MS, Liu Y (1999) Participation of deaf and hard-
of-hearing students in classes with hearing students. 
Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education 4: 191-202.

Welch M, Richards G, Okada T, Richards J, Prescott S 
(1995) A consultation and paraprofessional pull-in system 
of service delivery: a report on student outcomes and 
teacher satisfaction. Remedial and Special Education 16: 
16-28.

Wolery M, Werts MG, Caldwell NK, Snyder ED, Lisowski, 
L (1995) Experienced teachers’ perceptions of resources 
and supports for inclusion. Education and Training in 
Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities 30:
15-26.
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Baskind S, Monkman H (1998) Are 
assistants effectively supporting hearing-
impaired children in mainstream schools?

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
‘The aim of this paper is to explore the issues of 

the role and training that surround the assistants 
employed to support hearing-impaired pupils in 
mainstream primary schools in one LEA’ (p 15).

Total number of participants
10 TAs
9 teachers
1 head of service
1 teacher of deaf

Methods used to collect data
One-to-one interview 
Observation 
Self-completion questionnaire

Methods used to analyse data
This is not stated.

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Assessing children’s work (TAs, patchy) 
Helping children with specifi c needs (TAs)
Helping individuals (TAs)
Supporting learning (TAs) 
Promoting independence/autonomy (TAs) 
Supporting literacy/language (TAs/teachers)
Helping small groups (TAs/teachers)
Post-tutoring (teachers/TAs)
Adapting pedagogy (teachers)
Interpreting (teachers)
Pre-tutoring (3 teachers)
Contributions to teachers/curriculum
Helping or supporting teachers (e.g. in class or 

with routine task to enable teacher to concentrate 
on teaching) (pupils) (TAs/teachers)

Supervising the class (teachers)
Maintaining/developing resources (teachers) (14)

Conclusions
The authors conclude that the study 

demonstrated a positive attitude in the working 
relationship between teachers, assistants and 
the Support Service for the Hearing-Impaired in 
supporting pupils, and ensuring their successful 
integration into mainstream primary schools. The 
assistants are a valuable resource but, to obtain 
full benefi t, many considerations have to be taken 
into account, including a clear description of roles 
and responsibilities; high quality and relevant 
training for assistants and teachers; clear and 
effective management of school and LEA special 
needs support systems; and input and co-operation 
from the Support Service for the Hearing Impaired.

It is suggested that future research could include 
a detailed analysis of the role of the peripatetic 
teacher of the deaf in supporting teachers and 
assistants in mainstream school, the development 
of a training package for teachers and assistants 
in mainstream schools, and an investigation into 
views and perceptions of hearing impaired pupils 
themselves. (p 21)

Bowers T (1997) Supporting special seeds 
in the mainstream classroom: children’s 
perceptions of the adult role 

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study: ‘to determine the 

types of explanations which children made for the 
presence of additional adults in the classroom. In 
particular, it was intended to examine the extent 
to which those explanations embraced ‘need’ on 
the part of a child or children, or on the part of the 
teacher.’ (p 221)

Total number of participants
585 primary children

Methods used to collect data
Group interview
’Responses were individually written on a 

proforma response sheet’ (p 221).

Appendix 4.1: Details of studies included 
in the in-depth review
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Methods used to analyse data
Descriptive counts given to basic data. 

‘Responses were coded by allocating data to 
categories using the approach suggested for 
ethnographic research by Hammersley and Atkinson 
(1983)’ (p 221).

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Helping pupils in general; Mediating learning/

curriculum (pupils) Helping specifi c children with 
needs (pupils)

Inclusion
Managing behaviour/disciplining (pupils) 
Contributions to teachers/curriculum
Helping or supporting teachers (e.g. in class or 

with routine task to enable teacher to concentrate 
on teaching) (pupils) (4)

Conclusions
It appears that the amount of contact with 

learning support staff decreased as pupils moved 
from infants to juniors and was similarly marked 
when they attended secondary school. In describing 
the distinction between the provision of help for 
the teacher and for the pupil, it appears that 
younger pupils tended to explain the presence 
of additional adults in the classroom in terms of 
an over-worked or less than optimally effective 
teacher. For older pupils, help was seen as 
pupil-focused, whereby help was given to those 
identifi ed as needing something different from, or 
in addition to, what the bulk of the class received.

Most of the recipients of support enjoyed, 
appreciated or valued support. There were, 
however, consistent responses from a minority who 
saw support as somehow singling a student out as 
different.

There was also a sense, from some of the 
responses, of ‘out-group denigration’. For some, 
one of these groups consisted of those singled out 
for attention on account of their special needs, 
while others felt that the ‘out-group’ were the 
visiting teachers who were in some way not ‘real’ 
teachers or were learning to be teachers. This 
suggested that for some, in-class proximity did not 
necessarily achieve full inclusion.

Finally, it is suggested that further work could 
be done in order to examine what discriminates 
between the classroom where additional adults are 
accepted, welcomed and valued, and that where 
their presence is resented and may lead to barriers 
to inclusion (p 229).

Cable C (2003) Bilingual teaching 
assistants: their contribution to learning

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
The specifi c focus of the paper is on what 

‘Bilingual Teaching Assistants thought was 
distinctive about their contribution to learning’ (p 
1).

Total number of participants
3 BTAs

Methods used to collect data
One-to-one interview
Interviews were conducted with pre-shared 

questions.

Methods used to analyse data
Interviews were transcribed and analysed.

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Assessing children’s work/ contributing to 

assessment (TAs)
Developing social conditions for learning 
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities)
Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 

the teacher)
Interpreting (instructions/language/ 

worksheets); translating language
Supporting learning; developing children’s 

confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities

Supporting language development
Promoting independence/autonomy
Listening to children
Inclusion
Securing inclusion/overseeing integration
Catering for pastoral needs
Stakeholder relations
Giving feedback to parents
Acting as bridge/Intermediary between teacher 

and pupils
Linking teacher, school and parent (including 

home visiting)
Linking all stakeholders
Contributions to teachers/curriculum 
Advising on cultural background
Giving feedback to teachers on pupil progress
Maintaining/developing resources

Conclusions
The writer concludes with the following 

paragraphs:
‘The BTAs in this study felt they made 

contributions to children’s learning that could not 
be provided by monolingual staff and that these 
were related to fostering the social conditions 
necessary for learning as much as to the actual 
teaching in the classroom. 

‘One of the key elements in the role was that 
of intermediary and advocate for children and 
parents. Schools remain largely monolingual and 
monocultural environments and for some parents 
and children bilingual teaching assistants make 
a critical contribution to children’s ability to 
learn as well as to their learning both inside and 
outside the classroom. It appears that pedagogic 
practices in schools are still not drawing on 
children’s backgrounds and experiences in ways 
that will support learning or learning dispositions. 
The knowledge and understanding that bilingual 
teaching assistants bring to their role by being bi-
cultural as well as bilingual seems crucial. 

‘The role and contribution of bilingual teaching 
assistants warrants further analysis especially in 
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the area of support for language development 
in both English and children’s fi rst languages. 
However, their role in the developing the 
social conditions for learning is perhaps under 
recognised.’ (p 8)

BTAs often have to act as intermediaries or 
advocates, being ‘active in presenting often 
confl icting views and opinions’. This is not always 
a comfortable task, requiring understanding of 
different perspectives and sensitivity.

‘BTAs are positioned between parents and school 
and between teachers and children…

‘The role and contribution of bilingual teaching 
assistants is an under-researched area and their 
voices are rarely heard.’ (p 220)

Clayton T (1993) From domestic helper to 
assistant teacher: the changing role of 
the British classroom assistant

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
[Original PhD on which this paper is based]… 
‘investigated (i) the background experience of 

classroom assistants; (ii) their role, including ways 
in which their work was organised and managed 
as well as perceptions about their competence 
and the helpfulness to both pupils and teachers 
of particular activities undertaken; and (iii) their 
perceived support and training needs’ (p 35)

Total number of participants
72 heads 
81 teachers 
100 TAs
grouped

Methods used to collect data
One-to-one interview 
Self-completion questionnaire 
Documentary analyses

Methods used to analyse data
Counting exercise of number of times different 

categories were cited, then converted into 
percentages

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities)
Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 

the teacher)
Interpreting (instructions/language/worksheets); 

translating language
Supporting learning; developing children’s 

confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities

Providing interaction opportunities in class
Inclusion
Securing inclusion/overseeing integration
Mediating or facilitating social interaction with 

peers
Catering for pastoral needs
Managing behaviour/discipliners
Stakeholder relations

Giving feedback to parents
Contributions to teachers/curriculum 
Helping/Supporting teachers (e.g. in class or 

with routine task to enable teacher to concentrate 
on teaching)

Giving feedback on progress to teachers
Maintaining/developing resources
Contributing to individual education plans (14)

Conclusions
‘The general conclusion of this study was that 

today’s classroom assistants working with children 
with special educational needs in mainstream 
primary schools undertake a wide range of duties 
including important care and supervisory ones, 
but that, irrespective of the child’s primary 
presenting problem, the bulk of their time is 
spent on ‘educational’ activities and, to a lesser 
extent, behavioural management support, under 
the direction of the class teacher. It was also 
found that these educational and behavioural 
management duties were the ones most valued 
by teachers and which also seemed to give the 
assistants greatest job satisfaction. They were also 
the ones in which they felt most competent.’ (p 36)

In the fi nal section the author concludes that the 
CA’s role has evolved from one of care to one of 
‘substantial involvement in the learning process’ (p 
42). 

Teachers are becoming classroom managers and 
there was a need for training for CAs and clear 
job descriptions. Teachers also need time ‘to brief 
and support the assistants and also monitor and 
evaluate their work’.

Ebersold S (2003) Inclusion and 
mainstream education: an equal co-
operation system

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
The study seeks to identify some of the features 

contributing to the coherence of mainstream 
schooling, and to the quality of the guidance 
offered to assistants.

The study sought to analyse the preparatory 
work to support the disabled child during his/her 
school life and to facilitate their acceptance in 
the classroom. It investigated a range of factors 
including the assistants’ level of integration in 
the classroom and the satisfaction of stakeholders 
concerning the assistants’ work. (p 91)

Total number of participants
61 TAs 
62 teachers
51 parents

Methods used to collect data
One-to-one interview

Methods used to analyse data
Factorial analysis (Cibois, 1985) was used on the 

questionnaires.

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement

Appendix 4.1: Details of studies included in the in-depth review



Working with adults74

Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils (teachers/
parents/general)

Supporting learning; developing children’s 
confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities (TAs/teachers)

Helping small groups with tasks set by the 
teacher (including practical activities) (teachers) 

Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 
the teacher) (teacher)

Improving/maintaining of pupil motivation 
(teachers)

Promoting independence/autonomy (TAs/
teachers)

Providing interaction opportunities in class (TAs) 
Inclusion
Mediating or facilitating social interaction with 

peers (TAs/teachers/parents)
Securing inclusion/overseeing integration (TAs/

teachers/parents)
(28)
Contributions to teachers/curriculum 
Helping/Supporting teachers (e.g. in class or 

with routine task to enable teacher to concentrate 
on teaching) (teachers)

Giving feedback on progress to teachers 
(parents)

Stakeholder relations
Teaching assistants: important stakeholders in 

education process/educators (TAs/teachers)
Acting as bridge/intermediary between T and 

pupil: ‘interface between parents, the teachers 
and the child’ (Teachers/TAs) 

Link between teacher/school and parent 
(including home visiting) (TAs/parents)

Giving feedback to parents (parents)
Linking all stakeholders (TAs/general)

Conclusions
The writer concludes that schooling for a child 

with an impairment is rarely a coherent ‘collective 
action organised so as to equally involve the 
teacher, the parents and the assistant in the child’s 
school life. Assistants are either left alone, obliged 
to shape for themselves their function, or placed 
in a relationship of subordination to the teacher, 
without recognition of their specifi c skills’. 
Teachers remain at a distance, with the child’s 
work delegated to the assistant. The result is 
uncertainty and frustration for participants. ‘Thus 
one has to admit that the quality of support work, 
and of the links and relationships created, seems 
to consist less in meeting the child’s needs than in 
those of one or more of the stakeholders.’ (p 103)

There needs to be a high degree of coherence 
and common focus to work to produce positive 
outcomes for children in mainstream education (p 
103).

Conclusions lead to a discussion that centres 
around the richness of co-operation. The different 
stakeholders are interdependent. Schooling 
practices cannot just be built around the child 
being in the centre of the practice (p 103) as this 
leads to the child being viewed ‘only in the light of 
his/her diffi culties’ p 104).

The writer argues that successful inclusion 

requires schooling to be ‘structured around an 
equal system of co-operation.’ 

It is possible to defi ne the key characteristics/
conditions of such ‘coherence’: a need for 
stakeholders to work together according to 
contractual relationships; high quality preparatory 
work (involving the integration assistant and 
all stakeholders) is essential to successful 
mainstreaming of disabled children.

There are confl icting views (especially 
between teachers and assistants) as to how roles, 
responsibilities and relations are perceived.

Farrell P, Balshaw M, Polat F (1999) The 
management, role and training of learning 
support assistants

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
‘to obtain the views of a range of stakeholders, 

including parents, teachers, senior staff in schools 
and LEAs, pupils and LSAs about their role in 
schools, the ways they are managed and supported, 
career structures and training opportunities’ (p 2)

Total number of participants
149 TAs
113 teachers
47 pupils
35 pupils

Methods used to collect data
Focus group 
One-to-one interview 
Observation

Methods used to analyse data
Qualitative data categorised and reported back 

in chapters 3–5; precise methodology for this is not 
made clear.

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils (teachers)
Supporting NLS or literacy development… 

Supporting language development (TAs/general)
Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 

the teacher) (individual)
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities) (general)
Someone to turn to/helper (pupils)
Contributions to teachers/curriculum
Giving feedback on progress to teachers (TAs/

general)
Helping/supporting teachers (e.g. in class or with 

routine task to enable teacher to concentrate on 
teaching) (TAs/general)

Contributing to individual education plans (TAs)
Advising on with regard to cultural background 

(general)
Planning programmes of work (general)
Supervising the class (when required to allow 

T to concentrate on small group); whole class 
teaching (parents)

Inclusion
Securing inclusion/overseeing integration (TAs; 

heads; parents)
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Managing behaviour (parents/general)
Stakeholder relations
Giving feedback to parents (parents)
Link between teacher/school and parent 

(including home visiting) (parents)
Teaching assistants: important stakeholders in 

education process/educators (general)

Conclusions
The evidence of this study suggests that there is 

a clearly understood distinction between the role 
of LSAs and teachers. In the particular context of 
pupils with special educational needs, teachers are 
responsible for the overall success of the teaching 
programmes; they plan the programmes, monitor 
their success, plan review meeting and liaise 
with parents. Meanwhile, LSAs are seen as being 
responsible for implementing the programmes 
under the teachers’ guidance.

LSAs tend to support pupils in mainstream 
classes by keeping regular contact with those who 
may need help but they do not sit with a pupil 
throughout a lesson unless s/he is working on a 
completely different curriculum activity from that 
of his/her peer group.

A wide variety of practices were observed in 
relation to withdrawing pupils from class for 
individual sessions. Teachers and LSAs adopted a 
fl exible approach to this issue and were responsive 
to pupils’ wishes.

A consistent problem in the mainstream sites, in 
particular the non-resourced schools, was the lack 
of time for day-to-day planning meetings when the 
LSA could give feedback to and receive advice from 
the teacher. 

In mainstream primary schools LSAs were making 
a signifi cant contribution in helping to implement 
the literacy hour.

In all sites LSAs undertook a range of 
extracurricular activities, often in out-of-school 
time.

All teachers and managers were very positive 
about the work of LSAs in schools and classrooms.

Parents and pupils understand the respective 
roles of LSAs and teachers.

The vast majority of LSAs are extremely 
enthusiastic about their job, despite reservations 
about their conditions of service, and most do not 
want to be teachers.

The following conclusions or recommendations 
are drawn out from the fi ndings:

‘The job title for staff working in schools and 
classrooms to support pupils should be the same. 
For reasons stated earlier in this report we prefer 
the term Learning Support Assistants which should 
be applied to all classroom and support assistants 
working in schools and not be restricted to those 
who work with pupils who have special needs.’ (p 
71)

Hancock R, Swann W, Marr A, Turner 
J, Cable C (2002) Classroom assistants 
in primary schools: employment and 
deployment

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
‘to research the employment and deployment of 

classroom assistants in three English LEAs’ (p 3)

Total number of participants
275 TAs
113 teachers
133 heads

Methods used to collect data
In the fi ve case-study schools, data was gathered 

through interviews with heads, teachers, assistants 
and parents.

In LEA 3, interviews were carried out with 
headteachers and a number of teachers and 
assistants from two schools. 

Observation of assistants and teachers in the fi ve 
case study schools.

Self-completion questionnaire

Methods used to analyse data
Percentages for questionnaire evidence
Synthesis of qualitative data, including choice of 

quotations, the basis of which is not made clear

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Assessing children’s work/contributing to 

assessment (teachers)
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities) (TAs/
teachers/general)

Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 
the teacher) (general)

Interpreting (instructions/language/worksheets); 
translating language (TAs/teachers)

Supporting learning; developing children’s 
confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities (teachers/general)

Supporting NLS or literacy development… 
Supporting language development (teachers/
general)

Supporting numeracy/mathematics (general)
Inclusion
Managing behaviour/discipline (TAs)
Contributions to teachers/curriculum 
Supervising the class (when required to allow 

T to concentrate on small group); whole class 
teaching (TAs)

Helping/supporting teachers (e.g. in class or with 
routine task to enable teacher to concentrate on 
teaching) (teachers)

Stakeholder relations
Acting as bridge/Intermediary between T and 

pupil: ‘interface between parents, the teachers 
and the child’ Ebersold (general)

Teaching assistants: important stakeholders 
in education process/educators (heads/service 
managers)
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Conclusions
The authors conclude that there has been 

signifi cant change in classroom practice.
‘Teachers - under considerable pressure to 

improve standards - have brought assistants into 
their professional lives in ways that would have 
been highly controversial a few years ago.

’The degree of assistant involvement in pupil 
learning in our study makes it inappropriate to 
think of classes of children in schools being taught 
by stand-alone teachers.’ (p 25)

They conclude that there is ‘under-
acknowledgement of the contribution that 
assistants now make to children’s school life and 
learning’ (p 26)

In particular, they highlight contributions that 
relate to support for ‘children with perplexing 
learning diffi culties and pressing behaviour needs’ 
and assistants’ ‘informal contributions to learning 
within the wider context of the school’ (p 26).

They also highlight that ‘teachers and assistants 
have become interdependent team workers’ (p 
26) and teachers now rely on them as a signifi cant 
resource.

They also identify serious problems which 
include: 

‘the variability in the distribution of assistants 
and the need to standardise levels of resource, 
and, importantly, adapt them to identifi ed pupil 
needs

‘the anomalous way in which most assistants are 
graded and paid as ‘manual workers’ even though 
many have taken on expanded roles and aspects of 
a teacher’s traditional work

‘the way in which most assistants sometimes 
work with groups outside the classroom posing 
questions related to responsibility, pedagogy and 
legality’ (p 26)

Classroom assistants are highly valued by LEA 
and school personnel but they are a feminised and 
structurally marginalised group of workers (see 
Olsson, 1992; Evetts, 1994). Like their counterparts 
in health and social services, they have a strong 
sense of public service and they are therefore 
liable to be taken for granted.

‘The demands made on assistants by government 
and schools have been very considerable in terms 
of encouraging them to take on teaching-related 
duties.’ (p 26)

Hemmingsson H, Borell L, Gustavsson 
A (2003) Participation in school: school 
assistants creating opportunities and 
obstacles for pupils with disabilities

Broad aims of the study
This study focuses on exploration of 

relationships.
‘The current explorative study focuses on 

how assistance is provided in school to pupils 
with physical disabilities and how the assistants 
infl uence pupils’ participation’ 

(p 89).

Total number of participants
7 TAs

7 teachers
7 pupils

Methods used to collect data
One-to-one interview
Informal interviews and semi-structured 

interviews were carried out with children and 
support staff. 

Observation was carried out during class and in 
some breaks.

Methods used to analyse data
A constant comparative method was used. All 

data accumulated was read several times and then 
coded in a line-by-line analysis

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils (including 

lessons or materials)
Helping pupils in general; Mediating learning/

curriculum
Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 

the teacher)
Interpreting (instructions/language/worksheets); 

translating language
Post-tutoring (to re-enforce teaching)
Supporting learning; developing children’s 

confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities

Providing interaction opportunities in class
Promoting independence/autonomy
Inclusion
Mediating or facilitating social interaction with 

peers (TAs and general)
Securing inclusion/overseeing integration
Catering for pastoral needs
Cocoon: protecting children from learning 

challenges and integrating with peers
Acting as bridge/intermediary between teacher 

and pupil: ‘interface between parents, the 
teachers and the child’ (Ebersold)

Contributions to teachers/curriculum
Helping/supporting teachers (e.g. in class or with 

routine task to enable teacher to concentrate on 
teaching)

(15)

Conclusions
‘This study contributes to the theoretical 

understanding of interventions in the school setting 
to enhance participation by pupils with disabilities. 
Therefore, the study is relevant for occupational 
therapists, teachers, and assistants. The fi ndings 
have implications for the development of fl exible 
assistance tailored to pupils with disabilities. 
One implication from our study is that one must 
have an awareness of the ambiguity of facilitating 
participation if one is to be able to organize 
and plan a fl exible assistant role that might give 
priority to learning participation in some situations 
and social participation in others. Being aware of 
how the position of the assistant’s seating guided 
the behaviour of both the assistant and the pupil 
might also be helpful when planning assistance.
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‘Further, it is important to consider that pupils 
may avoid help if it threatens social participation. 
There is not only a dilemma between what support 
is most benefi cial, but also a strong need to 
understand the pupils’ own priorities for social 
participation. Support to promote the participation 
of pupils with physical disabilities in school has 
to involve the pupils in the decisions governing 
how the assistance is provided and must take 
account of the pupils’ perspective to ensure that 
social participation is not threatened by the help 
provided.’ (p 97).

Lacey P (2001) The role of learning 
support assistants in the inclusive 
learning of pupils with severe and 
profound learning diffi culties

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
‘The study’s main aim was to establish the role 

of LSAs in the inclusive learning of pupils with SLD/
PMLD’ (p 159).

Total number of participants
43 TAs
25 teachers
13 pupils
30 parents

Methods used to collect data
Group interview 
One-to-one interview 
Observation

Methods used to analyse data
‘All data were subject to inductive analysis, 

with interviewee comments grouped together to 
determine weight of opinion as well as considered 
separately to gather individual’s perceptions’ (p 
160).

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils (including 

lessons or materials) (TAs)
Helping specifi c children with needs (TAs)
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities) (TAs/
General)

Interpreting (instructions/language/worksheets); 
translating language (general)

Supporting learning; developing children’s 
confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities (TAs/general)

Promoting independence/autonomy (TAs)
Providing interaction opportunities in class (TAs)
Inclusion
Securing inclusion/overseeing integration (TAs/

general)
Mediating or facilitating social interaction with 

peers (TAs/general)
Catering for pastoral needs (TAs/teachers/

parents)
Managing behaviour/discipliners (TAs)
Stakeholder relations

Giving feedback to parents (TAs)
Link between teacher/school and parent 

(including home visiting) (TAs)
Teaching assistants: important stakeholders in 

education process/educators (TAs)
Contributions to teachers/curriculum 
Supervising the class (when required to allow 

teachers to concentrate on small group); whole 
class teaching (TAs)

Giving feedback on progress to teachers (TAs/
teachers/general)

Keeping records (TA)
(25)

Conclusions
The author concludes that LSAs seem essential 

to the continued presence of pupils with SLD and 
PMLD in inclusive settings. They also point out that 
the data suggests that the best LSAs were good 
at judging how much support to offer individual 
pupils. They knew when to withdraw allowing 
natural interactions to develop and when to 
provide more comprehensive support. They also 
suggest that the best LSAs supported groups of 
pupils rather than individuals, were given time to 
plan with teachers, were clear about their role 
in the classroom and felt their role was valued. 
They took responsibility, but felt supported in 
their decision-making. It is suggested that these 
conclusions correspond closely with the literature 
on the effective support of pupils with SENs in 
general and therefore recommends that the work 
of LSAs should broadly be the same whatever 
the severity of the diffi culties of the pupils being 
included. In addition, with the numbers of pupils 
with SLD and PMLD likely to increase, the study 
suggests that it has provided evidence upon which 
to build and extend effective practice.

McGarvey B, Marriott S, Morgan V, Abbott 
L (1996) A study of auxiliary support in 
some primary classrooms: extra hands 
and extra eyes

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
The study sought to explore the views of 

headteachers and teachers on how TAs could be 
used to support the delivery of the curriculum in 
primary schools.

Total number of participants
27 teachers
18 heads

Methods used to collect data
One-to-one interview
Semi-structured interviews with teachers and 

headteachers, using open-ended questions
Observation 
Four case studies

Methods used to analyse data
Some form of analysis took place with regard to 

interviews under the headings of ‘school policy, 
sources and skills, duties and calibre of non-
teaching staff’ (p 297).
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Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities) (teachers/
heads)

Helping individuals (incl. with tasks set by the 
teacher) (teachers)

Interpreting (instructions/language/ 
worksheets); translating language (teachers)

Supporting learning; developing children’s 
confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities (heads)

Supporting literacy development… Supporting 
language development (Teachers)

Contributions to teachers/curriculum
Helping/supporting teachers (e.g. in class or with 

routine task to enable teacher to concentrate on 
teaching) (teachers/heads)

Maintaining/developing resources (teachers/
heads)

(10)

Conclusions
The authors conclude that appropriate training 

is required to develop the skills of classroom 
assistants. This issue is being responded to in 
Northern Ireland through the provision of new 
training courses that have been developed in this 
area. 

‘Headteachers and teachers were briefed, 
respectively, on the role and use of classroom 
assistants, and on working with another adult in 
the classroom’ (p 304). 

From the views gained through the study, it 
appears that headteachers and teachers value the 
contribution made by classroom assistants to the 
support of teaching and learning. The diffi culties 
of fi nancing such posts remain unaddressed and 
competing priorities mean that it was still felt by 
many to be a luxury they could not afford. They 
conclude that TA roles are expanding and that 
there may be a need to defi ne more strongly just 
what their roles should be. Career structures for 
TAs also need consideration, as does the teacher’s 
role of manager of a team. Benefi ts will accrue 
to teachers who become ‘skilled at training and 
employing the right person as classroom assistant 
in what has been called their unique functions and 
responsibilities’ (citing Fletcher-Campbell, 1992, p 
141). (p 304)

The conclusion seems to be that the onus is on 
teachers to train and use TAs effectively.

Moran A, Abbott L (2002) Developing 
inclusive schools: the pivotal role of 
teaching assistants in promoting inclusion 
in special and mainstream schools in 
Northern Ireland

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
‘This paper, focused on the roles and 

responsibilities of teaching assistants’ (p 163).

Total number of participants
11 heads (of which 5 primary mainstream)

Methods used to collect data
One-to-one interview

Methods used to analyse data
‘The data were analysed under the main 

headings to detect patterns of opinion, and 
to illustrate the experiences and views of the 
respondents’ (p 165).

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils 

(differentiation))
Helping pupils in general; Mediating learning/

curriculum
Helping specifi c children with needs
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities)
Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 

the teacher)
Interpreting (instructions/language/ 

worksheets); translating language
Supporting learning; developing children’s 

confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities

Someone to turn to/helper 
Promoting independence/autonomy
Improving maintaining of pupil motivation
Inclusion
Securing inclusion/overseeing integration
Mediating or facilitating social interaction with 

peers
Cocoon: protecting children from learning 

challenges and integrating with peers
Contributions to teachers/curriculum 
Giving feedback on progress to teachers
Maintaining/developing resources
(15)

Conclusions
The writers conclude by drawing on the work of 

previous studies. ‘For the teacher ‘who becomes 
skilled at training and deploying the right person as 
classroom assistant in what has been called their 
‘unique functions and responsibilities’’ (Fletcher-
Campbell, 1992, p 141), the benefi ts of an extra 
pair of hands and an extra pair of eyes can be 
immense (McGarvey et al., 1996). Good practice by 
teaching assistants includes fostering the social and 
academic participation, and hence inclusion, of all 
pupils, enabling them to become more independent 
learners, and helping to raise standards of 
achievement (see DfEE, 2000, p 9). Thus, ‘the 
most fundamental aspect of the development of 
schools that are effective in meeting the needs 
of all children is the way teachers and assistants 
together consider teaching and learning processes 
and the strategies used in the management of the 
classroom to support these’ (Balshaw, 1999, p 22)’. 
(p 171)



79

Mortimore P, Mortimore J, Thomas H 
(1994) Primary school case studies

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
To assess the work undertaken by associate 

staff, and to look at its cost -effectiveness within 
the school. The aims of the study appear to be: to 
examine a number of ‘innovations’ non-teaching, 
teaching in schools, and to elicit perceptions of the 
clarity of each role, the benefi ts and non-benefi ts 
of each role and their cost-effectiveness.

Total number of participants
18 TAs
5 teachers
9 heads
6 line managers

Methods used to collect data
One-to-one interview
Other documentation 
Financial information

Methods used to analyse data
Interview data presented in free text, with case 

studies presented in a common format: description 
of school, description of role, boundaries, 
perceived benefi ts, perceived disbenefi ts

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils (including 

lessons or materials) (general)
Assessing children’s work/ contributing to 

assessment (teachers)
Helping pupils in general; Mediating learning/

curriculum (teachers)
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities) (teachers)
Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 

the teacher) (teachers)
Interpreting (instructions/language/ 

worksheets); translating language by one teaching 
auxiliary and providing language support

(general) 
Providing interaction opportunities in class 

(teachers)
Stakeholder relations
Teaching assistants: important stakeholders in 

education process/educators (teachers)
Contributions to teachers/curriculum
Advising on with regard to cultural background 

(teachers)
Helping/supporting teachers (e.g. in class or with 

routine task to enable teacher to concentrate on 
teaching) (teachers)

Giving feedback on progress to teachers 
(teachers)

Keeping records (teacher|)
(12)

Conclusions
In general, the implicit message of the work is 

that associate staff give good value for money. 
They concluded that their study indicates that the 
innovation posts were perceived to be valuable and 

that they should be developed with a mind to some 
of the areas of diffi culty identifi ed in the study.

Support staff (case study 3, 1992) led to better 
staff-pupil ratio and assisted children with 
behavioural diffi culties. 

Two classroom assistants are quite clear abut 
their role (case study 4, 1992) to provide support 
but ‘their work contains a teaching element’ (1992, 
p64).

Moyles J, Suschitzky W (1997) Jills of 
all trades: classroom assistants in KS1 
classes

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
For the purposes of this review, the key questions 

were the investigation at KS1 of working roles and 
relationships among CAs and teachers;

teachers’ and CAs’ perceptions of assistants’ 
roles;

the reality of these perceptions in practice; 
headteachers’ thinking about the use of CAs;
‘children’s perceptions of the adults’ roles and 

activities in relation to their learning’ (p 1).

Total number of participants
111 TAs
100 teachers
60 pupils
15 heads

Methods used to collect data
Group interview
Children were interviewed in pairs. Interviews 

were supported with the use of polaroid photos of 
classroom events to prompt recall.

Observation 
Self-completion questionnaire 

Methods used to analyse data
This response draws on the work of Howes et al. 

(2003).
Observations: tracking and monitoring of 

interactions were analysed using cross-tabulation 
of outcomes related to activities (p 114).

Video and fi eld observations were analysed 
qualitatively (p 114).

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Helping specifi c children with needs (TAs)
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities) (TAs/
teachers/heads)

Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 
the teacher) (Pupils/general)

Interpreting (instructions/language/ 
worksheets); translating language

Supporting learning; developing children’s 
confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities (TAs/pupils/heads)

Supporting NLS or literacy development… 
Supporting language development (TAs/pupils/
general)

Providing interaction opportunities in class 
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(heads)
Improving maintaining of pupil motivation (TAs)
Listening to children (TAs)
Facilitating play (TAs/pupils pp. 87-88))
Catering for pastoral needs (TAs/teachers/pupils)
Inclusion
Cocoon: protecting children from learning 

challenges and integrating with peers (teachers)
Contributions to teachers/curriculum
Helping/supporting teachers (e.g. in class or with 

routine task to enable teacher to concentrate on 
teaching) (TAs/teachers/heads)

Maintaining/developing resources (teachers/
pupils)

(26)

Conclusions
Perceptions differ about CA and STA roles. In 

addition, teacher roles are not always clear (p 98). 
Eight principal recommendations are made on 

page 9:
All schools should conduct an audit of CA duties.
All CAS should have a role description.
Teachers need to review their managerial focus 

in the classroom
teamwork needs to feature more prominently in 

initial and continuing teacher education.
Schools should give greater attention to 

children’s learning processes (currently, teachers 
may be expecting too much of CAs, expecting them 
to have deeper teacher-style knowledge than is the 
case, see page 99).

Class size issues need to be reviewed in the light 
of quality support.

Involvement in the planning process (currently 
insuffi cient for CAs) impacts on the quality of CA 
contributions to activities.

Schools should consider how equitable are SEN 
children’s curriculum experiences.

There is a need for more training for CAs in 
learning processes (p 11) and teachers need more 
training in team leadership and on re-focusing 
teaching around conceptual knowledge and 
understanding. In addition, ‘teachers need support 
in defi ning both their own role responsibilities and 
those of the CA’ (p 13). 

There may also be an issue about restricting 
access to high quality teaching: ‘CAs who work with 
individual SEN children often do so to the exclusion 
of teachers working with these children’ (p 14). In 
such cases, the CA could be an obstacle to equal 
participation rather than someone who supports 
the integration of the child.

Unless there is a clearer defi nition of the role of 
the CA, skills for the job will not be determined 
and perceptions of others will continue to vary.

Neill SRStJ (2002) Teaching assistants: 
a survey analysed for the National Union 
of Teachers by the Teacher Research and 
Development Unit, Institute of Education, 
University of Warwick

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
To gather information on biographical 

characteristics of teaching assistants; the degree of 
support teachers received in classrooms; the basis 
on which TAs were deployed; opinions on the value 
of the support, and the levels of administrative 
support received by teachers

Total number of participants
3,822 teachers (of whom 2,100 primary)

Methods used to collect data
Self-completion questionnaire

Methods used to analyse data
Statistical analysis for categorical questions, and 

reproduction of free text

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Assessing children’s work/ contributing to 

assessment (teachers)
Helping individuals (including  with tasks set by 

the teacher) (teachers)
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities)
Interpreting (instructions/language/ 

worksheets); translating language
Supporting numeracy/ mathematics
Supporting NLS or literacy development… 

Supporting language development
Inclusion
Securing inclusion/overseeing integration
Catering for pastoral needs
Managing behaviour/discipliners
Stakeholder relations
Teaching assistants: important stakeholders in 

education process/educators 
Contributions to teachers/curriculum
Supervising the class (when required to allow 

teachers to concentrate on small group); whole 
class teaching

Helping/supporting teachers (e.g. in class or with 
routine task to enable teacher to concentrate on 
teaching)

Maintaining/developing resources
(13)

Conclusions
Government proposals for the increased use 

of TAs in schools need to take heed of teachers’ 
concerns regarding the impact of those measures 
on teachers’ sense of professionalism. Teachers 
value TAs for specifi c purposes, but see the 
expansion of their roles as threatening in some 
respects. An unforeseen consequence might be to 
exacerbate teacher shortages.

‘While most teachers have highly positive 
relationships with their TAs, the discussion raises 
cautions about the extension of TA recruitment to 
make up for shortfalls in teacher recruitment.

‘The analogy made by the Government between 
the education and health services ignores 
differences in the type of decision-making and 
time-sensitivity of support in the two services. 
This makes delegation from doctors to nurses an 
inadequate precedent for delegation from teachers 
to TAs.

‘If TAs take over much of the most pleasurable 
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aspect of the teachers’ job, face-to-face work with 
children - potential teachers may choose to be TAs 
instead.’ (p 4)

O’Brien T, Garner P (2001) Untold stories: 
learning support assistants and their work

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
The authors sought to provide ‘a forum for LSAs 

to tell their own tales’ (p 5) about ‘the work they 
currently do and the range of infl uences on they 
way they operated’ (Garner, 2002, 14). The authors 
were intent on securing a series of stories in which 
the ‘voice of the LSA predominated’ (Garner, 2002, 
p 14).

Total number of participants
67 TAs (primary)

Methods used to collect data
Focus group discussions (six to ten participants in 

three centres)
Semi-structured interviews to construct accounts 

of LSA work
Self-completion report or diary
Written accounts following a loosely structured 

framework

Methods used to analyse data
Stories were transcribed and verifi ed by 

participants (written accounts).

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils (including 

lessons or materials)
Helping pupils in general; Mediating learning/

curriculum
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities)
Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 

the teacher)
Interpreting (instructions/language/ 

worksheets); translating language
Post-tutoring (to re-enforce teaching)
Supporting learning; developing children’s 

confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities

Supporting NLS or literacy development… 
Supporting language development 

Providing interaction opportunities in class
Promoting independence/autonomy
Listening to children
Inclusion
Securing inclusion/overseeing integration
Stakeholder relations
Acting as bridge/intermediary between teacher 

and pupil : ‘interface between parents, the 
teachers and the child’ (Oversold).

Link between teacher/school and parent 
(including home visiting)

Contributions to teachers/curriculum
Supervising the class (when required to allow 

teacher to concentrate on small group); whole 
class teaching

Contributing to individual educations plans (16)

Conclusions
The LSA is a ‘bona fi de, committed and active 

contributor to the learning of all pupils and to the 
life of schools as organic and inclusive learning 
communities’ (2001, p 144). 

LSA support is now a core element of 
SEN provision; the range of their duties and 
responsibilities continues to increase. They see 
themselves ‘as professionals with particular skills 
and attributes’ Garner, 2002, p 16).

LSAs are seen as pivotal to inclusion but still 
regarded as second-class citizens refl ected in pay 
and conditions.

Shaw L (2001) Learning supporters and 
inclusion: roles, rewards, concerns, 
challenges

Broad aims of the study
This is a descriptive study.
‘The focus is on supporters’ perspectives and the 

aim is to give a platform to what traditionally have 
been minority voices.’ (p 2)

Total number of participants
Unclear

Methods used to collect data
One-to-one interview
Observations of learning supporters’ practice

Methods used to analyse data
This is not discussed.

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities) (TAs)
Supporting learning; developing children’s 

confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities (TAs)

Inclusion
Cocoon: protecting children from learning 

challenges and integrating with peers (TAs)
Securing inclusion/overseeing integration (TAs/

general)
Stakeholder relations
Link between teacher/school and parent 

(including home visiting) (TAs/general)
Teaching assistants: important stakeholders in 

education process/educators/ (TAs/general)
(6/9)

Conclusions
‘What has emerged is a story of dedication 

and hard work, of a complex job which demands 
diverse skills and substantial qualities of 
character…’ (p 24).

‘The story of learning supporters as they tell it 
raises challenging issues about status and roles in 
the classroom and indicates a review of existing 
personnel structures. There is also a debate about 
whether an approach which sees supporters as a 
resource for all children rather than attached to 
named pupils can serve the interests of children 
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with high level support needs.’ (p 24)
‘Supporters’ feelings of devaluation have been a 

clear and pivotal part of this report. Their feelings 
go beyond not being respected by some teachers to 
more generalised feelings of not being respected 
by society as a whole. Views of other members of 
school communities have not been covered in this 
report, though they need to be considered and 
taken into account.’ (p 24)

‘The purpose of this report was to provide 
a platform for new voices. Supporters have 
put forward their agenda of main issues to be 
addressed as: pay and conditions, training, 
qualifi cations, working with pupils with high level 
support needs and working with teachers. CSIE 
recognises that that some progress has been made 
on these matters but that there is still a way to go 
to meet the aspirations of supporters as expressed 
in this report. It hopes the report will contribute 
to a dialogue between inclusion workers, whatever 
their professions or job titles, in which they listen 
to and learn from each other to fi nd solutions 
which revalue supporters’ roles without devaluing 
others.’ (p 25)

Wilson V, Schlapp U, Davidson J (2002) 
More than an extra pair of hands? 
Evaluation of the Classroom Assistants 
Initiative

Broad aims of the study
The study describes itself as an evaluation.
The aim of the study is to evaluate the Classroom 

Assistant Initiative, which was supported by the 
Excellence Fund to provide funding for up to 5000 
classroom assistants’ posts in Scottish primary 
schools.

Total number of participants
131 TAs
62 teachers
74 heads 
104 parents
Pupils: unclear

Methods used to collect data
One-to-one interview 
Observation 
Self-completion questionnaire 
‘stimulated recall discussions with teachers, 

classroom assistants and pupils’ (p 2).

Methods used to analyse data
Frequencies for closed question responses to 

questionnaire are calculated.

Key perceptions of what TAs do (stakeholders 
in brackets) 

Pupils’ academic and/or social engagement
Helping small groups with tasks set by the 

teacher (including practical activities) (teachers/
general)

Helping individuals (including with tasks set by 
the teacher) (general)

Supporting learning; developing children’s 
confi dence and ability to learn; encouraging 
children by giving appropriate attention and 
interest to their activities (teachers/heads)

Someone to turn to/helper (pupils)
Providing interaction opportunities in class 

(teachers)
Improving/maintaining of pupil motivation 

(teachers/heads)
Inclusion
Managing behaviour/discipliners (teachers/

heads)
Contributions to teachers
Helping/supporting teachers (e.g. in class or with 

routine task to enable teacher to concentrate on 
teaching) ((teachers/general)

Maintaining/developing resources (teachers)
(12)

Conclusions
Among the conclusions reached by the authors 

are the following:
Attainment in primary schools had improved 

since the launch of the Classroom Assistant 
Initiative.

Classroom assistants were widely perceived to 
contribute to raising pupil attainment by enabling 
teachers to teach more effectively, 

Their own work with individuals and groups of 
pupils contributed to pupils’ achievement. 

Classroom assistants made a positive impact on 
teachers’ perceptions of their workload by relieving 
teachers of many routine tasks

The issue of balancing the allocation of 
classroom assistants time between routine tasks 
and support for pupils needs further attention

More support than currently provided by the 
initiative is needed if all schools are to benefi t fully

Opportunities for training for support staff are 
not universally available.

Blurring of boundaries between the roles of 
classroom assistant, and SEN auxiliary roles and 
budgets may result in less time being available for 
classroom assistants to undertake the activities 
that have led our respondents to regard this 
initiative as such a success. This is another issue 
that would benefi t from continued monitoring.
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