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What do we want to know?

What are stakeholders’ perceptions of the role of 
teaching assistants in secondary schools?

Who wants to know and why?

There is a widely held belief that teaching 
assistants (TAs) lighten teachers’ workloads, 
support learning and increase the level of pupil 
engagement, thus securing inclusion for pupils with 
special needs and raising standards. The National 
Agreement on workforce reform sets out plans to 
free teachers to focus on teaching and learning, 
and to develop the roles of TAs in schools; new 
teachers need to be prepared for working as part 
of a team. This requires information about the 
current roles of teaching assistants, and where 
they are most effective. The report will be of 
interest to policy-makers, initial teacher trainers, 
school managers, teachers and teaching assistants.

What did we fi nd?

A systematic search of the literature was 

• Teaching assistant (TA) responses tended to 
focus on their direct contributions to learners 
(academic and socio-academic). They believed 
that they made signifi cant contributions to 
pupil engagement and saw themselves as key 
fi gures in the education of children. There was 
an awareness that TAs could interfere with the 
integration of pupils, but they claimed to be 
promoting independence.

• Teacher perceptions were generally positive, 
welcoming the support and fl exibility that the 
presence of an additional adult gave them. 
There were indications that TAs were a source 
of motivation for teachers and that they were 
critical in bringing about inclusive practices. 

• Headteachers valued the contributions of TAs, 

particularly to inclusion. They recognised, 
however, that TAs could create a culture of 
dependence.

• Pupil perceptions centred around the teaching 
assistant being someone to turn to, to listen to 
them and to help the teacher. At the secondary 
level, TAs were seen as co-learners; models of 
how to learn; and less the authority fi gure than 
the teacher. However, some pupils could see 
interventions by TAs as intrusive and unhelpful. 

• Parents were often unsure about the nature of 
TA contributions, but felt that TAs were often 
critical to the education of their children and in 
some cases to their inclusion. 

• Studies also confi rmed that the presence 
of additional adults in the classroom is not 
perceived to be a guarantee of social and 
academic engagement. While most perceptions 
appear to be positive, the negative perception 
of pupils over-protected by TAs was mentioned 
in a number of our included studies. Indeed, 
some older pupils expressed annoyance at the 
intrusiveness of some TAs. 

What are the implications?

• TAs are perceived to be much more than 
auxiliary staff who assist teachers with routine 
tasks. In their direct interactions with pupils, 
they are perceived to be making signifi cant 
pedagogic decisions. However, one worrying 
incidental fi nding was the lack of time for TAs 
and teachers to plan and evaluate their work. 

• The results suggest that TAs support learning 
under the direction of the teacher but are semi-
autonomous and make pedagogical decisions 
in their interactions with pupils. Further 
training is needed for TAs and teachers to 
avoid the creation of dependence or a sense of 
intrusiveness. 

Abstract
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• The results also suggest that TAs play a role 
in inclusion, which has implications for their 
training (e.g. 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 support is not available. 

How did we get these results?

A systematic review identifi ed 168 studies, of which 
17 were selected for in-depth review.

Where to fi nd further information

http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=456
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Background

This review forms the second in a series of 
reviews focusing on the role and contributions 
of adults other than teachers in the classroom. 
The fi rst review (Cajkler et al., 2006) focused on 
stakeholder perceptions about the contributions of 
primary school teaching assistants (TAs) reviewing 
the literature in the period 1988–2003. This led 
to a broad systematic map of 145 studies about 
the contributions of TAs in general, and an in-
depth review of 17 studies focusing on parents’, 
teachers’, pupils’ and TAs’ perceptions of teaching 
assistant contributions to academic and social 
engagement in mainstream primary classrooms in 
the UK and Europe (1988–2003).

This second review has updated the fi rst, leading 
in the fi rst instance to a systematic map of 168 
studies that investigated the contribution and roles 
of TAs working in classrooms in the period 1988-
2005. For this second review, an in-depth analysis 
of 17 studies of stakeholder views was conducted 
about secondary school TAs.

This review has been carried out in the context of 
the following:

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

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

Recent years have seen a large increase in the 
number of TAs in UK classrooms (DfES, 2005). 
There is a widely held belief among policy-makers 
and authors of literature reviews that TAs play a 
signifi cant role in lightening teachers’ workloads 
and in supporting learning and increasing the level 

of pupil engagement, therefore securing inclusion 
for pupils with special needs and raising standards 
(for example, Howes et al., 2003; Lee and Mawson, 
1998; OfSTED/HMI, 2002). Some studies have 
explored the conditions of service of TAs (for 
example, Neill, 2002a; UNISON, 2004) while others 
have revealed a wide range of tasks that TAs 
fulfi l in supporting pupils’ learning (for example, 
Howes et al., 2003; MENCAP, 1999). However, the 
majority of the studies appear to provide overviews 
rather than an in-depth analysis of particular 
contributions that TAs play in supporting pupils’ 
learning and engagement.

Aims

This review aims to systematically to identify which 
voices are represented in the research literature 
and what their views are about TAs’ contributions 
to academic and social engagement in secondary 
schools. 

The specifi c aims of the review are as follows:

• to update the map established by the Review 
Group for its fi rst review which covered the 
period 1988-2003 (Cajkler et al., 2006)

• to identify studies which explore the views 
of principal educational stakeholders (pupils, 
parents, teachers and pupil) about the 
contributions of TAs working to support pupils’ 
academic and social engagement in secondary 
schools

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

Executive Summary
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Review question

This review set out to answer one main question:

What are the perceptions and experience of 
the principal educational stakeholders (pupils, 
parents, teachers and teaching assistants) of 
what teaching assistants do in relation to pupils’ 
academic and social engagement in secondary 
schools?

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: 

• Educational Resource Index and Abstracts (ERIC)

• British Educational Index (BEI)

• Australian Educational Index (AEI)

• PsycInfo

• ISI Web of Science

• International Bibliography of the Social Sciences 
(IBSS)

• ArticleFirst

• handsearches of journals

• citations in reference lists of all included 
systematic and non-systematic reviews

• personal contacts

More than 10,000 citations were reviewed, using 
inclusion and exclusion criteria successively to the 
titles and abstracts. 511 papers were screened in 
full, with quality assurance (QA) screening supplied 
by the EPPI-Centre.The 168 studies remaining 
after application of the criteria were keyworded 
using the EPPI-Centre’s Core Keywording Strategy 
(EPPI-Centre, 2003a) and online database software, 
EPPI-Reviewer (EPPI-Centre, 2003b). Additional 
keywords that are specifi c to the context of the 
review (review-specifi c keywords) were added to 
those of the EPPI-Centre. Again, QA was provided 
by the EPPI-Centre.

Studies identifi ed as meeting the inclusion criteria 
for the in-depth review were included in the 
in-depth review. For this stage, the focus was 
narrowed to target studies that would yield data 
about the contributions that paid TAs make to 
academic and social engagement in secondary 

schools. These were analysed in depth, using 
the EPPI-Centre’s Data-Extraction Tool (EPPI-
Centre, 2003d). The EPPI-Centre’s weights of 
evidence (WoE) framework was used to ascribe 
overall quality and relevance to the fi ndings and 
conclusions of different studies:

Α) 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 of evidence (WoE D) taking 
into account A, B and C was then calculated.

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

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 conducted of the 
perceptions found in each study and a narrative 
commentary was produced.

Results

A total of 10,545 potentially relevant papers were 
identifi ed (10,023 from the fi rst review, with a 
further 522 for the period 2003-2005) from the 
initial searches. 

We applied the inclusion and exclusion criteria 
successively to the titles and abstracts reducing 
the number to 511, which we screened in full. 
We examined the 511 full reports with quality 
assurance (QA) screening supplied by the EPPI-
Centre.

After screening for relevance to the review, using 
the pre-established inclusion and exclusion criteria, 
186 papers were included in the systematic map. 
Some of these papers were additional reports of 
studies already included in the map, so the map 
was effectively reduced to 168 studies, which 
were mostly descriptions. Studies were included 
if they looked at the perceptions of stakeholders 
about teaching assistant contributions to social and 
academic engagement in primary and secondary 
schools.
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The characteristics of the studies 
in the systematic map 

The map includes the 145 studies analysed in our 
fi rst review (Cajkler et al., 2006). Further searches 
updated the map to its fi nal state covering the 
period 1970-2005. Keywording of the 168 studies 
revealed the following general features:

• There were 67 studies that included at least a 
partial focus on secondary schools; the rest were 
primary school studies while only 19 focused 
entirely on secondary schools.

• The most frequently heard voice was that of 
teachers (N=49), then TAs (N=45), followed 
by headteachers (N=27), refl ecting similar 
distribution to that found in the fi rst study 
(Cajkler et al., 2006). Much less frequently 
consulted were pupils, who found a voice in 31 of 
the 168 studies in the full map and only 19 out of 
the 67 cross-phase and secondary school studies. 
Parents’ views were represented in 29 studies 
included in the map and 15 of the cross-phase 
and secondary school studies. 

• The literature considering contributions of 
teaching assistants is predominantly from the 
USA and the United Kingdom, accounting for 152 
of the 168 mapped studies, USA (N=90) and the 
United Kingdom (N=62), with smaller numbers 
from elsewhere: Canada (N=5), Australia (N=5), 
New Zealand (N=2), France (N=2), Sweden (N=1) 
and Italy (N=1).

• Most studies had a general focus (that is, 
general support for teaching and learning, or 
general special educational needs (SEN)), rather 
than support towards any particular aspect 
of the curriculum or an individual student to 
the exclusion of others. There were very few 
studies of support for curriculum studies at 
secondary level, with the exception of Science 
and Modern Languages, but a specifi c need 
could be identifi ed (for example, in support of 
hearing impaired pupils, or pupils with a physical 
disability) in some studies. There were no views 
studies of English as an additional language or 
bilingual support in secondary schools but 14 in 
primaries. 

• Inclusion was the focus in many studies: 76 
studies in mainstream settings, often of pupils 
with specifi c needs (for example, Broer et 
al., 2005; Hemmingsson et al., 2003). Of the 
67 studies that included secondary schools, 
37 looked at inclusion and 30 at organisation 
and management (how TAs are deployed and 
managed in schools). This suggests that teaching 
assistants are clearly signifi cant participants in 
the process of educational inclusion in secondary 
schools (Of the 19 exclusively secondary school 
studies in the map, seven had inclusion as a 
focus). 

• Questionnaires and interviews were the principal 
methods of collection. 

• 153 studies of teaching assistants investigated 
paid teaching assistants; 5 studies included both 
paid and unpaid; and 10 studies had volunteers, 
two of which were secondary-specifi c (Ellis, 
2003; Hooker, 1985).

Paid teaching assistants 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 (for example, paid aide, 
special assistant, integration assistant, non-
teaching assistant, and learning supporters). 

The characteristics of the studies 
in the in-depth review

Seventeen studies were included for the in-depth 
review of mainstream secondary school settings 
in the UK/EU. The following points summarise the 
characteristics of the 17 studies: 

• All studies reported stakeholder perceptions 
about contributions made by TAs to engagement 
in secondary schools, but only seven studies 
focused exclusively on secondary schools. 
Ten studies included perceptions from both 
secondary and primary schools. 

• With regard to secondary provision, it is not 
yet possible to identify a consensus about 
the organisation of TAs, whether following 
pupils across the curriculum or supporting in 
departments or faculties. This is an area for 
further research.

• It was somewhat diffi cult to identify accurately 
the numbers of voices represented in the in-
depth review. However, the numbers represented 
were lower than in the study of primary TAs. It 
should also be noted that 1,345 out of the 1,650 
teachers came from one study (Neill, 2002a)*. 

• All studies reported stakeholder perceptions 
about contributions made by TAs to engagement 
in secondary schools, but only seven studies 
focused exclusively on secondary schools. 
Ten studies included perceptions from both 
secondary and primary schools. 

• With regard to secondary provision, it is not 
yet possible to identify a consensus about 
the organisation of TAs, whether following 
pupils across the curriculum or supporting in 
departments or faculties. This is an area for 
further research.

• It was somewhat diffi cult to identify accurately 
the numbers of voices represented in the in-

Phase reviewed Teacher voices TA voices Pupil voices Headteachers Parents

Secondary 1998-
2005

1,650 312 816 12 138

*Table ES1: Study of primary TA perceptionstudy of primary TA perceptionstudy of primary TA
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depth review. However, the numbers represented 
were lower than in the study of primary TAs. It 
should also be noted that 1,345 out of the 1,650 
teachers came from one study (Neill, 2002a). 

The synthesis of evidence about 
TAs’ contributions

Stakeholder perceptions

The TAs’ contribution to pupils’ social and 
academic engagement are categorised under four 
major themes, following coding of the fi ndings 
from the data extractions by three reviewers. A 
constant comparison analysis led to the labelling 
of a range of contributions to academic and social 
engagement. The three coders explored the 
perceptions identifi ed in each study. The categories 
identifi ed were the subject of review and four 
superordinate categories were agreed by the 
coders:

• direct academic and socio-academic 
contributions to pupils 

• contributions to Inclusion

• stakeholder relations (for example, with parents)

• contributions in support of teachers/curriculum

The perceptions of the different stakeholders on 
each of these themes are discussed in Chapter 4 of 
the report:

• TA responses were enthusiastic and tended 
to focus on their direct contributions to 
learners (academic and socio-academic), while 
acknowledging their support role for teachers. 
They believed that they made signifi cant 
contributions to pupil engagement and saw 
themselves as key fi gures in the education of 
children. There was an awareness that TAs could 
interfere with the integration of pupils both 
socially and academically, but TAs claimed to be 
promoting independence.

• Teacher perceptions were generally positive, 
welcoming the support and especially the 
fl exibility that the presence of an additional 
adult gave them. There were indications that 
TAs were a source of motivation for teachers and 
that they were critical in bringing about inclusive 
practices.

• Headteachers valued the contributions of TAs, 
particularly to inclusion. They recognised, 
however, that TAs could create a culture of 
dependence.

• Pupil perceptions were rather limited, but 
centred around the teaching assistant being 
someone to turn to, someone to listen to them, 
and someone who helped the teacher. At the 
secondary level, TAs were seen as co-learners; 

models of how to learn; and less the authority 
fi gure than the teacher. However, some pupils 
could see interventions by TAs as intrusive and 
unhelpful.

• Parents were often unsure about the nature 
of TA contributions. However, they expressed 
the view that TAs were often critical to the 
education of their children and in some cases 
to their inclusion (Ebersold, 2003). According 
to parents, support workers who had been 
trained in social work helped to maintain 
relations between pupils and teachers, often 
accompanying disaffected students to lessons 
(Vulliamy and Webb, 2003).

Conclusions

The results of the present in-depth review point to 
one clear conclusion that applies to both primary 
and secondary phases: that TAs are believed to 
make signifi cant contributions to academic and 
social engagement. Nevertheless, despite the 
generally positive perceptions reported in the 
literature, studies also confi rmed that the presence 
of additional adults in the classroom is not 
perceived to be a guarantee of social and academic 
engagement. While most perceptions appear to be 
positive, the negative perception of pupils over-
protected by TAs was mentioned in a number of 
our included studies. Indeed, some older pupils 
expressed annoyance at the intrusiveness of some 
TAs.

Implications

The review offers the following implications:

• The studies included in this review suggest that 
TAs are perceived as playing an increasingly 
important pedagogic role and are believed to 
make signifi cant contributions to pupils’ learning. 
They are perceived to be much more than 
auxiliary staff who assist teachers with routine 
tasks, such as cleaning away materials, although 
that may be part of their work. 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. However, 
one worrying incidental fi nding from our research 
was the lack of planning time for TAs and 
teachers to plan and evaluate their work. In a 
number of studies, this was a concern, given the 
reliance that classroom activity now has on TAs 
(for example, Farrell et al., 1999). 

• In relation to pupils’ development, the results 
suggest that TAs are taking on increasing 
responsibility. TAs support learning under 
the direction of the teacher, but are semi-
autonomous and make pedagogical decisions 
in their interactions with pupils, although 
the effectiveness of these contributions is an 
issue for further investigation. On the other 
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hand, knowing when and how to support was 
a key issue as intrusive approaches cause 
resentment and create dependence rather than 
independence among learners. This feeling of not 
wishing support to be conspicuous or intrusive 
was more marked as pupils got older. This is an 
area for development in both teacher and TA 
training programmes.

• The results also suggest that TAs play a role in 
inclusion; this 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 support is not available. 

Questions for research

Further evidence is required on the following: 

• the quality of the educational experience of 
children whose main contact is with TAs

• the impact of TAs working across the curriculum 
and the impact of TAs located in a particular 
curriculum area

• how TAs support subject knowledge development 
in the secondary curriculum

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

• how pupils feel about the contribution of TAs (to 
date, there has been minimal investigation of 
pupils’ views about TAs) 

• the extent to which TAs’ work is supplementary, 
complementary or replaces qualifi ed teacher 
inputs

Strengths and limitations

Strengths

The second review builds on knowledge from the 
fi rst review and provides a comprehensive map of 
research on stakeholders’ views on both primary 
and secondary school settings (reported in Chapter 
3) and a focused in-depth study of the 17 papers 
that reveal insights into the ways TAs work in 
secondary schools (Chapter 4). 

The disciplines of screening, using exclusion 
criteria and data extraction according to EPPI-
Centre data extraction guidelines, enabled 
reviewers to focus very fi rmly on the issue of 
stakeholder perceptions about TAs’ contributions 
(for example, supporting learning and intervening 
when appropriate). 

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 
triangulation 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 question 
posed by the review. 

Limitations

Selection of studies for inclusion in the map was 
not always clear–cut and may have been infl uenced 
in some cases by the pragmatic requirements of 
research deadlines. This may mean that there are 
some potentially relevant studies that were not 
included. 

One limitation is the imbalance of stakeholders 
represented in the research, particularly 
headteachers and parents, who are under-
represented. We also learn relatively little about 
what children think of the additional adults who 
help them in the classroom and even less about the 
views of parents. 

A further limitation is the diffi culty experienced in 
separating phase-specifi c perceptions. It is possible 
therefore that some of the reported fi ndings may 
apply to both primary and secondary sectors, 
rather than be specifi c to secondary only. 

The review specifi c keywords were limited in scope 
and thus did not permit as detailed exploration of 
the literature in the map as we would have liked. 
Furthermore, reducing the map to a manageable 
number of studies for data extraction meant 
that some decisions were infl uenced by workload 
management considerations.

Finally, it should be noted that the quality of 
studies is not high (see WoE judgments). In 
addition, the number of studies of stakeholder 
views is somewhat limited so it could be argued 
that the study of stakeholder views has also been 
rather limited. Establishing just what TAs do is 
not straightforward and more primary research is 
needed.



8

1.1 Aims and rationale for current 
review

This review forms the second in a series of reviews 
focusing on the role and contributions of adults 
other than teachers in the classroom. The fi rst 
review from this series led to two products: a 
broad systematic map of studies that investigated 
the contribution and roles of TAs working in 
classrooms in general; and an in-depth review 
focusing on parents’, teachers’, pupils’ and TAs’ 
perceptions of teaching assistant contributions to 
academic and social engagement in mainstream 
primary classrooms in the UK and Europe for the 
period 1988-2003 (Cajkler et al., 2006). The second 
review seeks to build up knowledge from the fi rst 
review and provides a comprehensive picture map 
of the research on about stakeholders’ views of the 
work of TAs in both primary and secondary school 
settings, presented in the map (Chapter 3), with a 
detailed in-depth review of views about secondary 
school TAs (Chapter 4). 

In the introduction to the fi rst review, we argued 
that it was no longer appropriate to ‘think of most 
children being taught by a stand-alone teacher’ 
(Hancock et al., 2001, p 31), so detailed analysis 
of the research on perceptions about those who 
support learning is essential to inform initial 
teacher education (ITE) programmes such as the 
Post-Graduate Certifi cate of Education (PGCE) and 
middle management programmes in continuing 
professional development (CPD). This remains our 
view. It is not reasonable that we should prepare 
trainees for a stand-alone classroom teacher role, 
given the standards required of newly qualifi ed 
teachers (NQTs) and changes to conditions of 
service (DfES, 2002; DfES/TTA, 2002). 

This review contributes to the discussion 
surrounding the remodelling of the teacher 
workforce and may inform policy decisions that 
relate to the deployment of in-class TAs. The 
review aimed to:

• update and analyse the systematic map 
developed in the fi rst review (Cajkler et al., 
2006) 

• complete an in-depth review that focuses on 
perceptions about the ways in which paid TAs 
contribute to pupils’ learning in secondary 
schools

• make recommendations for initial teacher 
education (ITE) practice and continuing 
professional development (CPD), policy and 
research, with particular reference to support 
for academic and social engagement

The Working with Adults Group’s second review, 
focusing on mainstream secondary classrooms, 
explored the extent to which existing research had 
given a voice to stakeholders in the deployment 
and use of TAs. The synthesis should lead to 
greater understanding of how stakeholders 
(principally TAs, teachers, headteachers, parents 
and pupils) view support for pupils’ learning 
and engagement. Insights gained from this are a 
useful source of evidence both for policy-makers 
and educationalists (headteachers, teachers, 
trainers and advisers) who are entrusted with the 
development of this important part of the school 
workforce. For example, this review summarises 
perceptions so that tutors in pre-service training 
programmes can take account of the expectations 
of the Training and Development Agency for 
Schools (TDA). Trainees should benefi t from having 
expectations and programmes informed by research 
evidence.

1.2 Defi nitional and conceptual 
issues

Theoretical background

This review begins from the perspective that study 
of the perceptions of key stakeholders (TAs, pupils, 
teachers, headteachers and parents) will help to 

CHAPTER ONE

Background
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clarify just how TAs contribute to academic and 
social engagement, and thus inform developments 
in practice; see section 1.3 for discussion of policy. 
There is a widely held belief among policy-makers 
(DfES, 2002) and authors of literature reviews (Lee, 
2002) that TAs play a signifi cant role in lightening 
teachers’ workloads and thus indirectly supporting 
learning, and also directly supporting learning by 
increasing the opportunities for pupil engagement.

Defi nitional issues

For the purposes of the study, several defi nitions 
were adopted. In relation to TAs in particular, 
defi nitions were slightly amended from the fi rst 
review for clarifi cation on the basis of experience, 
but not changed substantially. Stakeholders are 
teachers, headteachers, teaching assistants, pupils 
and parents. Others may be identifi ed during the 
review (for example, perspectives from school 
governors or local authority staff), but our focus 
remained on the fi ve stakeholder groups identifi ed 
above.

Support was limited to the work of in-class 
support, in particular teaching assistants. This is 
work that contributes directly to pupils’ learning 
and engagement in the classroom. This could mean 
perceptions about working together to deliver a 
programme of study, such as science, or Key Stage 
3 English, or a modern foreign language; it could 
mean perceptions about the value of support in a 
homework club; or it could be TAs working together 
with teachers to inform parents of progress or lack 
of progress in an attempt to promote learning. 
It would not include perceptions about extra-
curricular activities, such as running lunchtime 
chess clubs. The term ‘teaching assistants’ (TAs) 
refers to assistants sometimes called ‘learning 
support assistants’ (LSAs), ‘classroom assistants’ 
(CAs), ‘specialist teaching assistants’ (STAs), 
‘learning mentors’ or ‘learning supporters’. For 
the purposes of the systematic map, TAs could be 
either paid or volunteers, but the fi nal focus for 
the in-depth study was on paid staff. 

In the course of our fi rst review, we found TAs 
referred to by a variety of titles, the most 
common including the words assistant, aide or 
paraprofessional, as indicated below:

Teaching assistant

Teacher aide

Classroom assistant

Paraprofessional

Paraeducator

Instructional aide/assistant

Nursery nurse

Learning support assistant

Specialist teaching assistant

Special needs assistant

Support staff

Bilingual teaching assistant/paraprofessional

Bilingual aide

Welfare assistant

Auxiliary 

Ancillary

Foreign language assistant

Paid aide

Special assistant

Integration assistant

Non-teaching assistant

Social and academic engagement relates to 
involvement in the curriculum, in classroom 
activities and in activities that are designed 
to promote or secure access to learning in the 
curriculum, such as working with small groups in 
the classroom, with individuals. This may mean 
explaining teacher instructions, acting as a role 
model for behaviour or learning, or promoting 
interaction among pupils. 

To keep the search manageable, the focus 
was on perceptions about academic and social 
engagement, encompassing interaction within 
the mainstream secondary curriculum, for which 
social inclusion is an essential part. 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. 
She refers to ‘Organisation of Experience’, which 
is related to pupils giving purposeful attention, 
participating constructively, connecting up 
experiences, showing insightful involvement and 
engaging cognitively with peers. In addition to the 
cognitive organisation of experience, when we are 
talking about educational engagement, in a way we 
are referring to social inclusion, but, we are also 
concerned with the individual’s active engagement 
in formal learning processes (Cooper et al., 2006). 
We are interested in TA contributions to this 
engagement.

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

Chapter 1 BackgrounddChapter 1 Background
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1.3 Policy and practice background 

As argued by Howes et al. (2003), reviews of 
research evidence on TAs’ contributions are timely. 
This review was carried out in the context of the 
implementation 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 
through the development of the roles of TAs in 
schools. Review Group members also had in mind 
the need to prepare new teachers for working as 
part of a team in support of pupils’ learning (DfES/
TTA, 2002). 

Recent years have seen a huge increase in the 
number of classroom assistants in UK mainstream 
classrooms, sometimes in support of pupils with 
a specifi c need, but often in support of all pupils. 
In January 2005, there were 147,400 fulltime 
equivalent (FTE) TAs in schools in England, with 
431,700 FTE teachers, giving a ratio of 1 teaching 
assistant for 2.9 teachers. This represented a large 
rise from January 1997, when the total of TAs was 
61,300 and the corresponding ratio was 6.5 to 1 
(DfES, 2005). The National Agreement (DfES, 2003), 
Raising Standards and Tackling Workload: A National 
Agreement, had set the parameters for further 
deployment of TAs 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 TAs

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

The establishment of HLTAs (a status accorded 
to teaching assistants who demonstrate that 
they have achieved a range of professional 
competences) was the subject of a long process 
of consultation in 2003. The criteria for the award 
of HLTA status were developed by the Training and 
Development Agency for Schools (TDA) following 
consultation with key stakeholders, notably 
teaching assistants, headteachers, teachers, 
professional bodies, unions, and employers such as 
schools and LEAs during the course of 2003. As a 
result, 31 standards in the following domains were 
prescribed:

1. Professional values and practice 

2. Knowledge and understanding 

3. Teaching and learning activities

Since 2002, trainee teachers have been required 
to meet the following standard, prescribed by the 
Teacher Training Agency (renamed the Training and 

Development Agency for Schools in the summer of 
2005): 

S3.1.4 They take part in, and contribute to, teaching 
teams, as appropriate to the school. Where applicable, 
they plan for the deployment of additional adults who 
support pupils’ learning.

(http://www.tta.gov.uk/php/read.php?sectionid=108 
and articleid=456, accessed 21 April 2005) 

So, this review has been motivated in part by the 
recent policy initiative (DfES, 2002) associated with 
the remodelling of teacher workloads (evaluated 
by Thomas et al., 2004) and the need to prepare 
new teachers for teamwork and the deployment of 
TAs (DfES/TTA, 2002). Understanding stakeholder 
refl ections, perspectives and opinions not only 
about impact but also about roles and contributions 
of TAs in the classroom will contribute to the 
debate about the role and deployment of TAs and 
may lead to recommendations for the development 
of new roles, such as the HLTA.

1.4 Research background

Historically, much of the research on the roles 
of TAs has been undertaken in the USA, where 
perceptions of the TA contribution may differ 
from those currently refl ected in English policy as 
exemplifi ed above. French, in a study reporting 
the perceptions of 18 matched pairs of teachers 
and paraeducators (1998, cited in Giangreco 
et al., 2001c, p 55) reports that teachers and 
paraeducators are divided in views as to whether 
the paraeducators were assistants to the teachers 
or to the pupils. Giangreco and his colleagues 
have been prolifi c in researching the work of 
paraprofessionals with both primary and secondary 
research (for example, Giangreco et al., 2001, 
a, b, c). They cite (2001c, p 57) a further study 
by Marks, Schrader and Levine (1999) in which 
paraprofessionals reported that they ‘bore the 
primary burden of success’ for the students to 
whom they were assigned for support. They also 
reported that their contributions included: 

(a) not being a bother to the classroom teacher; (b) 
providing daily, on the spot, curricular modifications 
with little or no support from a teacher; (c) 
being expected to be the expert on the student 
as well as the recipient of recommendations from 
various professionals; and (d) a sense of being 
solely responsible for the inclusion of the student. 
(Giangreco, 2001c, p 57)

There have been many studies in the 
USA, especially as a result of the use of 
paraprofessionals to support students with 
disabilities. Giangreco et al. (2001c) have 
conducted a literature review that identifi ed gaps 
in the literature including about their interactions 
with pupils and teachers (2001c, p 57) and they 
also pose a number of questions:
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as increasing numbers of paraprofessionals have 
taken on expanded roles assisting in the education of 
students with disabilities within general education 
classrooms, many questions arise. Are the roles and 
duties they are asked to perform appropriate? Are they 
appropriately supervised? Are they adequately trained 
for their roles? Are they assisting qualified personnel, 
or are they functioning as the primary instructors and 
decision-makers for some students with disabilities? 
(Giangreco, 2001c, p 47) 

Such studies conclude that TAs are involved in a 
range of classroom support activities. Much of 
the research conducted to date has related to 
TAs working with children with disabilities. The 
EPPI-Centre Inclusion Group (Howes et al., 2003) 
considered the following questions in relation to 
paid TAs:

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

2. How does the impact vary according to the type 
of support?

They concluded that paid TAs:

• promote the inclusion of pupils with SEN (Howes 
et al., 2003, p 4)

• have little demonstrable consistent impact on 
class attainment scores (ibid, p 5)

• play an important role as mediators, whose 
knowledge and understanding of pupils can be 
utilised to help pupils engage in learning and 
participation (ibid, 5)

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

While Howes et al. (2003) in their summary 
concluded that there was a ‘lack of research that 
has systematically sought pupils’ views about 
the types of support that they most value’, they 
acknowledged the importance of identifying and 
reporting views. However, TAs may be appointed 
for a variety of roles and with policy developments, 
such as the HLTA in England, their deployment is 
not necessarily linked to special needs provision. 
Since the mid-1970s, research has been conducted 
into the ways TAs contribute to children’s 
education. Lee (2002) reviewed some of the 
research and presented useful guidance on what 
we know and what we need to know. However, her 
study provided a general overview rather than an 
in-depth systematic analysis of the fi eld. 

Some research in the UK has been conducted 
into ways in which TAs are deployed in support 
of pupils’ learning, but little of this has explored 

interactions between teachers and TAs, although 
interest in this area is growing (see, for example, 
Cremin et al., 2003). Many of the studies 
conducted to date have exclusively focused on 
primary school Key Stages 1 and 2, although 
the growth of TAs employed in the secondary 
sector has led to an increase in attention from 
researchers: for example, the detailed studies by 
Mortimore et al. (1994) and Farrell et al. (1999), 
and the smaller-scale investigations by Bearn 
and Smith (1998), and Dew-Hughes et al. (1998). 
The study conducted for the charity MENCAP 
(1999) also included some secondary schools in its 
investigation of TAs’ contributions. Neill (2002a, 
b) explored roles and conditions of service by 
eliciting the views of both primary and secondary 
teachers. Bowers’ sample of pupils included 128 
secondary pupils so that study may be informative 
about secondary school practice. There have also 
been other small-scale studies of in-class support 
in secondary schools (for example, Bibby, 1990; 
Lovey, 1996; Tennant, 2001), which explored the 
organisation and effectiveness of teaching teams to 
meet the needs of pupils with special needs. 

In spite of the fact that educational researchers 
have increasingly focused on the voices of 
participants as a key source of insight into what 
constitutes good educational practice, pupils 
who are in possession of extensive knowledge of 
classrooms, and teaching and learning processes 
appear not to have been consulted. In the UK, 
there have been relatively few studies of pupils’ 
views, two notable exceptions being Bowers (1997) 
and Jarvis (2003). 

Others, notably O’Brien and Garner (2001) and 
Shaw (2001), have claimed that the voices of 
TAs have been ignored, although our fi rst review 
(Cajkler et al., 2006) raised some doubt about 
the justifi cation for this claim. Nevertheless, until 
the TDA review of practice in 2003 to inform the 
process of re-modelling, it was argued that the 
voices of TAs had not been given opportunities to 
contribute to policy and practice guidelines (Todd, 
2003). 

EPPI-Centre Review of Stakeholder Perceptions 
(Primary Schools: 1988-2003)

In our fi rst review of perceptions about primary 
school TAs’ practice (Cajkler et al., 2006), 
stakeholders identifi ed a range of contributions 
as being part of the work of TAs, which we 
categorised broadly under four headings: 

• direct contributions to pupils’ academic 
and/or social engagement (socio-academic 
contributions)

• contributions to inclusion

• maintaining and supporting stakeholders 
relations

Chapter 1 Background
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• support for teachers

These categories are also used in the second 
review, which focuses on secondary school TAs. 

In the fi rst review (Cajkler et al., 2006) TAs, 
in particular, claimed to have a mediating role 
between teachers and had a teaching role, 
interpreting instructions or teacher language or 
worksheets. In some cases, it was claimed that TAs 
adapted pedagogy, including lessons and materials, 
to suit the needs of children. Not surprisingly, given 
the National Literacy Strategy introduced in 1998, 
supporting literacy or language development was 
often seen by stakeholders as a signifi cant part of 
the TA contribution in primary classrooms (Cajkler 
et al., 2006).

Managing behaviour/ discipline was also a 
signifi cant contribution, although it was perhaps 
stressed more by other stakeholders (including 
children in Bowers, 1997) than by TAs. Despite 
some TAs being assigned to address the specifi c 
needs of individual pupils, all seemed keen to 
stress that they saw their role as promoting pupil 
independence/autonomy. On the other hand, 
some studies reported a perception that TAs could 
cocoon vulnerable learners and even deny them 
opportunities for access to, and interaction with, 
teachers and with other pupils, thus prolonging or 
further consolidating dependency. 

Headteachers, teachers and TAs claimed that 
securing inclusion or overseeing integration was 
a key contribution and addressing pastoral/social 
needs was considered in six of the seventeen 
studies (Cable, 2003; Clayton, 1993; Hemmingsson 
et al., 2003; Lacey, 2001; Moyles and Suschitzky, 
1997; Neill, 2002a). Mediating social interaction 
with other pupils/ facilitating social interaction 
with peers (including giving advice to other pupils 
about impairment) featured as a perception 
in fi ve studies (Clayton, 1993; Ebersold, 2003; 
Hemmingsson et al., 2003; Lacey, 2001, Moran and 
Abbott, 2002).

The traditional role of acting as teacher helpers 
(e.g. with routine tasks to enable teachers to 
concentrate on teaching) was mentioned in many 
studies, but headteachers and teachers seemed 
to give more weight to this than did TAs. Eight 
studies (Baskind and Monkman, 1998; Cable, 2003; 
Clayton, 1993; McGarvey et al. 1996; Moran and 
Abbott, 2002; Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997; Neill, 
2002a; Wilson et al. 2002a) mentioned maintaining 
or developing resources. Supervising the class was 
usually mentioned when this was required to allow 
the teacher to concentrate on small groups but 
some whole class teaching by assistants may occur.

The TA was often seen as a key to successful 
inclusion. Sometimes, this involved acting as a 
bridge between teacher and pupils, and sometimes 
between parents and the school (including giving 
feedback on pupils’ progress to parents in some 

cases). In two studies (Cable, 2003; Ebersold, 
2003), the teaching assistant was described as a 
link between stakeholders, and between teachers, 
parents and pupils, leading to TAs claiming an 
advocacy role for pupils who they supported. 
Giving feedback on pupils’ progress to teachers was 
also an increasingly frequent activity. Indeed, in 
fi ve studies (Baskind and Monkman, 1998; Cable, 
2003; Hancock et al., 2002; Mortimore et al., 1994; 
Neill, 2002a), it was perceived that TAs contributed 
directly to the assessment of children’s work.

Where pupils were consulted (for example, Bowers, 
1997), they tended to value the input of TAs. Very 
often, there was little difference in the views of 
children towards different members of classroom 
staff (Moyles and Suschitzky, 1997). Pupils saw 
TAs as helpers as well as teachers: that is, people 
whom they could turn to for support, such as 
additional explanation, clarifi cation, marking and 
feedback. They were also seen as people who 
listened to them and sometimes helped them to 
overcome problems.

In summary, from the fi rst review (Cajkler et 
al., 2006), it appeared that TAs were perceived 
as being signifi cant in securing pupil’s academic 
and social engagement. They were described as 
co-educators with teachers and as increasingly 
important stakeholders in the education process. 

1.5 Purpose and rationale for 
review

The second review of stakeholders’ perceptions 
about TAs’ contributions in mainstream secondary 
classrooms (1988-2005) would allow us to confi rm 
or add to the perceptions about primary school TAs, 
already reviewed and summarised above (Cajkler 
et al., 2006).

1.6 Authors, funders, and other 
users of the review

The review was funded by the TDA, managed 
by the EPPI-Centre Review Team and supported 
in kind by the University of Leicester, Bishop 
Grosseteste College, Lincoln, and Newman College, 
Birmingham. The review was conducted under the 
auspices of the Centre for Innovation in Raising 
Educational Achievement (CIREA) and the Centre 
for English Language Teacher Education and Applied 
Linguistics (CELTEAL) at the School of Education, 
University of Leicester, with the principal 
participants in the Review Group being Wasyl 
Cajkler, Dr Geoff Tennant, Professor Paul Cooper, 
Dr Rosie Sage, and our research associates, Rachel 
Tansey and Dr Yonca Tiknaz. In addition, Claire 
Taylor of Bishop Grosseteste College, Lincoln, 
and Professor Stan Tucker of Newman College, 
Birmingham, participated in the review.
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1.7 Review questions and approach 

The overall question for the series of reviews by 
this group and for the update of the systematic 
map of the literature is as follows:

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

For the in-depth analysis, this specifi c review sets 
out to answer the following question:

What are the perceptions of the principal 
educational stakeholders (pupils, parents, 
teachers and teaching assistants) of what 
teaching assistants do in relation to pupils’ 
academic and social engagement in mainstream 
secondary schools (1988-2005)?

This review explored beliefs, feelings and views 
about the roles, contributions and processes in 
which TAs engage. This involved considering studies 
that reported perceptions about the effects of TAs 
on the management and organisation of classrooms 
in which TAs are engaged. The review provided an 
opportunity to identify perceptions about some of 
the characteristics of teamwork between teachers 
and TAs, and interaction between different types of 
staff. Our experience in the fi rst review suggested 
that studies about TAs’ contributions would employ 
a mixture of methods but would almost certainly 
rely on individual interviews, questionnaires and 
possibly focus-group discussions. This proved to be 
the case.

Chapter 1 Background
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CHAPTER TWO

Methods used in the Review

2.1 User involvement 

2.1.1 Approach and rationale

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

• co-ordinating the tasks and stages associated with 
the review, from initial screening to fi nal data 
extraction

• inviting participation from teacher educators, 
trainers of TAs and other users (for example, LEA 
advisers) 

• agreeing the allocation of responsibilities for 
different parts of the review

• preparing and editing the fi nal report

The Review Group included members of staff from 
University of Leicester, Bishop Grosseteste College 
(BGC), Lincoln, and Newman College, Birmingham. 
All three institutions are involved in initial and 
continuing teacher education programmes, the 
principal immediate benefi ciaries of the review 
being teacher-trainers, and their trainees and 
teaching assistants. Users were invited to join the 
Advisory Group, which was expanded to include 
a TDA policy offi cer who was responsible for 
monitoring the remodelling of the teaching force. 

The Advisory Group 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 TAs and the director of a school of 
education. The remaining members were teacher or 
teaching assistant educators. A variety of TAs acted 
as a focus group for this second review, including 
a specialist teaching assistant (STA) course group 
of 12 from Leicester Local Authority, who were 

asked to act as a focus group to respond to fi ndings 
from the in-depth study in December 2005. By 
including people with a variety of experiences and 
backgrounds, care was given to a fair representation 
of perspectives.

2.1.2 User involvement in process of conducting the 
review 

All members of the Review Group played an active 
role in undertaking the review. Screening of studies 
were moderated by four review teams of two, drawn 
from the membership of the Review and Advisory 
Group, informed by regular communications with 
other members of the Advisory Group who did not 
have easy access to databases. In this way, user 
perspectives were incorporated into the screening 
of studies. The research associate conducted the 
screening and moderated by the Review Group, 
up to the mapping stage. For the keywording and 
data extraction of studies, review teams of two 
people were drawn from the Review Group as the 
availability of Advisory Group members in the fi rst 
review could not be sustained for this particular 
process

2.2 Identifying and describing 
studies

2.2.1 Defi ning relevant studies: Inclusion 
and exclusion criteria

In the fi rst stage of screening, titles and abstracts 
were screened by applying a number of predefi ned 
inclusion/exclusion criteria. The following inclusion/
exclusion criteria had already been applied to 
studies from 1970 to 2003, but were re-applied to 
new studies found for the period 2003-05 in order to 
update the fi rst review (Cajkler et al., 2006) so that 
it covered the period 1970-2005. 
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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) or English as an additional 
language(EAL)

b) be about the perspectives of stakeholders on the 
effects of TAs 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 and PLACE

To be included, the study had to be both:

a) reported and published in English and

b) published in the period 1970-2005 (i.e. from the 
decade when the school-leaving age rose to 16 in 
the United Kingdom)

3.STUDY TYPE

To be included, a study had to:

a) be based on primary empirical research, reporting 
perceptions

b) contain references to the perceptions of 
stakeholders (TAs, pupils, parents, headteachers 
and teachers) on the effects of TAs on pupils’ 
social and academic engagement

Exclusion 

1.SCOPE

Studies were excluded on any one or more of the 
following grounds:

a) if they were not about supporting pupils for 
academic and social engagement (including SEN/
EAL)

b) if they were not about perceptions of 
stakeholders on the effects of TAs on social and 
academic engagement (including SEN, EAL)

c) if they were not about pupils’ learning from 
Foundation Stage to KS5 (4-19)

d) 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

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

f) if the study was about support offered by trainee 
teachers or instructors.

2. TIME and PLACE

Studies were excluded if they were:

a) not published in English

b) not published in the period 1970-2005

3. STUDY TYPE

Studies were excluded if they were

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

2.2.2 Identifi cation of potential studies: 
search strategy

We conducted the searching of the databases and 
journals between April and June 2005. Key search 
terms drawing on those used in the fi rst review (see 
Appendix 2.2) were used to identify potential titles 
and abstracts for inclusion into the map. Recent 
reports and articles (e.g. Farrell et al., 1999) and 
the EPPI-Review conducted by Howes et al. (2003) 
were sources of guidance for the fi rst review and 
the debt to these should again be acknowledged 
for the second review. A set of search terms was 
generated to take account of variations in the 
use of names to describe support staff (teaching 
assistants, classroom assistants, classroom aides, 
teacher aides, learning support staff, learning 
support assistants, special needs support staff, 
learning mentors, ancillaries, paraprofessionals) and 
to identify perceptions (views, roles, expectations, 
perspectives, attitudes). These were reviewed and 
re-applied to bring the review up to mid-2005. 
Consequently, the search strategy again drew on 
terms that:

• suggested perceptions/views

• identifi ed different types of TAs (learning support, 
special needs assistants, paraprofessionals, 
teacher aides) 



A systematic literature review on the perceptions of ways in which teaching assistants work to support pu-
pils’ social and academic engagement in secondary classrooms (1988–2005)

16

• indicated that the support takes place in 
mainstream schools, both primary and secondary 

Reports and articles were identifi ed from the 
bibliographic databases: 

• British Education Index (BEI) 

• Educational Research Information Center (ERIC)

• PsycInfo

• ISI Web of Knowledge

• Australian Education Index (AEI) 

• International Bibliography of the Social Sciences 
(IBSS)

• Article First

• Education On-line

These were brought up to date and supplemented 
by handsearching of key journals recommended by 
members of the Review and Advisory Groups (see 
Appendix 2.3). 

Reference lists of key authors/papers were searched 
and citation searches were made of key authors/
papers (for example, Broer et al., 2005; Farrell 
et al., 1999;Gerber et al., 2001; Giangreco et al., 
2001c).

Key internet sites were searched. References were 
explored on key websites, such as those of the 
following: the National Foundation for Educational 
Research, the Department for Education and Skills, 
Current Educational Research in the UK (CERUK), the 
European Documentation and Information Service 
for Education (EUDISED), the Scottish Council for 
Research in Education (SCRE); the National Institute 
for Christian Educational Research (NICER), the 
British Educational Research Association (BERA), the 
Australian Educational Research Association (AERA) 
and the Australian Council for Educational Research 
(ACER).

The search was supported and guided by Roy Kirk, 
the specialist education librarian at the University of 
Leicester. 

An EndNote database system was set up to keep 
track of, and to code, studies found during the 
review. Titles and abstracts were imported and 
entered manually into the Endnote database. 

2.2.3 Screening studies: applying 
inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied 
successively to (i) titles and abstracts of new 
papers identifi ed, and (ii) full reports requested. 
Full reports obtained were entered into a second 
database of candidate studies for full inclusion in 

the map. The inclusion and exclusion criteria were 
re-applied to the full reports and those that did not 
meet the initial screening criteria were excluded.

2.2.4 Characterising included studies (if 
EPPI-Centre review: EPPI-Centre generic, 
discipline-specifi c and review-specifi c 
keywording)

Reports identifi ed in the updated searches as 
meeting the inclusion criteria were keyworded 
using the Eppi-Centre Core Keywording Strategy for 
Education Research, Version 0.9.7 (EPPI-Centre, 
2003a). Additional keywords, specifi c to the 
educational context of the review, were identifi ed 
for the fi rst review and these were re-used to ensure 
consistency (see Appendix 2.4). The review-specifi c 
mapping of studies focused specifi cally on the 
following:

• stakeholder perceptions (the review sought to 
identify studies that have stakeholders’ views as a 
signifi cant part of their research)

• teaching assistant roles and contributions

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

The results of the keywording of studies were added 
to the EPPI-Centre database, REEL, for others to 
access via the website.

2.2.5 Identifying and describing studies: 
quality-assurance process

Pairs of Review Group members, working fi rst 
independently and then comparing their decisions 
in order to arrive at a consensus, conducted the 
application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria 
and the keywording. Members of the EPPI-Centre 
applied criteria and keyworded a sample of studies 
for quality-assurance purposes.

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

Screening of reports: quality assurance

In order to establish clear criteria for inclusion, two 
reviewers subjected 250 citations to initial screening 
to evaluate the reliability and validity of the criteria 
and quality assure the screening process. EPPI-
Centre staff also screened a sample of 50 citations 
to check for consistency and accuracy in the Review 
Group’s screenings. Following confi rmation of 
consistency, 550 citations were issued to each of 
four reviewers for initial trial screening. Results 
were discussed at a meeting of the Review Group so 
that potential diffi culties were identifi ed.
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When screening full papers that were acquired for 
whole text screening (511 reports), a 10% sample 
of these was subjected to further moderation by 
members of the Review Group. EPPI-Centre staff 
sampled 10 papers to advise on, and establish, levels 
of consistency. 

Keywording of studies 

Six reviewers applied review-specifi c ‘pilot’ 
keywords independently to ten studies. Then, they 
compared their decisions and came to a consensus 
about the usefulness of the keywords. In addition, 
two reviewers conducted a similar exercise with 
a member of the EPPI-Centre staff. This helped 
to refi ne the review-specifi c keywords. Following 
agreement on the use of keywords, all members 
of the Review Group undertook keywording. 
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 

For this stage, the focus was narrowed to 
target studies that would yield data about the 
contributions that paid TAs make to academic and 
social engagement in secondary schools. This was a 
decision that the fi rst Review Group arrived at when 
it decided to focus the fi rst review on mainstream 
primary schools and the contribution of TAs to social 
and academic engagement (Cajkler et al., 2006). For 
this in-depth review, the review team applied the 
following additional in-depth criteria: 

a.The study had to report on pupils’ learning in the 
11-19 age range in mainstream secondary schools, 
and their equivalents in other countries. 

b.The study had to be published in the period 
1988-2005 (i.e. from the year when the National 
Curriculum was fi rst introduced in the UK).

c.The fi nal data extractions were restricted to 
Europe only, in the interests of both manageability 
and consistency with the fi rst review. 

The following in-depth criteria were applied to 
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 secondary (11-16/19) age 
group.

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

• TAs 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 TAs 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 academic 
engagement were: 

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.some description of how the sample was identifi ed 
and /or

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

See Appendix 4.5 for non-European studies (which 
were not conducted in Europe but met all other 
criteria above) excluded from the in-depth review; 
these were principally studies conducted in the USA.

2.3.2 Detailed description of studies in 
the in-depth review

Studies identifi ed as meeting the inclusion criteria 
were analysed in depth, using the EPPI-Centre’s 
detailed data-extraction review, Guidelines for 
Extracting Data and Quality Assessing Primary 
Studies in Education Research, Version 0.9.7 (EPPI-
Centre, 2003b), with the additional review-specifi c 
questions. The following details of each study 
were recorded: the focus of the study, the nature 
and characteristics of the sample (e.g. teaching 
assistants, special needs assistants, etc.), methods 
and perceptions or views described in the study. 

Particular attention was given to the methods in 
which perceptions were elicited and the principal 
fi ndings of each study. Checks were made to identify 
the following:

• context of the study (age range and type of 
school)

• stakeholder voices represented: teachers, 
teaching assistants, pupils, parents, headteachers 
and others (whether the studies had a single or 
multiple stakeholder view focus)

• ways in which the perceptions were elicited

• contributions identifi ed by each of the stakeholder 
groups

• fi ndings about contributions to social and 
academic engagement
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• weighting of the evidence in the studies 
supporting the fi ndings

Reviewers were instructed to use the results 
and conclusions sections of the EPPI-Reviewer to 
extract all the perceptions reported in the studies 
exhaustively, including full quotations about the 
perceptions of teaching assistant contributions to 
pupils’ academic and social engagement.

Some studies meeting the inclusion criteria for data 
extraction had already been covered by the inclusion 
review group (Howes et al., 2003), while other 
studies had been included in our fi rst review, as they 
focused on both primary and secondary education. 
In these instances, existing data extractions were 
used. These were quality checked and augmented 
to extract perceptions about practice in mainstream 
secondary settings.

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

Three components have been identifi ed by EPPI-
Centre to help make explicit the process of 
apportioning different weights to the fi ndings and 
conclusions of different studies. This weight of 
evidence is a measure of the research quality and 
relevance of the study in relation to our review 
question. The EPPI-Centre weights of evidence are 
based on: 

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

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

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)

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

The fi rst review was delayed by a weakness in our 
application of the weights of evidence system, which 
was found to be inadequately nuanced to allow 
reviewers to make clearly differentiated judgments. 
As a result, the Review Group modifi ed the system 
of weights to refl ect the nuances of the judgments 
that we needed to make about the studies.This 
modifi cation involved personalising the Weights of 
Evidence system in order to apply them consistently 
across the descriptive studies that we encountered.

As a result, the more refi ned system involved:

1.subdividing the basic three categories into low, 
low-medium, medium-low, medium, medium-high, 
high-medium, high, which allowed reviewers to 
make fi ner distinctions between studies (which 

were often quite similar in approach and scope)

2.stipulating that the rating of WoE D could never 
be higher than the rating of WoE:A, as quality 
of research is crucial in all studies, irrespective 
of the scope or message they may offer about 
teaching assistant contributions

3.using a numerical system that would take us from 
WoE A, WoE B and WoE C to WoE D, without having 
to re-calculate every time.

A table of the following criteria for each level was 
issued to reviewers.

We introduced a structure to the way in which 
weights of evidence A, B and C were judged. This 
was the numerical scale and its word equivalent in 
the above table. 

To support this process, weight of evidence A 
was referenced back to specifi c questions in the 
data extraction, pointing reviewers to particular 
questions that we particularly wanted borne in mind 
when they make a judgement on A. We then linked 
these questions to standards that you would expect 
the study to attain to be assessed as high, medium, 
low, etc.

2.3.4 Synthesis of evidence

The data was synthesised to bring together 
the studies which answer the review question 
and which meet the quality criteria relating to 
appropriateness and methodology. The report of the 
synthesis is likely to take the form of a descriptive 
report identifying the ways in which the voices 
of different stakeholders emerge in the research 
studies. Summaries of different perspectives may 
be provided to refl ect the views expressed by the 
participants, if the views of different stakeholders 
are clearly differentiated. Otherwise, general tables 
of perceptions will be presented, with commentary 
on the provenance of the views expressed in the 
range of studies subjected to in-depth scrutiny. 

Drawing on the experience of the fi rst review, in the 
second synthesis, we:

• synthesised the qualitative data thematically;

• used a highlighting scheme, by hand, to code 

Level WoE A WoE B WoE C WoE D

High 7 7 7 20-21*

High-Medium 6 6 6 17-19*

Medium-High 5 5 5 14-16*

Medium 4 4 4 11-13*

Medium-Low 3 3 3 8-10*

Low-medium 2 2 2 5-7*

Low 1 1 1 3-4* 

*except where WoE A is in a lower band
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perceptions and assist in the thematic analysis. 

Ten of the papers focused on both primary and 
secondary schools (Bowers, 1997; Ebersold, 2003; 
Farrell et al. 1999; Hemmingsson et al., 2003; 
MENCAP, 1999; Moran and Abbott, 2002; Mortimore 
et al., 1994; Neill, 2002a; O’Brien and Garner, 2001; 
Shaw, 2001). The review builds on the initial analysis 
of the fi rst set of 10 studies above, which report 
fi ndings for primary and secondary schools together. 
In this review, we focused on identifying perceptions 
about secondary school teaching assistants in the 
cross-setting studies and in secondary-specifi c 
studies.

2.3.5 In-depth review: quality-assurance 
process

Data extraction

Data extraction and assessment of the weight 
of evidence brought by the study to address the 
review question were conducted by pairs of Review 
Group members, working fi rst independently and 
then comparing their decisions and coming to a 
consensus. When there was a disagreement, a third 
member of the Review Group acted as arbitrator 
and negotiated a consensus. For quality-assurance 
purposes, members of the EPPI-Centre contributed 
to the process in the data extraction for the fi nal set 

of studies. 

Detailed guidelines about the approach to be 
followed were issued, with particular focus on 
the extraction of results from the studies and the 
conclusions about TAs’ contributions. The results 
sections of all the data extractions were examined 
by one of the two lead researchers and the research 
associate in order to ensure that the results of 
the studies had been recorded exhaustively and 
consistently (EPPI-Centre, 2003d, sections K2 and 
K6), using direct quotations wherever possible. In 
the fi rst review, this was done after completion of 
fi ve data extractions; however, in the second review, 
this was done from the outset.

Synthesis

The team of reviewers working independently 
extracted result sections of the data- extractions 
tool (EPPI-Centre, 2003d) by hand to identify and 
highlight perceptions of contributions, labelling each 
in turn. These extracted perceptions were compared 
by pairs of reviewers and grouped in recurring 
themes. The data extracted in this way was analysed 
by sorting the results of the different studies into 
themes by a constant comparison method, involving 
pairs of reviewers analysing the data for common 
contributions.
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CHAPTER THREE

Identifying and describing studies: results

This chapter describes the systematic map of 168 studies, illustrating the sources of the studies, This chapter describes the systematic map of 168 studies, illustrating the sources of the studies, 
their focus, scope and contexts, terms used to describe TAs, the nature of their work, and the 
voices of stakeholders represented in the mapped studies. The 168 studies, written in English, but 
from all parts of the world, cover the period 1970-2005 and all phases of mainstream education 
(nursery, primary and secondary schools). The 168 studies were keyworded and analysed in general 
terms.

3.1 Studies included from searching 
and screening

Two major searches took place to build the database 
for this review. First of all, in 2003-04, a database 
of over 10,000 citations was created covering the 
period 1970-2003. This yielded 145 studies in the 
systematic map, which was used as the basis for 
our fi rst review (Cajkler et al., 2006). In 2005, this 
database was updated through a further search for 
studies published in the period 2003 to mid-2005. 
The results of this search were merged with those 
of the fi rst to create a database of 10,545 possible 
citations. From this, we systematically mapped 
a further 23 studies that addressed the research 
question across all key stages of mainstream 
education (4-19), giving a combined map of 
168 studies on which we could draw to analyse 
perceptions of teaching assistant contributions. In 
addition, we identifi ed the MENCAP study (1999) 
that the fi rst review had failed to identify, but it 
was included in the map in this review. This map 
contains studies of both primary and secondary 
school practice. However, for the fi nal in-depth 
analysis, the second review focuses on TAs working 
at secondary level (11-19), a focus that led to 
detailed examination of 17 studies (10 cross-phase 
and 7 secondary specifi c).

The process of building the database for our two 
reviews went through the following stages:

• identifying new papers which were reported 
between 1970 and 2005

• searching bibliographical databases and journals 

(10, 545 references identifi ed, for screening)

• entering the citations into the ENDNOTE database

• applying inclusion and exclusion criteria (see 
Appendix 2.1)

• screening 511 full papers 

• characterising the included studies by EPPI-Centre 
keywording tool

• applying in-depth criteria and refi ning the review 
question

• data extracting in-depth review studies (17)

Following exhaustive screening of the 10,545 titles 
and abstracts (252 duplicate citations excluded), 544 
papers were identifi ed as being potentially relevant 
for inclusion in the map. These required full text 
screening. Of the 544 papers ordered, a total of 
511 were received and then the full papers were 
screened. This screening process was carried out by 
pairs of reviewers and was moderated. 168 studies 
(reported in 186 papers) were found to meet the 
inclusion criteria.

These 168 studies were keyworded, using the EPPI-
Centre Core Keywording Strategy (EPPI-Centre, 
2002a). This was followed by application of in-depth 
criteria (Appendix 2.1) to studies in the systematic 
map to identify which should be included in the in-
depth review 

This process resulted in 17 studies being identifi ed 
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for inclusion in the in-depth review. Figure 3.1 
summarises the stages of the systematic review. See 
Appendix 3.1 for a fi gure describing the fi rst review 
on which the second review built and Appendix 3.2 
for details of some of the primary focused studies 
entered in the updated map (e.g. Blatchford et al., 
2004). 

Section 1 of Figure 3.1 shows how, during the course 
of reviews 1 and 2, exclusion criteria were used 
to exclude over 10,000 studies, with criterion X1 
(not about perceptions of stakeholders) and X2 (not 
about TAs) being the common reasons for exclusion. 
Of the papers, 5,875 were not about perceptions nor 
about TAs as defi ned in section 1.2.2.

3.2 Characteristics of the 168 
included studies (systematic map 
1970–2005)

Following application of the exclusion criteria to 
511 full documents, the 168 studies remaining were 
characterised using the generic EPPI-Centre (EPPI-
Centre, 2003a) and review-specifi c keyword tools to 
create a systematic map of the research literature. 
The keywords that were applied during this analysis 
constituted the basis for the data presented in this 
chapter. The map contained studies relating to 
all phases of education. The studies that include 
secondary schools totalled 67 and, within these, only 
19 had an exclusively secondary school focus (see 
tables 3.2 and 3.3). The following sections report 
the results of the two keywording exercises.

3.2.1 Generic EPPI-Centre keywords

The generic EPPI-Centre keywords (see section 
2.2 4) allowed reviewers to identify the following 
features in the studies:

• how the paper 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 
general focus, so this is not discussed)

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

• age and sex of learners (but only if learners 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)

Comparisons were made with results from the fi rst 
review and, where appropriate, these are indicated 
in the tables in the second column. However, almost 
all keywords revealed similar patterns of distribution 
to those for the fi rst study (Cajkler et al., 2006).

The identifi cation of the papers 

Table 3.1 summarises the use of databases and 
the combined results for searches of both the fi rst 
review (1970–2003) and the updated studies (2003-
2005) to form the database for the second review.

Results from the fi rst review are included for 
comparison in the second column, with fi gures in 
brackets showing how many were included in the 
map for the fi rst review (Cajkler et al., 2006).

Note: The 186 papers in the fi rst map were found to 
form 168 studies as 18 papers were linked to others 
in the map. These 18 papers reported on the same 
research projects as the lead study which we kept in 
the map.

The most productive searches for the map occurred 
using the ERIC, Psycinfo, AEI and BEI databases, 
even though the latter only gave limited guidance 
on each study, usually not including an abstract. AEI 
produced many references in number but few of 
these made it through the inclusion and exclusion 
screenings. ERIC yielded fewer papers than expected 
for the second review. 71 papers were identifi ed 
through handsearching of relevant journals and from 
bibliographies of relevant papers. The handsearching 
unearthed the above-mentioned MENCAP study that 
added further evidence to support the picture of TA 
contributions described in Cajkler et al., (2006). 

Origin of studies 

The 168 studies originated from eight countries, 
with 66 studies from Europe (62 from the UK), 
fi ve from Australia, two from New Zealand and 
fi ve from Canada. The majority of studies (N=90) 
had been conducted in the USA, followed by 62 
in the UK. There was only one transnational study 
comparing data from different countries, despite the 
prominence afforded to TAs in the USA and the UK in 
the last thirty years.

Educational setting of the study

The majority of the studies spanned phases of 
education (for example, collecting data from 
primary and secondary schools), so codes in the 
table below are not mutually exclusive. Such cross-
phase and secondary school studies were in the 
minority (N=67) perhaps because TAs have been 
more commonly employed in primary schools. Of 
these studies, 48 focused on more than one phase 
of education (for example, primary/secondary or 
nursery/ primary/ secondary) and only 19 had an 
exclusively secondary school focus. Ten of the 19 
secondary only studies had been conducted in the 
UK, six in the USA.
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STAGE 1
Identifi cation of 
potential studies

STAGE 2
Application 
of exclusion 
criteria

STAGE 3
Character isation

STAGE 4
Synthesis

10,474 citations identifi ed

Citations excluded
XA N = 143
XO N = 633
X1 N = 3,196
X2 N = 2,679
X3 N = 356
X4 N = 174
X5 N = 150
X6 N = 65
X7 N = 1,321
X8 N = 1,020
X9 N = 4
XNA N = 6
XGAZ N =2
TOTAL : 9,749

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

725 citations

796 citations 

71 citations 
identifi ed

544 citations identifi ed 
in total

33 papers not obtainedAcquisition of 
reports

511 reports 
obtained

Full-document 
screening

Reports excluded
XA N =1
XO N =0
X1 N =141
X2 N =68
X3 N =4
X4 N =5
X5 N =2
X6 N =33
X7 N =69
X8 N =1
X9 N =0
XNA N =1
XGAZ N =0
TOTAL : 325

168 studies in 186 reports included

Systematic map
of 168 studies in 186 reports

Studies excluded 
from in-depth 
review
Criterion 1 : 93
Criterion 2 : 32
Criterion 3
NX5 = 14
NX6 = 79
NX7 = 1
NX8 = 2
TOTAL : 151

In-depth review
of 17 studies 

252 duplicates excluded

Title and abstract 
screening

Figure 3.1 Filtering of papers from searching to map to synthesis  
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Table 3.1
Database or other origin of the papers in the mapping study

First review 
1970-2003

Total found 1970-
2005

Included in map 1970-2005

ERIC 6,513 (92) 6575 95

BEI 442 (27) 478 34

Psycinfo 2,045 (16) 2127 18

AEI 515 (1) 553 3

ISI Web of Science 203 (8) 395 10

IBSS 81 (1) 136 2

Article First 167 (1) 208 4

Hand-searching 57 (16) 71 20

Personal contacts 0 2 0

Total 10,023 (145) 10,545 186

Table 3.2
Country of the 168 mapped studies (1970-2005*)

Country First review 
map 
(N=145)

Whole 
map
 (N=168)

Cross phase 
studies 
(N=48)

Secondary school only 
studies 
 (N=19)

USA 83 90 28 6

UK 48 62 12 10

Australia 3 5 2 1

Canada 5 5 2 2

New Zealand 2 2 1 0

Sweden 1 1 1 0

France 2 2 1 0

Italy 1 1 1 0

Total 145 168 48 19

*Codes mutually exclusive*Codes mutually exclusive

Table 3.3
Educational setting (N=168*)

Educational setting First map
(N=145)

Whole map 
(N=168)

Nursery school (5 included in primary schools) 24 27

Primary school 107 127

Pupil referral unit 1 1

Residential school 1 1

Secondary school 60 67

Middle school 0 1

Special needs schools 18 21

Other educational setting 13 16
*codes not mutually exclusive
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Table 3.4 shows the school types in the countries 
covered by this study. This reveals the large number 
of studies with a multiple focus, demonstrating the 
diffi culty of identifying phase-specifi c perceptions. 
So, the review included few studies in the map 
with an exclusively secondary-classroom focus, 
that addressed the review question in any depth. 
This left the Review Group with a choice, whether 
to include only phase-specifi c studies or to include 
cross-phase studies that included a partial focus on 
secondary schools. The latter option was chosen 
but we decided to highlight, where possible, phase-
specifi c perceptions.

Diffi culties of classifi cation arose: for example, 
Broer et al. (2005) probably focused exclusively on 
secondary schools but the respondents were in their 
20s and were recalling their experiences at school so 
this was described as ‘Other’. One study is described 
as a study of middle schools (Sabin and Donnellan, 
1993, in the USA). Occasionally, reviewers had 
diffi culty determining the exact educational setting: 
for example, Seyfarth and Canady (1970) seemed 
to focus in their report on schools in general, so 
was keyworded as ‘Other’. Eight studies focus 
specifi cally on special education schools, but up to 
14 others include a partial focus on special needs 
provision in special schools.

Population focus 

Another classifi cation challenge arose when trying to 
determine the population focus. We often found that 
the population focus in the studies in the map was 
not exclusive and the principal focus was sometimes 
diffi cult to extract as many studies had a multiple 
focus: for example, on several or even all the 
participants in the inclusion process (pupils, parents, 
teachers, TAs, as in the cases of Ebersold, 2003; 
Farrell et al., 1999; MENCAP, 1999).

Despite this, we agreed that 163 studies focused 
principally on TAs. This distribution was consistent 
whether the focus was secondary or primary or 
mixed phase. Anomalies occurred with Bang and 
Lamb (1996), DeCusati and Johnson (2004), Fox et 
al. (2004), whose central focus was deemed to be on 
learners, and Little (2003) on parents and learners. 
Little looked at provision for 4-17 year-olds and the 
perceptions of 404 mothers about the resources 
available to support students with Asperges 
syndrome and non-verbal learning disorders. 

Bang and Lamb (1996) focused on reporting the 
views of secondary school pupils. Nevertheless, 
they reported the important perception that TAs 
greatly assisted secondary students to understand 
directions and stay focused on tasks, but students 
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 of this 
important perception, it was included in the map. 

Parents had slightly higher representation in the map 
for the second review (13 studies being 8% of the 
whole map, compared with 6% in the fi rst review). 
Otherwise, the proportions were similar to those of 
the fi rst review. While there were no studies that 
focused exclusively on parents in particular in the 
secondary studies, their voices were nevertheless 
reported. 

Topic focus

All but one (Chopra and French, 2004) of the 
studies were characterised as being about ‘teaching 
and learning’ but 45% of the studies (N=72) 
were additionally keyworded ‘organisation and 
management’ because they also related to how TAs 
were deployed and managed in schools, some in 
support of one learner, others in more general roles. 

In addition, an even larger number of studies, 
keyworded as ‘equal opportunities’ (N=76), focused 
on inclusion in mainstream settings (for example, 
Bowers, 1997; Broer et al., 2005; Hemmingsson 
et al., 2003; MENCAP, 1999, among many others), 
involving improving pupils’ opportunities to learn 
and/or integrate through access to the curriculum, 
and participate constructively in the social settings 
in schools. Again, codes are not mutually exclusive. 
Very few studies focused specifi cally on supporting 
an aspect of curriculum: for example, support for 
the teaching of science (Busher and Blease, 2000) or 
foreign languages (Chambers and Pearson, 2004); on 
the contrary, most had a general educational focus. 

From the map, however, we could conclude that TAs 
are principally perceived to be engaged in issues 
related to teaching and learning (i.e. supporting 
pupils and their learning), confi rming the pattern 
in the fi rst review (Cajkler et al., 2006). This is 
certainly true of the secondary school sector as 
Table 3.6 shows in the fi nal two columns.

In secondary schools, as in primaries, the principal 
focus was on teaching and learning, followed 
by securing inclusion and integration (equal 
opportunities). A study by Chopra and French 
(2004) was not coded as focusing on teaching and 
learning as the purpose of the study was to explore 
relationships with parents. In addition, very few 
studies focused in detail on managing behaviour, 
although this was often mentioned in studies as a 
contribution that TAs made.

Study type

The majority of studies were characterised as 
‘descriptions’ (N=142). Two studies were classifi ed 
as explorations of relationships. Where the writers 
claimed to be conducting evaluations, reviewers 
characterised accordingly, even where their 
interpretation might suggest that ‘description’ was 
a more apt classifi cation for the study. In cross-
phase and secondary school focused studies, perhaps 
a slightly higher percentage (12 of 67) involved 
evaluations, but this was not signifi cantly different 
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to the pattern in the whole map.

Three studies were double-coded as descriptions 
and naturally occurring evaluations (Durrant and 
Kramer, 2005; Getz, 1972; Zeichner, 1979). The 
Durrant and Kramer (2005) study is cross-phase 
while Zeichner (1979) focused on primary schools. 
Turner and Miles(1980) was classifi ed as a description 
and exploration of relationships, despite being 
called an evaluation. This explains the total of 172 
keywordings.

Of the studies that focused exclusively on secondary 
schools (fi nal column in table 3.7), four of the 
naturally occurring evaluations were pre-1988 
studies conducted in the USA. Hooker (1985) focused 
on parent volunteers working to improve reading in 
secondary schools and there were three studies of 
paraprofessional effectiveness (Getz, 1972; Giersch, 
1973; West, 1970). One of the latter (Getz, 1972) 
focused entirely on secondary schools, in particular 
English departments and bilingual education. 

Of the 10 studies that focused exclusively on 
secondary schools in the UK, the following types 
were identifi ed:

Descriptions: Busher and Blease (2000); Chambers 
and Pearson (2004); Golze (2002); Jarvis (2003); 
Jerwood (1999); Kerry (2003); Roaf (2003); 
Mortimore et al. (1994) (Mortimore et al. (1994) is 
a book with clearly divided sections so primary and 
secondary studies can be differentiated without 
diffi culty.)

Evaluations (naturally occurring): Ellis (2003); 
Vulliamy and Webb (2003)

Busher and Blease (2000) studied the contributions 
of associate staff in science (technicians); Chambers 
and Pearson (2004) described teaching assistant 
contributions in modern language classes; Golze 
(2002) explored perceptions of TAs, technicians and 
administrative staff; Jarvis (2003) looked at support 
for hearing impaired pupils; Jerwood (1999) focused 
on special needs assistants, and Kerry (2003) on 
learning mentors. Mortimore et al. (1994), one of 
the most wide-ranging studies of support staff in 
general, explored a variety of associate staff roles 
and contributions; and Roaf (2004) reported TAs in 
focus group interviews. In the two UK evaluation 
studies, Ellis (2003) evaluated intergenerational 
mentoring (older people coming in to school to 
mentor pupils), while Vulliamy and Webb (2003) 
evaluated the effectiveness of social work trained 
support workers. The fi nal data for this review 
was mainly 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 
discover:

1. the status of the TAs (paid, unpaid, volunteer)

2. which stakeholder perceptions are reported 
(headteachers, teachers, TAs, 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 TAs (e.g. teaching aide; 
teaching assistant; learning support assistant)

8. the age of the students assisted by TAs

Status of teaching assistants

The majority of TAs (N=153) investigated in the 168 
studies were paid. A small number of studies (N=5) 
included both paid and unpaid volunteer support. 
In studies that focused on secondary schools, 63 
included paid aides.

Stakeholder perceptions

The mapped studies gave voice to a range of 
stakeholders, with TAs and teachers being most 
strongly represented. 72% of the mapped studies 
allowed TAs a voice. The next most frequently 
heard voice after teachers and TAs was that of 
headteachers. Much less frequently consulted in 
research studies were the pupils, who found a voice 
in 31 studies. Their parents’ views were similarly 
less prominent than other stakeholders, featuring in 
29 studies. Of these, 11 were UK-based studies and 
14 USA studies. This distribution is also typical of 
studies that include secondary schools as indicated 
in Table 3.9. The perceptions reported in Chapter 4 
of this review are dominated by teachers, TAs and 
headteachers. However, the proportion of studies 
featuring pupil and parent voices was greater than in 
our fi rst review, as shown in Table 3.9.

However, proportionally, pupils’ perceptions appear 
to be included more frequently in the UK than in the 
USA, with 15 studies (out of 62) in the UK offering a 
voice to pupils and 10 in the USA (out of 92). On the 
other hand, we did not fi nd any UK studies of former 
pupils’ perceptions similar to that conducted by 
Broer et al. (2005) who asked young adults to recall 
and refl ect on their experiences of support. 

To whom support is offered and reasons for support

Many reports offered more than one reason for the 
presence of additional adults in the classroom. Table 
3.10 summarises the Review Group’s attempt to 
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classify the reasons for the presence of additional 
adults in the classroom. The codes were not 
mutually exclusive as many studies described 
support of different types: for example, to include 
individuals with a physical disability, to offer general 
SEN support, to help manage behaviour or to offer 
bilingual support. Some studies focused on specialist 
teaching assistant contributions to sub-groups of 
learners. These included working with children 
with behavioural and emotional diffi culties, and 
support workers securing inclusion for children 
with a physical disability. Reviewers had diffi culty 
identifying the focus and reason for support in some 
studies and concluded that many studies fell into the 
category of general classroom support. This was true 
of secondary school studies.

Most of the contributions have both a social and 
academic dimension, and sometimes these two 
overlap to a great extent. For example, general 
classroom support could involve keeping pupils on 
tasks, mediating learning, interpreting instructions. 
This demonstrates the fact that different kinds of 
support are not easily compartmentalised for ease 
of analysis. Overall, the contributions towards 
social and academic engagement are very varied. 
The Review Group explored categories through 
EPPI-reviewer to seek more information about the 
following keywordings:

• general classroom support

• physical disability

• academic support for diagnosed condition

• behaviour management

• English as an additional language and bilingual 
support

General classroom support

Inclusion of pupils with particular needs, such as 
physical or intellectual disabilities, was the most 
common reason given for the deployment of TAs. 
However, general classroom support was identifi ed 
as the reason in 76 studies. While many additional 
adults were assigned to individual pupils, 46% of the 
studies described TAs being deployed for general 
support to groups of pupils. Indeed, the review 
confi rmed the recent trend towards the increasing 
use of assistants in mainstream classrooms for 
general support in recent decades. This trend is 
refl ected in cross-phase and secondary school 
studies, with 32 of the 67 studies that included a 
secondary focus. Of the 19 secondary school studies, 
nine had this focus.

Physical disability 

Analysing the studies of support for children with 
a physical disability into two categories, with one 
focusing principally on the pastoral/caring role 
(N=18), the other on providing academic support 

(N=33), proved to be an unrewarding classifi cation. 
Only three studies were classifi ed as belonging 
exclusively to the caring category: Lamont and Hill 
(1991), Bang and Lamb (1996), and Chopra and 
French (2004). However, revisiting these studies, 
it was agreed that the division of pastoral/caring 
support and academic support could not be 
justifi ed and sustained. As a result, we concluded 
that 37 studies in the map dealt specifi cally with 
pastoral/academic support for learners with physical 
disabilities. Of these, we could only identify 
four UK-based studies that included a focus on 
physical disability: Baskind and Monkman (1998), 
Clayton (1994), Jarvis (2003), and Moran and 
Abbott (2002). Jarvis (2003) focuses exclusively on 
secondary schools, while Moran and Abbott (2002) 
have a multiple focus on primary and post-primary 
schools with moderate learning diffi culty (MLD) 
units. There are three mainland-European cross-
phase school studies about supporting pupils with 
disabilities in the systematic map: one from Sweden 
(Hemmingsson et al., 2003), another from France 
(Ebersold, 2003) and one from Italy (Palladino et al., 
1999). 

Of the non-European studies about academic support 
for pupils with physical disability, only two had an 
exclusive focus on secondary schools (Bang and 
Lamb, 1996; Case and Johnson, 1986). A USA study 
by Minondo et al. (2001) also had this focus but this 
was a study of primary/middle school provision. 
Other cross-phase school studies included a partial 
focus on secondary schools, with ten in the USA 
(Frank et al., 1988; Gartland et al. 1985; Giangreco 
et al. 1997; Giangreco et al. 2001a, b; Giangreco et 
al., 2002; Goessling, 1998; Little, 2003; Marks et al., 
1999; Stinson and Liu, 1999); one from New Zealand 
(Prochnow et al., 2000) and one from Australia 
(Arthur and Foreman, 2002). 

Academic support for diagnosed condition

Of the 18 studies keyworded as covering diagnosed 
conditions (such as autism or dyslexia), 15 focused 
on primary schools; just fi ve were cross-phase and 
three concentrated on nursery provision. Seven of 
the 18 were conducted in the UK. They explored 
support for pupils with varying diagnosed conditions 
from the viewpoints of different stakeholders:

• Bennett et al. (1996), a case study of a child with 
autism in a primary school 

• MENCAP (1999), on primary and secondary pupils 
with SLD/PMLD 

• Lacey (2001), on primary school teachers’, pupils’ 
with SLD/PMLD and parents’ perceptions about 
LSAs 

• Moran and Abbott (2002), whose study has a cross-
phase focus covering a range of conditions (for 
example, SLD, MLD, partial hearing and partial 
sight units) 
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Population focus First map
(N = 145)

Whole map
(N = 168 )

Cross-phase studies 
(N = 48)

Secondary schools 
(N = 19)

Learners 46 55 13 8

Senior management 23 25 10 1

Teaching staff 76 83 22 10

Non-teaching staff (TAs) 144 163 47 18

Other education practitioners 1 1 1 0

Local education authority offi cers 3 3 0 0

Parents 9 13 5 0

Other population focus 7 9 5 0

*codes not mutually exclusive

Table 3.5 
Population focus/foci of the study (N =168*)

Focus First map
(N = 145)

Whole map
(N = 168 )

Cross-phase studies 
(N = 48)

Secondary schools 
(N = 19)

Teaching and learning 145 167 48 19

Organisation and management 
(people and resources)

70 71 21 9

Equal opportunities (inclusion) 61 76 30 7

Curriculum 13 13 2 3

Classroom management (including 
behaviour)

8 8 1 1

Policy 8 8 2 1

Assessment 1 1 1 1

Teacher careers 1 1 0 0

Other topic focus 5 5 1 2

*codes not mutually exclusive

Table 3.6 
Topic focus of the study (N =168*)

Study type First map
(N = 145)

Whole map
(N = 168 )

Cross-phase studies 
(N = 48)

Secondary school 
only studies 
(N = 19)

Description 119 142 41 14

Exploration of relationships 2 2 0 0

Evaluation: naturally occurring 22 25 5 6

Evaluation: researcher-manipulated 3 3 1 0

*codes not mutually exclusive

Table 3.7 
Study type of keyworded studies (N =168*)
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Status of teaching 
assistants

First map
(N = 145)

Whole map 
(N = 168)

Cross-phase studies 
(N = 48)

Secondary school 
only studies 
(N = 19)

Paid only 136 153 45 17

Volunteer and paid 13 5 1 0

Volunteer 2 10 2 2

*Codes not mutually exclusive*Codes not mutually exclusive

Stakeholder 
perceptions reported

First map
(N = 1,450)

Whole map 
(N = 168)

Cross-phase studies 
(N = 48)

Secondary school 
only studies 
(N = 19)

Headteachers/ senior 
management team

50 (34%) 57 (34%) 22 (46%) 5

Parents 20 (14%) 29 (17%) 11 (23%) 4

Pupils 21 (14%) 31 (18%) 11 (23%) 8

TAs 109 (75%) 122 (72%) 30 (63%) 15

Teachers 106 (73%) 117 (69%) 36 (74%) 13

Other 16 (11%) 18 (11%) 8 (17%) 2

* Percentages do not add up to 100% because codes are not mutually exclusive.* Percentages do not add up to 100% because codes are not mutually exclusive.* Percentages do not add up to 100% because codes are not mutually exclusive.* Percentages do not add up to 100% because codes are not mutually exclusive.

Declared reason for 
the presence of TAs

First map 
(N = 145)

Whole map
(N = 168)

Cross-phase studies
(N = 48)

Secondary school 
only studies 
(N = 19)

Foreign language 
lesson support

1 2 0 1

Support for young 
children (nursery 
nurse)

8 8 0 0

English as additional 
language 

12 14 1 0

Bilingual support N/A 14 0 0

Behaviour management 12 15 6 2

Academic support for 
low attainer

15 16 5 4

Academic support for 
diagnosed condition 
(e.g. dyslexia, autism)

11 18 5 0

General SEN 24 25 14 3

Physical disability 
(caring and/or 
academic support)

32 37 18 3

General classroom 
support

64 76 23 9

Other 14 14 4 1

* Codes not mutually exclusive.* Codes not mutually exclusive.

Table 3.8 
Status of teaching assistants (N =168*)

Table 3.9 
Stakeholder perceptions reported (N =168*)

Table 3.10 
Declared reasons for the presence of TAs (N =168*)
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• MacKay et al. (2003), on primary-aged pupils with 
autism 

• Groom and Rose (2005), on emotional/behavioural 
diffi culties

• Fox et al. (2004), on primary-aged pupils with 
Down syndrome

Secondary school studies seem again to be relatively 
under-represented in the research literature.

English as an additional language and bilingual 
support

Unfortunately, we could fi nd no UK/EU studies of 
stakeholders’ views about this important support 
role in secondary schools. The only study that 
entered the map was conducted by Lee et al. in 
1974, a study of trained bilingual teacher aides’ 
contributions to the development of literacy in 
two primary schools and one junior high school. 
Otherwise, studies of bilingual support for pupils 
with English as an additional language (EAL) have 
been largely confi ned to primary/nursery schools, 
eight mapped studies relating to the primary phase 
and fi ve to primary/nursery provision. 

Of these, only four had been conducted in the UK 
(Cable, 2003/2004; Collins and Simco, 2004; Cable 
et al., 2004). Cable’s work had been included in 
the review of primary perceptions, but the area 
seems to have been relatively under-researched, 
particularly in secondary schools. Martin-Jones and 
Saxena (1996) have studied the discourse practices 
in classroom with bilingual TAs in two primary school 
reception classes but found that the main action of 
the classroom is dominated by monolingual English-
speaking teachers; their study was excluded from 
our map because it was not about perceptions. 
Our searches revealed no comparable studies of 
secondary school provision. In addition, it must be 
noted that there were studies excluded before the 
mapping stage which dealt with the ways in which 
bilingual paraprofessionals worked in secondary 
schools: for example, the work of Wenger et al. 
(2002, 2004), which draws on culturally responsive 
approaches to teaching, exemplifi ed by bilingual 
paraprofessionals.

Behaviour management

It might be perceived that TAs are 
often seen as behaviour managers 
but relatively few studies (N=15) 
declared that the principal reason 
for the presence of TAs related 
to behaviour management (e.g. 
keeping pupils on task, preventing 
disruptive behaviour). Nevertheless, 
for many TAs, this was clearly a 
way in which they contributed to 
social engagement. Nine studies 
were conducted in the UK, with 
one focusing on a secondary school 

(Roaf, 2003) and two cross-phase studies (Moran 
and Abbott, 2002; Durrant and Kramer, 2005). In 
the last two cases, there is little detail about what 
TAs do to manage behaviour, but it is mentioned 
as a focus. On the other hand, Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003) report in detail on the contribution of social 
work trained support workers to bring about positive 
change in pupil behaviour in secondary schools. Roaf 
(2003) also includes TAs’ own descriptions of how 
they contribute to managing behaviour, clearly a 
signifi cant contribution in Roaf’s secondary school. 
Nevertheless, while managing behaviour was often 
mentioned as being a contribution made by TAs, it 
was rarely the principal focus of a study, so we have 
very limited description in total. Other studies in the 
map were restricted to primary schools (Clayton, 
1993, 1994; Gamman, 2003; Groom and Rose, 2003) 
and one to a special school (Porter and Lacey, 1999). 
As a result, we know relatively little about how 
TAs contribute to promoting positive behaviours in 
secondary schools. 

Type of engagement involved

Contributions were broadly socio-academic in 
nature, with increasing dependence on TAs to 
provide direct in-class support for learning, rather 
than clerical/administrative support. It appeared 
that TAs fulfi lled a number of diverse functions in 
relation to classroom support, with the vast majority 
clearly involved in both social and academic 
engagement. Several reports suggested that TAs are 
involved in signifi cant constructive interactions with 
pupils (for example, Downing et al., 2000; Farrell et 
al., 1999; Giangreco et al., 1997, 2003; Shaw, 2001). 
In a minority of studies, it was diffi cult to classify 
the nature of the contributions that TAs were 
expected to make.

Terms for teaching assistants

Teaching assistants have a range of titles. In 
the USA, the terms are usually ‘teacher aide’ or 
‘paraprofessional’ (e.g. Falk, 1975; French and 
Chopra, 1999; Giangreco et al., 2001a); in the UK, 
‘classroom assistant’, ‘learning support assistant’ 
or ‘teaching assistant’. Farrell et al. (1999, p 55) 
argued in favour of the use of the term ‘learning 
support assistant’ in the following way:

In general, titles should be defined in such a way that 

Type of 
engagement

First map
(N=145)

Whole 
map
(N=168)

Cross-phase 
and secondary 
studies 
(N=67)

Secondary 
only studies 
(N=19)

Academic 24 25 7 4

Social 1 1 1 0

Both 112 133 56 15

Not clear 8 9 3 0
*Codes mutually exclusive*Codes mutually exclusive

Table 3.11 
Type of engagement TAs identifi ed with (N =168*)
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there is no ambiguity about the primary purpose for 
them being in the school. As assistants are employed in 
school to assist teachers in helping pupils to learn, the 
term ‘Learning Support Assistants’ seems appropriate 
for all LSAs. Therefore this title should be used for all 
assistants who work in schools and not be restricted 
to those who work with pupils with special needs. The 
label ‘LSA’ should place those employees firmly within 
the mainstream purpose of teaching and learning. 
(Farrell et al., 1999, p 55) 

Despite this, LSA was found in only 10 mapped 
studies for this review. Until recently, teaching 
assistant was less common than other terms in 
the UK, but this term is now favoured by the DCSF 
(formerly DfES, 2002, 2003) and may be growing in 
use regardless of the type of contributions made. 
In the fi rst review (Cajkler et al., 2006), 11 studies 
used the term ‘teaching assistant’ but by mid-2005 
this had leapt to 22, while ‘classroom assistant’ had 
moved from 10 to 17 overall. ‘Teaching assistant’ 
featured in two UK secondary school studies 
(Chambers and Pearson, 2004; Jarvis, 2003).

Paraeducator (10 in the fi rst review, but 14 by 
2005) is also a term 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, 2001a, 2001b), although none 
of the secondary only studies used this term. 

Paraprofessional remains a popular term in the USA 
(e.g. Broer et al., 2005) and occurred in three US 
secondary only studies (Bang and Lamb, 1996; Case 
and Johnson, 1986; Maslin et al., 1978). 

The ‘other’ category includes a range of titles, many 
of which were variations on the above (for example, 
paid aide, school assistant, integration assistant and 
non-teaching assistant). At secondary level, these 
included Vulliamy and Webb’s (2003) social work 
trained ‘support workers’ who focused on seeking 
to integrate disaffected pupils and ‘communication 
support workers’ (a variation mentioned in Jarvis, 
2003). 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: learning supporters 
(the term used by Shaw, 2001). 

Age range of pupils

The following table identifi es the age range of 
pupils supported by additional TAs in the classroom. 
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 resolved 
this issue by including age in the review-specifi c 
keywords (discussed below). 

Names of support First map 
(N=145)

Whole map 
(N=168)

Cross-phase 
studies 
(N=48)

Secondary 
school only 
studies 
(N=19)

Teaching assistant 11 22 8 2

Teacher aide 34 36 9 3

Classroom assistant (Farrell et al.,1999;Mortimore 
et al.,1994;Bowers,1997)

10 17 3 0

Paraprofessional 36 39 16 3

Paraeducator 10 14 7 0

Instructional aide/assistant 9 9 4 2

Learning support assistant 6 10 3 2

Specialist teaching assistant 3 3 0 0

Special needs assistant 2 2 1 1

Support staff 4 4 2 2

Bilingual teaching assistant/paraprofessional 5 6 0 0

Bilingual aide 1 2 0 0

Welfare assistant 3 3 0 0

Auxiliary 2 2 0 0

Ancillary 1 1 0 0

Foreign language assistant 1 1 0 0

Other 33 64 12 6
* Codes not mutually exclusive

Table 3.12 
Names of teaching assistants used in mapped studies (N =168*) and in secondary studies



A systematic literature review on the perceptions of ways in which teaching assistants work to support pu-
pils’ social and academic engagement in secondary classrooms (1988–2005)

32

Schools varied in type so the above pupils could 
be spread across studies of different types of 
mainstream schools (e.g. primary/secondary/
post-16) or studies of special schools or even non-
mainstream settings such as pupil referral units. For 
a more detailed classifi cation of the school types, 
see Table 3.4. 

Methods used to collect perceptions

Most of the studies employed a variety of research 
methods but the predominant approaches involved 
questionnaires (N=99) and interviews (N=89). 
This is not surprising given the large number of 
descriptions. A feature noticed incidentally was 
that there were relatively few studies (about one in 
fi ve) with observations conducted to complement 
perceptions (30 in total). In addition, the number 
of identifi ed case studies remained low as with the 
fi rst study, just 14: Bennett et al., 1996; Blatchford 
et al., 2004; Clayton, 1994; Hancock et al., 2002; 
Kennedy and Duthie, 1975; Lacey, 2001; MENCAP, 
1999; McGarvey et al., 1996; and Mortimore et al., 
1994. Of these, only two had a signifi cant focus on 
secondary schools (MENCAP, 1999; Mortimore et al., 
1994).

3.3 Identifying and describing 
studies: quality-assurance results

Screening of citations

In the course of our reviews, 250 of the 10,545 
papers were subjected to initial screening by 
a pair of reviewers to evaluate the reliability 

and validity of the criteria and quality assure 
the screening process. A sample of 70 entries 
was screened by EPPI-Centre staff to check for 
consistency and accuracy in the Review Group’s 
screenings. For the fi rst review, 500 entries were 
issued to each of four reviewers for initial trial 
screening. The subsequent 500 screenings were 
subjected to scrutiny by two ‘lead’ reviewers who 
had been moderated by the EPPI-Centre staff to 
check for consistency and accuracy. Screenings of 
the additional 522 papers added for the 2003-2005 
period were conducted by three reviewers.

Screening of full papers

A 10% sample of the 511 papers that reviewers had 
decided to screen on the full text was subjected 
to further moderation by pairs of reviewers. In 
addition, these papers were subjected to scrutiny 
at a meeting of Review and Advisory Groups. Along 
with ten excluded papers, a sample of ten included 
papers was sent to each member of the Review 
Group to check for consistency in the application 
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 

Table 3.13
Age range of pupils that TAs are involved with (N =168*)

Age range of pupils 1970-2003 Number of studies 1970-2005

3-4 (pre-school) 24 38

5-10 (primary age) 107 125

11-16 (secondary age) 60 71 (67 in mainstream secondary schools)

17-19 (post 16) 6 8

*Codes not mutually exclusive

Methods used to collect 
perceptions

First review
(N=145)

Whole map
(N=168)

Cross-phase 
studies 
(N=48)

Secondary school only 
studies 
(N=19)

Case study 9 14 1 1

Questionnaire study 87 99 33 11

Interview with stakeholders 73 89 23 13

Opinionnaire survey 5 5 2 0

Focus group 7 10 3 3

Other 45 52 12 5

*Codes not mutually exclusive

Table 3.14
Type of method used to collect perceptions/views in study (N =168*)
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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 
application was agreed. The exercise was repeated 
with studies for the updated map (2003-2005), with 
ten studies subject to moderation.

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. The repeat exercise 
of the updated map (2003-05) saw 95% agreement 
achieved. Clarifi cations were then made.

3.4 Summary of results of map

The study began by screening 10,545 abstracts and 
titles over a two-year period. For the map, 511 full 
documents were screened, leading to selection of 
186 papers that addressed in part the question set 
by the Review Group. Following keywording and 
further screening, 17 studies were identifi ed as 
addressing the review question and these studies are 
the subject of Chapter 4.

The mapped studies gave voice to a range of 
stakeholders, with teachers and TAs most strongly 
represented in more than 100 studies. Most 
studies had a multiple focus: for example, on all 
participants in the inclusion process (pupils, parents, 
teachers, TAs as in the case of Ebersold, 2003). Some 
had a single focus: for example, Broer et al. (2005), 
on the recollections of former pupils only. 

Keywording of the 168 studies revealed the following 
general features:

• In the 48 cross-phrase and 19 secondary school 
only studies, the most frequently heard voice 
was that of teachers (N=49), then TAs (N=45), 
followed by headteachers (N=27), refl ecting 
a similar distribution to that found in the fi rst 
study (Cajkler et al., 2006). Much less frequently 
consulted were pupils, who found a voice in 31 
of the 168 studies in the full map, and 19 out of 
the 67 cross-phase and secondary school studies. 
Their parents’ views were represented in 29 
studies included in the map and 15 of the cross-
phase and secondary school studies. Relative to 
the map of the fi rst review (1970-2003), parents 
and pupils appear to be being consulted more 
frequently, but, in the 19 secondary school only 
studies, parents are reported in four of them and 
pupils in eight. While there may have been a little 
progress, these important stakeholders remain 

relatively ‘unquestioned’ about their experiences.

• The systematic map shows that the literature 
considering contributions of TAs is predominantly 
from the USA and from the United Kingdom, 
accounting for 152 of the 168 mapped studies, 
USA (N=90) and the United Kingdom (N=62), with 
smaller numbers from elsewhere: Canada (N=5), 
Australia (N=5), New Zealand (N=2), France (N=2), 
Sweden (N=1) and Italy (N=1). The number of 
UK studies refl ects the increasing importance 
of TAs in UK schools; some of these UK studies 
were motivated by policy decisions and even 
commissioned by the British government. Of the 
62 UK studies, ten were conducted exclusively in 
secondary schools.

• Many studies were cross-phase (48), but 67 
clearly included data about secondary schools 
and a further four were focused on pupils in the 
secondary age range but they may have been in 
other settings (e.g. residential schools) or even 
have left school as in the retrospective study of 
Broer et al. (2005).

• Most studies focused on general support for 
teaching and learning or general SEN, rather 
than support towards any particular aspect of 
the curriculum. There were a number of studies 
for which a specifi c need could be identifi ed (for 
example, in support of hearing impaired pupils, or 
pupils with a physical disability). There were no 
views studies of English as an additional language 
or bilingual support in secondary schools, but 14 in 
primaries. There were very few studies of support 
for curriculum studies at secondary level, with the 
exception of Science and Modern Languages.

• Inclusion (keyworded as ‘equal opportunities’) 
was the focus in many studies with 76 studies 
focusing on inclusion in mainstream settings, 
often of pupils with specifi c needs (for example, 
Broer et al., 2005; Hemmingsson et al., 2003). Of 
the 67 studies that included secondary schools, 
37 looked at inclusion and 30 at organisation 
and management (how TAs are deployed and 
managed in schools). This suggests that TAs are 
clearly signifi cant participants in the process of 
educational inclusion not only at primary level but 
also in secondary schools; 7 of the 19 secondary 
school studies in the map had inclusion as a focus. 

• Questionnaires and interviews were the principal 
methods of collection. There were very few case 
studies, 14 in total from the 168 studies, and 
only two had a secondary focus (one secondary 
school and one cross-phase). There were very 
few observations to complement the fi ndings 
of questionnaire and interview data. There 
were 142 descriptions, 25 naturally occurring 
evaluations, two explorations of relationships and 
three researcher-manipulated evaluations. Four 
studies were given two codes (one description and 
exploration of relationships, three descriptions 
and naturally occurring evaluations). 
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• 153 studies investigated paid TAs; fi ve studies 
included both paid and unpaid; 10 studies had 
volunteers, two of which were secondary-specifi c 
(Ellis, 2003; Hooker, 1985).

• Paid TAs 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). One secondary school 
study (Vulliamy and Webb, 2003) investigated 
the contributions of ‘support workers’ who had 
undergone social work training.
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CHAPTER FOUR

In depth review: results

This section describes the stakeholder perceptions of TA contributions from the 17 studies that 
met the in-depth inclusion criteria. These studies were analysed by three reviewers in each case, 
using a coding comparison method to characterise stakeholder views about TA contributions. Ten 
of the studies are cross-phase so only partly focused on the work of TAs in secondary schools; 
seven are specifi c to secondary schools (see Table 4.1).

The review could have focused exclusively on secondary-specifi c studies, but the Review Group 
concluded that this would have left out a range of identifi able secondary perceptions in the cross-
phase studies (for example, Bowers, 1997; Mortimore et al., 1994). Some of the studies report 
general fi ndings that appear to apply to all phases (for example, Ebersold, 2003, which covered 
the 7-15 age range; MENCAP, 1999;).

4.1 Selecting studies for in-depth 
review

Seventeen studies (Table 4.1) met the in-depth 
inclusion criteria (see Appendix 2.1 for in-depth 
criteria). These are published reports or articles, 
with dissertations excluded from the study. Fifteen 
studies were conducted in the United Kingdom, one 
in Sweden and one in France. They were published 
between 1988 and 2005. 

The studies discuss the contributions of staff who 
fi t the description of teaching assistants (TAs), 
classroom assistants (CAs) or learning support 
assistants, with the exception of Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003) whose staff are social work trained support 
workers in school and family settings. This paper 
was the subject of long discussion among review 
members. The study specifi cally seeks to analyse 
teachers’, parents/carers’ and pupils’ perspectives 
on the work of support workers, who work with 
families, pupils and school staff in a number of 
diverse but relevant ways. For instance, helping to 
establish whole-school policies on behaviour with 
school staff is an important contribution towards 
enabling pupil inclusion and it has implications 
for pupils’ social engagement with the school. 
Therefore, the study was much wider than our focus 
on social and academic engagement and in-class 
contributions by TAs, but it was agreed that the 

study met the criteria as it related to perceptions 
about support workers, who assisted teachers 
and that the description of their activities would 
be informative, perhaps providing a different 
perspective on how TAs can contribute. 

The table in Appendix 4.1 gives summary details 
of the studies included in the in-depth review 
according to the review-specifi c questions. The 
complete data-extraction records for each study 
are stored on the EPPI-Centre website. At this 
website (http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/EPPIWeb/home.
aspx), comprehensive information about the 
methodological processes behind each study can 
be explored, with more detail than is feasible or 
desirable in this report.

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

Study type

In the map as a whole, the text of the studies often 
did not make the study-type explicit, with some 
studies offering only limited explanation. However, 
in the fi nal set of 17 in-depth studies, the dominant 
study type was description (N=17). 
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Table 4.1
Studies included in in-depth review (N =17)

Age of students

Many studies in the map were cross-phase with 
focuses on both primary and secondary schools. Only 
7 of the 17 studies focused exclusively on secondary 
schools. One included some feedback from the pre-
primary phase while 10 included perceptions from 
primary schools as well as secondary schools.

In the secondary only studies (as described in Table 

4.1), it proved possible to isolate views about 
secondary school practice, but this was diffi cult in 
the cross-phase studies. Because Mortimore et al. 
(1994) have clearly defi ned chapters of secondary 
school case studies, fi ndings reported from their 
work relate unequivocally to secondary schools. In 
the case of O’Brien and Garner, the book contained 
few case studies of secondary practice, but 
these are detectable. In addition, Bowers (1997) 
differentiated some perceptions of secondary 
level pupils and Farrell et al. (1999) also provided 
information that enabled some differentiation. Neill 
(2002a) offers some guidance about feedback from 
different phases but this was diffi cult to categorise 
for every perception reported. In the other cross-
phase studies (Ebersold, 2003; Hemmingsson et 
al., 2003; MENCAP, 1999; Moran and Abbott, 2002; 
Shaw, 2001), it was diffi cult to extract secondary-
only perceptions. So, fi ndings from these studies are 
reported with the caveat that they are not phase-
specifi c. Hemmingsson et al. (2003), in particular, 
reported fi ndings in a generic way so that the 
perspectives reported could not easily be assigned to 

Age of students 17 in-depth studies

3-4 (pre-school) 1

5-10 (primary) 10

11-16 (secondary) 17

17-19 (post-16) 1

*Codes not mutually exclusive*Codes not mutually exclusive

Table 4.2
Age of students with whom TAs work (N =17*)
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the different sets of respondents in their study. 

Focus of studies

Most of the selected studies involved TAs working 
with more than one person, a pattern also found 
to be typical of primary schools (Cajkler et al., 
2006). The distribution was broadly similar to that 
in the systematic map, as Table 4.3 illustrates. The 
studies indicate that TAs are involved in a variety of 
interactions perhaps best summarised as follows:

In all models of inclusion LSAs were usually attached to 
classes and worked with a group of children, rather than 
a specific pupil. Some pupils had more than one LSA. 
(MENCAP, 1999, p 3)

Where TAs were employed for a designated pupil, 
most also offered support to small groups (e.g. 
Bowers, 1997; Farrell et al., 1999; Golze, 2002; 
Jerwood, 1999; MENCAP, 1999; Mortimore et al., 
1994; Neill, 2002a; O’Brien and Garner, 2001; Shaw, 
2001). While 11 studies included consideration of 
the contribution to an individual, in all but three 
cases this was not an exclusive focus. So, support for 
pupils in general was the most common conclusion 
reached by reviewers. Some studies made clear 
that their TAs supported both individuals and small 
groups (MENCAP, 1999; Moran and Abbott, 
2002; Roaf, 2003; Vulliamy and Webb, 2003). 
Just three studies seemed to highlight support 
for an individual: Hemmingsson et al. (2003) 
and Jarvis (2003) on pupils with disabilities, 
and also Kerry (2002) whose focus was on TAs 
as mentors to individual pupils. 

Type of engagement

The Review Group was interested to discover 
the extent to which TAs were employed to 
look after social as opposed to academic 
needs. This investigation did not lead to clear 
differentiation, however, as all the studies 
included a focus on both social and academic 
contributions to pupils’ engagement. TAs are 
now principally involved in direct support 
for learning, interacting directly with pupils 
to assist and promote learning. They are 
not in classrooms merely to assist teachers 
with routine non-pedagogic tasks (such as 
tidying, distributing materials, mounting 
displays or photocopying), although they may 
still contribute in these ways (as evidenced 
in mapped studies such as those by Moyles 
and Suschitzky, 1997; Wilson et al. 2002a, b, 
2003).

Reasons for support 

Some useful insights emerged from the 
analysis although exact classifi cation was 
often diffi cult given the multiple focus of 
much classroom teaching assistant work. 
Table 4.5 presents our tentative classifi cation.

Age of students 17 in-depth studies

3-4 (pre-school) 1

5-10 (primary) 10

11-16 (secondary) 17

17-19 (post-16) 1
*Codes not mutually exclusive*Codes not mutually exclusive

Table 4.3
To whom support is offered*

Type of 
engagement

In-depth 
studies
(N=17)

Mapped studies
(N=168)

Academic only 0 25

Social only 0 1

Both 17 133

Not clear 0 9

Total 17 168

*Codes not mutually exclusive*Codes not mutually exclusive

Table 4.4
Type of engagement described*

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

Number of 
studies in 
the map 
(N=168)

Physical disability (carer) Ebersold (2003) 18

Physical disability 
(academic support)

Ebersold (2003), 
Hemmingson et al. 
(2003), Jarvis (2003), 
Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

33

Behaviour management Moran and Abbott 
(2002), Roaf (2003), 
Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003)

15

Foreign language lesson 
support

Chambers and Pearson 
(2004)

2

Academic support for 
diagnosed condition eg. 
dyslexia, autism, SLD, 
PMLD

Mencap (1999), Moran 
and Abbott (2002)

18

General SEN Bowers (1997), 
Jerwood (1999), Neill 
(2002a), Roaf (2003)

25

General classroom 
support

Farrell et al. (1999), 
Golze (2002), Jerwood 
(1999), Kerry (2002), 
MENCAP (1999), 
Mortimore et al. 
(1994), Neill (2002a), 
O’Brien and Garner 
(2001), Shaw (2001), 
Roaf (2003) 

76

*Codes not mutually exclusive*Codes not mutually exclusive

Table 4.5
Reason for support by in-depth studies (N=17*)
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Type of research Mapped 
studies
(N=168)

In-depth 
studies
(N=17)

Case study 14 4

Questionnaire study 99 8

Interview with 
stakeholders

89 13

Opinionnaire survey 5 0

Focus group 10 2

Other 52 5

*Codes not mutually exclusive*Codes not mutually exclusive

Table 4.6
Type of method used to collect perceptions/
views* 

Terms used for 
classroom learning 
assistants

Number 
of studies

Studies

Learning support 
assistants (LSA)

4 Farrell et al. 
(1999), MENCAP 
(1999), O’Brien 
and Garner (2001), 
Roaf (2003)

Learning supporters 1 Shaw (2001)

Integration 
assistants

1 Ebersold (2003)

School assistants 1 Hemmingsson et al. 
(2002)

Support staff 2 Golze (2002), Kerry 
(2002)

Classroom 
assistants

3 Bowers (1997), 
Farrell et al. 
(1999), Mortimore 
et al. (1994) 

Classroom 
assistants

4 Chambers and 
Pearson (2004), 
Golze (2002), 
Moran and Abbott 
(2002), Neill 
(2002a)

Special needs 
assistants (SNA)

1 Jerwood (1999)

Associate staff, 
non-teaching staff; 
teaching auxiliaries

1 Mortimore et al. 
(1994)

Support workers 
(social work 
trained)

1 Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003)

* Codes not mutually exclusive* Codes not mutually exclusive

Table 4.7
Terms for teaching assistants* 

As noted in Chapter 3, the exploration of physical 
disability (the fi rst two items in Table 4.5) and 
support for pupils have been the subject of very 
few studies set exclusively in secondary schools. 
Four of the in-depth studies relate to support 
for pupils with disabilities (Ebersold, 2003; 
Hemminggson et al., 2003; Jarvis, 2003; Moran 
and Abbott, 2002), but, of these, only the Jarvis 
study is focused solely on secondary schools. 
This is an area of support work that should be 
further researched, as is the provision of English 
as an additional language or bilingual support at 
secondary school level. We could fi nd no studies 
of the latter emerging in the systematic map. 
The only in-depth study that focused on a single 
curriculum area was that of Chambers and Pearson 
(2004) on support for the teaching of modern 
languages.

Research approaches and methods 

As with the systematic map, the principal 
research instruments in the in-depth studies 
were questionnaire surveys and interviews. 
Unfortunately, studies often gave very little advice 
about the analytical categories used to help them 
reach their conclusions. This was typical of studies 
in the map and the in-depth review.

Names for teaching assistants

The principal titles given to classroom teaching 
assistants in the UK are teaching assistant, 
classroom assistant (CA) and then, less frequently, 
learning support assistant (LSA), despite Farrell et 
al.’s (1999) strong argument in favour of the latter. 
Sometimes, more than one title is used in a study 
to refl ect different roles undertaken by TAs: for 
example, Farrell et al. (1999) distinguish between 
LSAs who support for inclusion and general 
classroom assistants. Table 4.7 presents terms used 
in the 17 studies.

In the UK, higher level teaching assistant (HLTA) is 
a recent addition (DfES, 2003) to the labels used, 
but the term did not feature in in-depth studies 

up to 2005, although the workforce remodelling 
agenda has featured in other recent studies of how 
TAs are used in schools in England (Durrant and 
Kramer, 2005; Thomas et al., 2004; UNISON, 2004).  

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

Subjects’ voices and perceptions: stakeholder 
voices

The stakeholder voices reported in the in-depth 
studies of teaching assistant contributions refl ected 
the dominance of TA and teacher perceptions in 
the map. Table 4.8 summarises the voices in both 
in-depth and mapped studies.

The data extractions revealed in greater detail 
whose voices had been reported and fi gures 
are presented in Table 4.9.  Where possible, 
perceptions were assigned to particular 
stakeholders. Unfortunately, the reports did not 
always differentiate their subjects’ voices (for 
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TAs Teachers Pupils Headteachers Parents Other

Number of 
studies in the 
map (N=168)

122 117 31 57 29 418

Number of in-
depth studies 
(N=17)

12 9 8 6 4 2

Total voices 
identifi ed 

312 1650 816 12 138 13

Table 4.8
Stakeholder voices reported 

Studies TAs Teachers Pupils Headteachers Parents Other

Bowers (1997) 128

Ebersold (2003) 61 62 51

Farrell et al. (1999) 135 113 47 35

Hemmingson et al. 
(2003)

7 7 7

MENCAP (1999) 43 25 7 30

Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

2 post-primary

Mortimore et al 
(1994)

18 5 9 6 line 
managers

Neill (2002a) 1345

O’Brien and Garner 
(2002)*

11

Shaw (2001)

Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003)*

86 486 (25 
interviews)

22

Jarvis (2003)* 83

Golze (2002)* 1 (+5 
technicians)

Chambers and 
Pearson (2004)*

8 7 54

Jerwood (1999)* 7

Kerry (2002)* 3 4 1

Roaf (2003)* 18

Total 312 1650 816 12 138 13

* Secondary school only studies* Secondary school only studies

Table 4.9
Numbers of stakeholder in the 17 in-depth  

example, Shaw, 2001; Ebersold, 2003; Golze, 2002) 
leading to uncertainty about whose perceptions 
were being reported. Hemmingsson et al. (2003) 
also do not discriminate perceptions from different 
stakeholders. The asterisked studies in Table 4.9 
(*) are either secondary specifi c or contain clear 
differentiation that enabled reviewers to identify 
secondary-focused perceptions (the latter being 
Mortimore et al.1994; O’Brien and Garner, 2001).

Our understanding from the in-depth studies of 
what TAs do in secondary schools is based on a 
rather small set of stakeholders, arguably the most 

important (pupils) still under-represented despite 
appearances in Table 4.9. Just seven students found 
a voice in the MENCAP (1999) study, while Bowers 
(1997) included the views of 128 secondary pupils in 
his sample of 713 pupils, but it is not always possible 
to separate these from the 585 primary pupil voices 
represented in the same study. Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003) used a questionnaire to collect the views of 
486 students. This was focused on their views about 
behaviour and exclusion in their school context, not 
specifi cally about the effects of the project. Only 
a small proportion of students in each of the seven 
schools covered by the research had been involved 
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in the project. 25 support worker caseload pupils 
were interviewed. As a result, the fi gure of 816 pupil 
voices has to be read with some qualifi cation.

Only four clearly reported the views of parents 
(Ebersold, 2003; Farrell et al., 1999; MENCAP, 1999; 
Vulliamy and Webb, 2003), the last two perhaps 
being most informative about parents’ views. The 
MENCAP (1999) study gave voice to 30 parents, as 
well as 7 pupils. Nevertheless, this analysis suggests 
that pupils’ perceptions and those of parents are 
relatively under-represented.

Teachers dominated, but at least 1,345 of these 
were respondents in the Neill (2002a) postal 
questionnaire study, which is not as rich as others 
in describing the detail of teaching assistant 
contributions. The other studies gave voice to just 
307 teachers in total.

What is noteworthy is the low number of secondary 
TAs consulted in each case although TA voices are 
spread across 12 studies. This diffi culty of fi nding 
studies about secondary school support work is 
exemplifi ed by Golze (2003), who has just one 
clearly identifi able teaching assistant respondent 
among the TAs investigated. TA voices numbered 312 

in the fi nal set of 17 studies.

In the in-depth studies, seven studies had a single 
set of stakeholders: TAs in O’Brien and Garner 
(2001), Jerwood (1999) and Roaf (2003); pupils 
in Bowers (1997) and Jarvis (2003); headteachers 
in Moran and Abbott (2002); and teachers in Neill 
(2002a, b). Ten studies had multiple stakeholder 
respondents and eight sought the views of pupils. 

Weight of evidence (WoE)

Following the procedures outlined in section 2.3, 
judgements about weights of evidence (WoE) were 
made of all 17 included studies, together with an 
overall weight. Secondary school-specifi c studies are 
asterisked (*) for comparison to cross-phase studies.

This table indicates that most studies were clustered 
in the middle range of weight: eight studies were 
seen as providing medium weight of evidence, 
four of medium-low and one of high-medium (13 
in total). The lack of specifi c methodological 
information and description of the research process 
led to the low weightings. In total, four studies were 
given low weight.

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)

Bowers (1997) Medium-high Medium-high Medium-low Medium

Chambers and 
Pearson (2004)*

Medium Medium-high Medium Medium

Ebersold (2003) Medium Medium Low Medium-low

Farrell et al. (1999) High High Medium High-medium

Golze (2002)* Low Low Low Low

Hemmingson et al. 
(2003)

High Medium Low Medium

Jarvis (2003)* Medium Medium Medium Medium

Jerwood (1999)* Low Low Low Low

Kerry (2002)* Low Medium Medium Low

MENCAP (1999) Medium Medium-high Medium-high Medium

Moran and Abbott. 
(2002)

Medium Medium Medium Medium

Mortimore et al. 
(1994)*

Medium Medium-low Medium-low Medium-low

Neill (2002a) Medium Medium Medium Medium

O’Brien and Garner 
(2001)

Medium Medium-low Low Medium-low

Roaf (2003)* Medium-low Low-medium Medium Medium-low

Shaw (2001) Low Medium Medium Low

Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003)*

Medium-high Medium Medium Medium

*Secondary school only studies*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.10
Results of assessment of weight of evidence for each study
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Jerwood (1999) and Kerry (2002) offer only limited 
description of TA contributions. Roaf (2003) and 
Shaw (2001) offer quite rich description but give 
limited guidance about their methods and the way 
their samples were generated (WoE A). As a result, 
it is not possible to give them more than low or 
medium-low overall weightings. MENCAP (1999) 
offers a comprehensive description of the LSA role, 
but its data collection and analysis methods are only 
briefl y described. Despite the wealth of information, 
it is not possible to accord higher than medium 
weightings to the study. 

Reviewers found that perceptions were often 
reported in a generic way, with accounts of what TAs 
do and how they do it rather thin on detail (WoE C), 
as in Mortimore et al. (1994) and Ebersold (2003). 
In addition, judging WoE B was diffi cult as many 
studies have perceptions embedded within them, 
with the extent to which the research is focused on 
stakeholder perceptions rather than on observations 
made by researchers hard to determine (e.g. Golze, 
2002; Jerwood, 1999). The cross-phase O’Brien 
and Garner study (2001) contained some specifi c 
perceptions about secondary school practice, but 
these were outweighed by the dominance of primary 
school case studies. In some cases, perceptions 
form only part of the study. Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003) is, on the other hand, a robust, well-designed 
and very important study. However, the relevance 
of the work to this review had to be considered 
medium in overall weight because the focus is on 
the contributions of social-work trained support 
workers. Nevertheless, reviewers believe that 
insights gained from the study are important to our 
understanding of what TAs can contribute. Indeed, 
given that studies have suggested that TAs are 
critical to successful inclusion, skills derived from 
social work training could be key to improving on 
current practice in the training of TAs.

The diffi culties encountered in fi nding detailed views 
studies refl ect the dearth of such research about 
secondary school TA contributions. As a result, the 
above judgements are not necessarily 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 TAs to pupils’ academic and social 
engagement in mainstream classrooms. 

4.4 Synthesis of evidence

Following the constant comparison analysis 
established for the fi rst review (Cajkler et al., 
2006), all perceptions were placed in the following 
four groupings of TA (see in detail in Appendix 4.2):

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 (e.g. with routine tasks 
such as display)

The next sections are devoted to reporting the 
results of our analysis.

4.4.1 Direct academic and socio-
academic contributions to pupils

This was the largest category with more than 30 
major contributions listed (see Appendix 4.1). In 
addition, the views of TAs, teachers and pupils 
tended to coincide in recognising this contribution. 
Supporting pupils’ learning was seen as a signifi cant 
TA contribution in primary schools and, despite the 
varied subject demands of the secondary curriculum, 
this perception applied equally to secondary schools, 
with TAs reporting that they engaged in interpreting 
and communicating teacher instructions and input, 
adapting pedagogy and mediating input to make it 
more accessible, helping groups with tasks set by 
teachers (see Table 4.11). 

Help for small groups and individuals with tasks 
set by the teacher (including practical activities) 
was described in several studies (Chambers and 
Pearson, 2004; MENCAP, 1999; O’Brien and Garner, 
2001; Shaw, 2001), both cross-phase and secondary-
specifi c. While much of their contribution was 
targeted at individual assigned children, the general 
perception was that TAs worked with groups of 
pupils (Ebersold, 2003; MENCAP, 1999; Moran and 
Abbott, 2002; Mortimore et al., 1994; Neill, 2002a) 
and teachers expected them to support other pupils, 
even when they were assigned to a specifi c child. 
An assessment role was also mentioned in some 
studies but this might be the case of an activity that 
required just a fl ick or a tick. Principal contributions 
are listed in Table 4.11, with secondary school-
specifi c contributions asterisked (*). All other 
contributions were reported in both cross-phase and 
secondary school studies.

Each stakeholder group’s perceptions are discussed 
in the following sections in the following order: 
pupils, TAs, teachers, parents, and headteachers.

Pupils’ perceptions about TAs’ academic and socio-
academic contributions

Pupil perceptions are reported in eight studies. They 
were rather limited, but centred on the teaching 
assistant being someone to turn to, someone to 
listen to them and someone who helped the teacher. 

Overall, pupils identifi ed the following categories of 
support, particularly in studies of medium weight as 
indicated in Table 4.12. 

In MENCAP (1999) and Bowers, (1997), TAs were seen 
as helping pupils in general and as helping pupils 
with specifi c needs. Pupils in the MENCAP study 
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Number 
of voices 
reporting

Contribution Number 
of studies

TAs Teacher Pupils Headteachers Parents Unclear

25 Helping pupils in 
general; mediating 
learning /curriculum; 
enhancing curriculum 
opportunities (oiling 
the wheels in class)

15 6 4 6 2 2 5

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

12 5 2 3 1 1 3

14 Helping groups with 
tasks set by teacher 
(include practical)

8 5 4 1 1 0 3

12 Helping individuals 
(e.g. with tasks set by 
teacher)

8 4 3 0 1 1 3

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

7 2 1 2 1 2 3

9 Promoting 
independence 

7 3 1 1 1 1 2

6 Supporting literacy or 
language development

4 3 1 0 0 0 2

8 Listening to children 5 3 1 1 0 1 2

8 Helping specifi c 
children with needs

8 4 0 1 1 1 1

7 Being someone to turn 
to / helper

6 1 0 4 1 1 0

6 Providing interaction 
opportunities in class

3 1 1 0 0 2 2

5 Interpreting 
(instructions/language/ 
worksheets)/translate 
language

5 1 0 1 1 0 2

5 Assessing children’s 
work; contributing to 
assessment

5 2 1 1 0 0 1

5 Improving / 
maintaining pupil 
motivation

5 2 1 1 1 0 0

2 Supporting numeracy / 
maths

2 1 1 0 0 0 0

1 Post-tutoring (re-
enforce teaching)

1 0 0 0 0 0 1

5* Co-learning with 
pupils; acting as a 
pseudo-pupil*

3 2 2 0 0 0 1

4* Setting good examples; 
acting as a role model; 
modelling learning / 
behaviour*

3 2 1 1 0 0 0

3* Securing attendance at 
school exams*

2 2 0 0 1 0 0

Table 4.11
Academic and socio-academic contributions
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5* Working in one subject 
area*

4 3 1 0 1 0 0

3* Securing attendance at 
school*

2 0 0 1 0 0 0

4* Supporting all subjects 
(across the secondary 
curriculum)*

2 2 0 0 0 0 2

2* Helping maintain a 
positive climate for all*

2 1 0 0 0 0 1

2* Acting as a distraction* 2 0 1 1 0 0 0

1* Supporting ICT 
development*

1 1 0 0 0 0 0

1* Providing support for 
writing activities*

1 0 0 1 0 0 0

1* Supporting homework / 
exam preparation*

1 0 0 0 0 1 0

2* Target setting: 
suggesting way forward 
(social, behavioural 
and academic)

0 1 0 1 0 0 0

1 Promoting independent 
interaction

1 1 0 0 0 0 0

1* Acting to identify 
student potential 
(being an advocate for 
pupils)*

1 1 0 0 0 0 0

1 Interpreting 
instructions (language/
worksheets)

1 0 1 0 0 0 0

1 Checking homework 
done and understood

1 0 0 1 0 0 0

*Secondary school only studies*Secondary school only studies

reported that LSAs taught them and also helped 
them, for example, with music notes, with physical 
activities on wall-bars and other needs, such as 
with the tying of shoelaces (MENCAP, 1999). Older 
pupils in the Bowers study (1997) saw support as 
individual-specifi c, with help offered to those who 
were identifi ed as being somehow different, needing 
something additional to the provision offered to the 
rest of the class. A minority of recipients of support 
felt singled out. Moreover, a few pupils associated a 
sense of frustration with the support they received 
(Bowers, 1997, p228). Bowers indicated some 
secondary school pupils felt that receiving extra help 
from an additional adult singled them out, and the 
help could be unnecessary and time wasting. Some 
of the older pupils were apprehensive about being 
perceived as ‘silly’ and ‘different’ from their peer 
groups. Bowers (1997) reported the perceptions of 
128 secondary pupils (and more than fi ve hundred 
primary pupils) and made clear that older pupils in 
11-16 schools perceived help as pupil-focused and 
potentially unwelcome.

Despite Bowers (1997) being a cross-phase study, 
interpreting pupils’ perceptions regarding TAs’ social 
and academic contributions was relatively easy since 
pupil perceptions were generally reported in ways 
that revealed the age of students. One 13-year old is 
reported saying the following:

I think there should be just one teacher in a class. 
Where there’s two that is two of them to nag you 
instead of one. (Bowers, 1997, p 230)

Bowers concludes (1997, p 231) that further research 
could be done to identify what distinguishes 
classrooms in which support is welcomed and 
appreciated from those in which negative responses 
may occur: ‘just what discriminates between the 
classroom environment in which those adults are 
accepted, welcomed and valued by all students and 
those in which their presence can be resented, and 
where it may lead to the creation of real barriers to 
inclusion’ (ibid).

An interpretational contribution was reported in 
secondary-specifi c studies by pupils in Chambers and 
Pearson (2004) and in Jarvis (2003), both medium 
WoE. The Jarvis study reported the views of 61 deaf 
and 22 hearing pupils, with hearing-impaired pupils’ 
perceptions recognising the contribution to learning 
made by TAs:

• supporting their learning and developing children’s 
confi dence and ability to learn 

• encouraging them 

• adapting teaching to their needs 



A systematic literature review on the perceptions of ways in which teaching assistants work to support pu-
pils’ social and academic engagement in secondary classrooms (1988–2005)

44

Pupils’ perceptions WoE D: High/
Medium

WoE D: Medium WoE D: Low

Helping pupils in general; mediating 
learning / curriculum; enhancing 
curriculum opportunities (oiling the 
wheels in class)

Bowers (1997), Chambers and 
Pearson (2004)*, Jarvis (2003)*, 
MENCAP (1999), Vulliamy and 
Webb (2003)*

Kerry (2002)*

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

Chambers and Pearson (2004)*, 
Jarvis (2003)*

Kerry (2002)*

Helping groups with tasks set by teacher 
(include practical)

Chambers and Pearson (2004)*

Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils 
(lessons or materials)

Jarvis (2003)*, MENCAP (1999)

Promoting independence Farrell et al. (1999) 
(Inference)

Helping specifi c children with needs Bowers (1997)

Listening to children Vulliamy and Webb, (2003)*

Being someone to turn to / helper Farrell et al. (1999) MENCAP (1999), Vulliamy and 
Webb, (2003)*

Kerry (2002)*

Assessing children’s work / contributing 
to assessment

Chambers and Pearson (2004)*

Interpreting (instructions/language/ 
worksheets) translating language

Jarvis (2003)*

Improving / maintaining pupil motivation Kerry (2002)*

Setting good examples: acting as role 
model; modelling learning / behaviour*

Chambers and Pearson (2004)* 

Securing attendance at school* Vulliamy and Webb (2003)*

Acting as a distraction* Chambers and Pearson (2004) *

Providing support for writing activities* Jarvis (2003)*

Target setting: suggesting way forward 
(social, behavioural and academic) 

Vulliamy and Webb (2003)*

*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.12
Pupils’ perceptions about TAs academic and socio-academic contributions

• helping pupils and mediating the curriculum

• interpreting instructions and worksheets 

The feedback was not all positive: ‘Strong opinions 
were expressed by deaf pupils about their in-class 
support. They were not always clear about the 
status of the people involved, whether they were 
teachers, TAs (sometimes referred to as LSAs) or 
communication support workers, but they were 
clear about what they found helpful or unhelpful 
about the support they (TAs) gave’ (Jarvis, 2003, 
p 166). Hearing-impaired pupils (61 consulted 
in the research) reported diffi culties with some 
mainstream lessons where support was not available 
(e.g. French lessons). They reported that TAs: 

• repeated or signed teacher input 

• helped interpret recorded speech 

• made sure that pupils understood 

• kept pupils on task 

• checked work 

However, they also made comments about life 
being more peaceful without TAs. While some 
pupils said support was only given when requested, 
others complained of being unnecessarily prodded 
and over-supported. The study concludes that it 
had demonstrated the importance of listening to 
the views of pupils about provision. In a study of 
secondary school language learning, Chambers and 
Pearson (2004) conducted interviews with groups of 
four to six pupils. They report that pupils see the TA 
as: 

• contributing to the assessment of their work

• helping pupils as general mediators of learning/
curriculum

• helping small groups with tasks set by the teacher 

• encouraging them and supporting their learning 
and developing their confi dence and ability to 
learn 
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• being someone to turn to / helper 

• acting as a model of learning and as a co-learner 
with pupils

The authors concluded that pupils shared positive 
views of the presence of additional adults and 
that they added value in classrooms. However, the 
picture was not entirely positive as there were some 
pupils who found their presence to be a distraction, 
as in the Jarvis study.

The study with highest weight, Farrell et al. 
(1999), in common with the MENCAP study (1999), 
reported pupils as seeing the TA as someone to 
turn to for help and support in small groups or 
individually. However, they need to know when 
to intervene and when to leave the pupil to work 
independently (MENCAP, 1999, p 50). Hemmingsson 
et al. (2003) identifi ed a range of socio-academic 
contributions, including supporting learning, building 
pupils’ confi dence, adapting pedagogy to the 
needs of pupils, being some to turn to, and helping 
individuals and groups, but they did not differentiate 
the responses by stakeholder. So, the perceptions of 
pupils are not separated from those of teachers and 
TAs.

Pupils in Vulliamy and Webb (2003) recognised the 
contribution made to learning despite the fact 
that their support workers did not have the same 
background as the rest of the TAs covered by the 
other 15 studies. They were trained in social work. 
The focus in this study was on the encouragement 
of disaffected pupils. The pupils interviewed 
welcomed the ‘listening/being someone to turn to’ 
contribution made by support workers. 

Kerry (2002), a study accorded low WoE, interviewed 
four year 10/11 students who reported that 
assistants were engaged in supporting their learning 
and developing their confi dence and ability to 
learn. TAs were there to encourage them, adapt 
teaching to their needs; help in general, mediate 
the curriculum, and be someone to turn to and listen 
to them. 

To conclude, pupils identifi ed a range of ways in 
which TAs support their learning in classrooms. 
Pupils saw TA support in relation to learning and 
curriculum, assisting group work, assessment and 
increasing their self-esteem and confi dence. Pupils 
also valued TAs as supporters accessible to them, 
as adults who had time to listen to their voices. 
Distinguishing younger and older pupils’ voices 
was not straightforward, however. Younger pupils 
tended to associate more generic roles of support, 
while older pupils viewed support as being directed 
at those who need additional help, which carried 
the dangers of negative perceptions of self in the 
eyes of peer groups. Pupils’ views in this study also 
highlighted the concern at TAs being over supportive 
and the ways in which this unsettle their school 
experiences. This can have damaging effects and we 
could fi nd no UK studies on this issue. Studies have 

begun to appear elsewhere, particularly the USA. 

TAs’ perceptions about TAs’ academic and socio-
academic contributions

The MENCAP research team (1999, section 3.1.3) 
reported that ‘a surprising number of comments 
were made about activities that fell into the general 
categories of teaching and promoting learning. It 
was clear that LSAs felt that both of these were an 
important part of the job.’ A range of studies with 
different WoEs supported this perception held by 
TAs. With the exception of four studies (Chambers 
and Pearson, 2004; Farrell et al., 1999; MENCAP, 
1999; Vulliamy and Webb, 2003), the remaining 11 
studies were of low WoE (Golze, 2002; Jerwood, 
1999; Shaw, 2001) or medium-low WoE (Ebersold, 
2003; Mortimore et al.,* 1994; O’Brien and Garner, 
2001; Roaf, * 2003).

The identifi cation of the TA with the pupils’ learning 
was a feature that came across in secondary school 
only studies (for example, Chambers and Pearson, 
2004; Golze, 2002; Roaf, 2003). Golze (2002), a 
study accorded low WoE, identifi ed the setting of 
good examples and the TA role in helping and guiding 
pupils. TAs complained of being patronised and 
talked down to, especially by younger staff, who 
were perhaps not suffi ciently aware of the skills 
and expertise of TAs. Secondary school TAs placed 
a lot of emphasis on being a role model, especially 
noted in Chambers and Pearson (2004), in which 
they described themselves as co-learners with 
pupils, receiving teacher input and then learning it 
with pupils to allow them to access it collectively, 
a form of scaffolding. Thus, they encouraged pupils 
to engage in, and respond to, the challenges of the 
mainstream classroom. 

Promoting independence was a perception 
predominantly held by TAs in two studies judged 
to be medium WoE (Chambers and Pearson, 2004; 
MENCAP, 1999) and two medium-low WoE studies 
(Ebersold, 2003; O’Brien and Garner, 2001) and 
often bound up with promoting self-esteem and 
motivation. TAs in the study of Ebersold (2003) saw 
it as their responsibility to facilitate the child’s 
autonomy and participation within the classroom, 
as did TAs in the MENCAP study (1999). However, 
this was only reported in one exclusively secondary 
school study (Chambers and Pearson, 2004) on 
support for foreign language learning. Hemmingsson 
et al. (2003) also reported the perception in a 
general way, without naming the stakeholders who 
held the view.

Supporting learners was among the most signifi cant 
contributions reported by TAs (in six medium-low 
or low WoE studies: Ebersold, 2003; Golze, 2002; 
Mortimore et al., 1994; O’Brien and Garner, 2001; 
Roaf, 2003; Shaw, 2001), as they mediated learning 
for small groups. How they did this was not always 
made very clear, but it involved listening to pupils 
and giving appropriate attention and interest to 
their work (i.e. maintaining pupils’ interest helps to 
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TAs’ perceptions Studies

WoE D: 
High/
Medium

WoE D: 
Medium

WoE D: Medium/Low WoE D: 
Low

Helping pupils in general; mediating learning / 
curriculum; enhancing curriculum opportunities 
(oiling the wheels in class)

MENCAP 
(1999)

Ebersold (2003), 
Mortimore et al.* 
(1994), O’Brien and 
Garner (2001), Roaf* 
(2003)

Jerwood* 
(1999); 
Golze* 
(2002)

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

Ebersold (2003), 
Mortimore et al.* 
(1994). O’Brien and 
Garner (2001). Roaf* 
(2003)

Golze* 
(2002); 
Shaw 
(2001)

Helping groups with tasks set by teacher (include 
practical)

Farrell et 
al. (1999) 

MENCAP 
(1999)

Ebersold (2003), 
Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Shaw 
(2001)

Helping individuals (e.g. with tasks set by teacher) Farrell et 
al. (1999) 

MENCAP 
(1999)

Ebersold (2003), 
Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils (lessons or 
materials)

Farrell et 
al. (1999) 

MENCAP 
(1999)

Promoting independence Chambers 
and 
Pearson* 
(2004); 
MENCAP 
(1999)

Ebersold (2003), 
O’Brien and Garner 
(2001)

Listening to children Mortimore et al.* 
(1994), O’Brien and 
Garner (2001), Roaf* 
(2003)

Helping specifi c children with needs Farrell et 
al. (1999)

MENCAP 
(1999)

Roaf* (2003)

Being someone to turn to / helper Roaf* (2003)

Supporting literacy or language development Farrell et 
al. (1999)

Mortimore et al.* 
(1994); O’Brien and 
Garner (2001)

Providing interaction opportunities in class

Interpreting (instructions/language/ worksheets)/
translate language

MENCAP 
(1999)

Ebersold (2003), 
O’Brien and Garner 
(2001), Mortimore et 
al.* (1994) 

Assessing children work; contributing to assessment Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Jerwood* 
(1999)

Improving / maintaining of pupil motivation Golze* (2002), Roaf* 
(2003)

Kerry 
(2002)

Working in one subject area* Jerwood* 
(1999); 
Kerry 
(2002)

Co-learning with pupils; acting as a pseudo-pupil* Chambers 
and 
Pearson* 
(2004)

O’Brien and Garner 
(2001), Roaf* (2003)

Setting good examples; acting as a role model; 
modelling learning / behaviour*

Roaf* (2003) Golze* 
(2002)

Table 4.13
TAs’ perceptions about TAs’ academic and socio-academic contributions
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Supporting all subjects (across the secondary 
curriculum)*

Chambers 
and 
Pearson* 
(2004), 
MENCAP 
(1999)

Roaf* (2003)

Securing attendance at school exams* Vulliamy 
and Webb* 
(2003)

Securing attendance at school Vulliamy 
and Webb* 
(2003)

Supporting numeracy / maths Roaf* (2003)

Helping maintain a positive climate for all* Roaf* (2003) Golze* 
(2002)

Supporting ICT development* Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Post-tutoring (re-enforce teaching) O’Brien and Garner 
(2001)

Supporting homework / exam preparation* Vulliamy 
and Webb* 
(2003)

Promoting independent interaction MENCAP 
(1999)

Target setting with pupils; suggesting ways forward 
(social, behavioural and academic)* 

Vulliamy 
and Webb* 
(2003)

Acting to identify student potential (being an 
advocate for pupils)* 

Roaf* (2003)

*Secondary school only studies

keep them on task). TAs spent most of their working 
time on this contribution.

In summary, TAs viewed themselves as important 
contributors to pupils’ social and academic 
engagement. This mainly involved providing pupils 
with help and guidance, promoting their self-esteem 
and maintaining pupil motivation, promoting pupil 
independence, and listening to pupils’ voices and 
mediating learning for small groups. Secondary 
school TAs viewed themselves as being role models 
and co-learners with pupils. These conclusions 
suggest that TAs viewed their functions as a form 
of scaffolding by creating an accessible learning 
environment, increasing pupils’ opportunities for 
engagement in classrooms tasks, and developing 
their ability to become independent learners. 
However, there was very little detail about how they 
did this in practice, a weakness that has implications 
to be discussed in Chapter 5. 

Teachers’ perceptions about TAs’ academic and 
socio-academic contributions

Teachers recognised the contributions made by TAs 
to supporting learning, but did not describe socio-
academic contributions in the same numbers of 
studies as TAs, as a comparison of tables 4.13 and 
4.14 would indicate. TAs listed 28 items that would 
categorise as socio-academic contributions; teachers 
listed 16. Nevertheless, there was broad recognition 
of the importance of TA contributions. Table 4.14 
shows how teacher perceptions of socio-academic 

contributions were clustered.

Teacher respondents in Mortimore et al. (1994) 
saw that secondary TAs provided additional support 
to pupils and helped keep them on task. In an 
11-18 comprehensive ‘teachers consider that 
Associate Staff support improves their own attitude, 
motivation and ability to meet the differing needs 
of students’ (1994, p 102). From teachers and TA 
responses and from classroom observations, MENCAP 
(1999, section 3.1.1) concluded that LSAs teach and 
promote learning by explaining and adapting work, 
helping to give pupils access to lessons: for example, 
prompting and encouraging, waiting for pupils’ 
responses and interpreting them where necessary, 
and supporting pupils to meet individual targets or 
particular aspects of the National Curriculum. 

The results suggest that teachers welcome and 
value TA support in their classrooms. However, 
they appeared to recognise a narrower range of 
descriptions of this type of support when compared 
with TAs. The most common teachers’ perceptions of 
TAs’ social-academic contributions involved helping 
group work, supporting individual learning needs in 
relation to learning tasks, and providing interaction 
opportunities in the class. In secondary school 
contexts, the TA role also involved keeping pupils 
on tasks, which in turn helped teachers to improve 
their own motivation and attitude, and capacity to 
meet diverse pupil needs. 
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Teachers’ perception Studies

WoE High/
medium

WoE Medium Woe Medium/ 
low

WoE Low

Helping pupils in general; mediating 
learning / curriculum; enhancing 
curriculum opportunities (oiling the 
wheels in class)

MENCAP (1999) Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

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

Hemmingsson et al. 
(2003)

Ebersold (2003)

Helping groups with tasks set by teacher 
(include practical)

MENCAP (1999), Moran 
and Abbott (2002), 
Neill (2002a)

Ebersold (2003), 
Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Helping individuals (e.g. with tasks set 
by teacher)

Hemmingsson et al. 
(2003), MENCAP (1999), 
Neill (2002a)

Ebersold (2003), 
Mortimore et al.* 
(1994) 

Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils 
(lessons or materials)

Farrell et al. 
(1999)

Hemmingsson et al. 
(2003)

Ebersold (2003)

Promoting independence MENCAP (1999) Ebersold (2003)

Listening to children Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Supporting literacy or language 
development 

Neill (2002a)

Providing interaction opportunities in 
class

Hemmingsson et al. 
(2003), MENCAP (1999)

Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Interpreting (instructions/language/ 
worksheets)/translate language 

Neill (2002a)

Assessing children work/Contributing to 
assessment

Neill (2002a) Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Improving/ maintaining of pupil 
motivation

Ebersold (2003)

Co-learning with pupils; acting as a 
pseudo-pupil*

Chambers and Pearson 
(2004)

Setting good examples; acting as a role* 
model; modelling learning/behaviour

Chambers and Pearson 
(2004)

Supporting numeracy/maths Neill (2002a)

Acting as a distraction* Golze* 
(2002)

*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.14
Teachers’ perceptions about TAs’ academic and socio-academic contributions

Parents’ perceptions about TAs’ academic and socio-
academic contributions

Two studies reporting parent perceptions were of 
medium WoE, namely Vulliamy and Webb (2003) 
and MENCAP (1999). Farrell et al. (1999), with 
high-medium WoE, and the medium-low Ebersold 
(2003) were the only other papers to report parent 
perspectives. Parents viewed TA contributions very 
positively, although parents were often unclear just 
what the support staff did. Both MENCAP (1999) 
and Farrell et al. (1999) reported that parents 
were often unsure just how LSAs worked and what 
exactly their contributions were. Nevertheless, 
they appeared to have faith that the assistants 
were crucial to their children’s education. Farrell 
et al. (1999, p 22) report two parents believing that 

the LSAs supporting their children were qualifi ed 
teachers with ‘specialist training to work with 
children similar to their own’. The researchers 
ascribed this misconception to a failure by the 
schools/LEAs to communicate accurately and 
effectively with parents. It is not possible to be sure 
that the parents were of secondary school children 
in this case, but the misconception has important 
implications for all sectors with regard to explaining 
provision to parents. Defi nite parent perceptions 
were few in number but included those shown in 
Table 4.15.

Parents in Vulliamy and Webb (2003, p 280) were 
reported as knowing that support workers helped 
their children cope with school. They were, 
however, uncertain just what the support workers 
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Parents’ perceptions Studies

High-medium Medium Medium-low

Helping pupils in general; mediating learning/
curriculum; enhancing curriculum opportunities 
(oiling the wheels in class)

Supporting homework / 
exam preparation*

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

Supporting homework / 
exam preparation*

Helping individuals (e.g. with tasks set by 
teacher)

Farrell et al. (1999)

Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils (lessons 
or materials)

MENCAP (1999), 
Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Ebersold 
(2003)

Promoting independence Farrell et al. (1999) MENCAP (1999)

Helping specifi c children with needs MENCAP (1999)

Listening to children Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Being someone to turn to /helper Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Supporting homework / exam preparation* Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Checking homework understood and done* Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.15
Parents’ perceptions about TAs’ academic and socio-academic contributions

Headteachers’ perceptions Studies

High-medium 
WoE

Medium WoE Medium-low 
WoE

Low WoE

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

Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

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

Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

Helping individuals (including with tasks 
set by the teacher)

Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

Adapting pedagogy to needs of pupils 
(including Lessons or materials), 
enhancing curriculum opportunities 
(oiling the wheels in class)

Farrell et al. 
(1999)

Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

Mortimore et 
al.* (1994)

Promoting independence Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

Helping specifi c children with needs Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

Being someone to turn to / helper Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

Interpreting (instructions/language/ 
worksheets) translating language

Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

Improving / maintaining pupil 
motivation

Moran and Abbott 
(2002)

Working in one subject area* Kerry (2003)

Securing attendance at school exams* Kerry (2003)
*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.16
Headteacher perceptions about TAs’ academic and socio-academic to pupil contributions
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did, although mention was made about the bottom 
four categories in Table 4.15.

In summary, parents’ perceptions appeared to be 
very positive. However, they were not clear about 
the TAs’ specifi c contributions, although they 
recognised that contributions involved helping pupils 
in general, supporting pupils’ with specifi c needs, 
developing pupils’ confi dence and ability to learn 
(see Table 4.15 for a full list). It was not possible 
to distinguish the views for primary and secondary 
school pupils’ parents. 

Headteacher perceptions about TAs’ academic and 
socio-academic contributions

Headteacher perceptions were only identifi ed in four 
studies (Farrell et al., 1999; Kerry, 2002; Moran and 
Abbott, 2002; Mortimore et al., 1994). The medium 
WoE Moran and Abbott (2002), which focuses 
exclusively on the voices of headteachers, dominate 
the contributions presented in Table 4.16.

Headteachers in Moran and Abbott (2002) saw it as 
their responsibility to facilitate the child’s autonomy 
and participation within the classroom. Farrell et al. 
(1999) interviewed 19 heads from a range of schools 
who reported that they valued the work of TAs. 
Unfortunately, it is very diffi cult to isolate secondary 
school voices in the report, so its inclusion in the 
table above depends on inference rather than 
explicit reference. 

From the evidence in the four studies reported 
above it appears that headteachers recognised 
the contributions of TAs as signifi cant educational 
work. They were also able to identify a broad 
range of ways in which TAs support pupils’ social 
and academic engagement. This ranged from 
general support to specifi c in-class help such as 
interpretation of instructions and language. 

Conclusion

To conclude this section, the MENCAP study (1999) 
provides a useful summary of LSA contributions in 
support of pupils with SLD/PMLD , which give rise 
to some important implications (to be discussed in 
Chapter 5):

• More LSAs were working with groups of pupils 
rather than individuals, fi nding this a more 
effective way of promoting integration and 
relationships between pupils.

• Some LSAs were effectively carrying out teaching 
duties, with pupils having little access to a 
qualifi ed teacher in mainstream classrooms.

• Many LSAs felt that their role in the classroom was 
not well clarifi ed, particularly with regard to the 
limits of their responsibility.

• Many LSAs play a signifi cant part in managing the 
inclusion process.

However, there was a great deal of variation in 
the extent to which LSAs were able to take part 
in planning lessons and recording pupils’ progress 
(1999, p 1), an anxiety expressed in several reports.

From the study results, TA responses were 
enthusiastic and tended to focus on their direct 
contributions to learners, while acknowledging their 
support role for teachers. Clearly, they believed 
that they made signifi cant contributions to pupil 
engagement as illustrated above. Teachers made 
fewer mentions of such contributions but their 
perceptions were generally positive, welcoming 
the support and especially the fl exibility that the 
presence of an additional adult gave them, although 
one teacher complained of having her attention 
diverted by the needs of the TA (Jarvis, 2003). 
Teachers (and headteachers) generally reported that 
TAs were very valuable to them as resources and 
as support for their work. Parents seemed to know 
little about teaching assistant contributions in this 
domain. 

4.4.2 Contributions to inclusion

Inclusion is an important contribution that was 
recognised in the secondary school studies reviewed 
(notably Jarvis, 2003; Roaf, 2003; Vulliamy and 
Webb, 2003) and also in the MENCAP study (1999) 
as well as other cross-phase studies (Ebersold, 
2003; Farrell et al., 1999; Shaw, 2001). Table 4.17 
illustrates the breakdown of studies that reported 
these perceptions. 

Although some perceptions of good practice were 
reported (for example, in MENCAP, 1999), the 
studies did not report in detail exactly what the 
TAs did to support or impede inclusion. The general 
contributions towards inclusion focused on managing 
pupil behaviour, mediating social interaction, and 
opening communication channels between teachers 
and pupils, as well as supporting pupils academically 
for constructive engagement in educational 
processes. 

Hemmingsson et al. (2002) 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 TAs were 
over-protective, thereby removing ‘pupils’ learning 
challenges’ (Moran and Abbott, 2002, p 168). 

Each stakeholder group’s perceptions are discussed 
in the following sections, in the following order: 
pupils, TAs, teachers, parents, and headteachers.

Pupils’ perceptions about TAs’ contributions to 
inclusion

There were four medium WoE studies (Bowers, 1997; 
Jarvis, 2003; MENCAP, 1999; Vulliamy and Webb, 
2003) reporting pupil perceptions on contributions to 
inclusion, one high-medium (Farrell et al., 1999) and 
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Number 
of times 
perceptions 
coded

Contributions perceived Number 
of 
studies

TA Teacher Pupils Parents Head-
teachers

Unclear

21 Securing inclusion / 
overseeing integration

11 6 4 2 4 2 3

11 Managing behaviour 7 1 3 2 1 1 3

10 Mediating social interaction, 
with peers (including 
advice about impairment); 
facilitating social interaction

6 5 2 0 1 0 2

9 Shielding children from 
learning challenges and 
integrating

6 2 1 2 0 2 2

7 Mentoring about personal 
problems *

3 2 1 2 1 0 1

5 Catering for pastoral needs 4 1 1 1 1 0 2

3 Being a key to pupil 
attendance*

3 2 0 1 0 0 0

1 Interfering with peer group 
relationships*

1 0 0 1 0 0 0

1 Empathising with pupils from 
unsupportive backgrounds*

1 1 0 0 0 0 0

1 Giving opportunities 
to children that were 
misunderstood by teachers*

1 1 0 0 0 0 0

1 Encouraging independent 
interaction

0 1 0 0 0 0 0

2 Acting as a distraction 1 1 0 1 0 0 0

1 Offering pastoral care (caring 
for pastoral needs

0 0 0 1 0 0 0

1 Understanding students’ 
apprehensions and fears*

1 1 0 0 0 0 0

3 Bridging between teacher and 
pupil 

3 0 3 0 0 0 0

*Secondary school only studies*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.17
Contributions to inclusion

Pupil’s perception Studies

High-medium WoE Medium WoE Low WoE

Securing inclusion / overseeing 
integration 

Jarvis (2003)*, Vulliamy and 
Webb (2003)*

Managing behaviour Bowers (1997), Vulliamy and 
Webb (2003)*

Shielding children from learning 
challenges and integrating

Farrell et al. (1999) Bowers (1997)

Mentoring about personal 
problems*

Vulliamy and Webb (2003)* Kerry (2002)*

Interfering with peer group 
relationships*

Jarvis (2003)*

Offering pastoral care (caring 
for pastoral needs)

MENCAP (1999)

*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.18
Pupils’ perceptions about contributions to inclusion
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one low WoE (Kerry, 2002). As most evidence comes 
from the medium WoE studies, these will be the 
focus of studies here.

Direct comments by pupils about inclusion were 
few in number and included some expressions of 
concern about not wishing to be singled out or to be 
distracted from interaction with their peers, even 
interfering in peer group relationships (Jarvis, 2003).

Bowers (1997) reported pupils’ view that TAs had 
a behaviour management role, but indirectly it 
appeared that some pupils were worried about being 
singled out for special support. Pupils in the study 
by Jarvis (2003) recognised that TAs contributed 
to inclusion, while Vulliamy and Webb’s support 
workers were seen as a kind of lifeline that helped 
to secure their more regular attendance in school. 
Pupils in Vulliamy and Webb (2003) acknowledged 
both the behaviour management contribution and 
the activities that support workers engaged in to 
integrate or re-integrate pupils into school. There 
were only two exceptions to this. Two pupils were 
negative, one describing the support worker as a 
‘nosy neighbour or a nosy social worker’, the other 
argued that the support worker dragged things up 
from the past (2003, p 280). The seven students in 
the MENCAP study (1999) did not report negative 
views.

The study with the highest WoE, Farrell et al. 
(1999), reported the perception (section 3.3, 19) 
that inclusion practices might cause embarrassment 
in some pupils and 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. Farrell et al. (1999) found that 
strategies that gave ‘space and distance to pupils’ 
were particularly important:

Many students in secondary schools were particularly 
articulate in expressing their preference for this way 
of working. Where they had been consulted on such 
matters (something that in itself is an important and 
helpful strategy), this seemed to have facilitated 
the creation of mutual acceptance as to the forms 
of support that were most acceptable. Usually 
these involved approaches within which help was 
available to students when it was really needed, 
but without a sense of constant presence, cutting 
down opportunities for discussion with peers, or the 
teacher. (Farrell, 1999, p 50)

The medium WoE Bowers study (1997) would appear 
to provide support for Farrell et al. (1999). Bowers 
suggests that negative responses appeared to come 
from children in the upper age range (1997, p 
227). Also, at the secondary level, where a lower 
proportion of children received support, there 
were more negative attributions to peers (ibid, p 
228). These pupils were afraid of being perceived 
as ‘silly’, ‘different’ from their peers. Also, some 
secondary pupils associated a sense of frustration 
with the support provided. They thought that this 
was not actually needed and it was a waste of time.

For an increasing proportion of older students, 
Bowers suggested the following:

Any help was pupil focused. The objects of the provision 
of additional support were, for them, students who 
for one reason or another they identified as needing 
something which was different from or additional to 
that which the bulk of students in the class received. 
(Bowers, 1997, p 229)

Most of the pupils receiving support in Bowers (1997) 
valued the assistance. Nevertheless consistent 
responses from a minority reported support as 
somehow singling a student out as different. While 
the method of reporting does not mean that it is 
always possible accurately to disentangle which 
fi ndings arise from which age group of children 
responding, the quotations from Bowers (1997) 
would appear to indicate that older children have 
rather more negative views of the support, with 
secondary aged pupils indicating that they felt that 
receiving help from an additional adult singled them 
out, and that the help could be unnecessary and 
time wasting. This is discussed further later. 

From the pupils’ comments, it could be suggested 
that an important TA contribution to inclusion is an 
understanding of pupils’ personal problems, feelings 
and improving pupils’ abilities to get along with 
other pupils (Kerry, 2002). TAs appeared to provide a 
caring atmosphere for pupils in which opportunities 
are given to pupils that allow them to engage in 
activities according to their particular level of need. 
Kerry’s study is of low WoE, but it mentions the TAs’ 
pastoral and attendance-related work. However, 
in-class support was not always viewed positively, 
in particular in the eyes of older pupils, due to the 
risk of being stigmatised as someone with additional 
needs.

TAs’ perceptions about TA’s contributions to 
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), but this study is of low WoE. 
Two medium-low studies, 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 stakeholders (by headteachers in Moran 
and Abbott (2002), the other in Ebersold (2003), 
citing teachers). 

TAs reported their contribution to inclusion in a 
number of studies, as described in Table 4.19.

Farrell et al. (1999), which is rated high in terms 
of research design and weight of evidence (WoE 
A), reported that TAs believed they were ‘making 
a genuine contribution towards helping pupils with 
special needs’ (p 23). There was little emphasis 
on behaviour management, with the exception of 
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TAs’ perceptions Studies 

High-medium 
WoE

Medium WoE Medium-low WoE Low WoE

Securing inclusion / overseeing 
integration

Farrell et al. 
(1999)

MENCAP (1999) Chambers and 
Pearson* (2004)

Managing behaviour Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Roaf* (2003)

Mediating social interaction, with 
peers (including advice about 
impairment); acting as advocate 
for pupil acceptance in class

Chambers and 
Pearson* (2004), 
Hemmingsson et 
al. (2003), MENCAP 
(1999)

Ebersold (2003), Roaf* 
(2003)

Shielding children from learning 
challenges and integrating

Chambers and 
Pearson* (2004) 

Shaw (2001)

Mentoring about personal 
problems 

Roaf* (2003) Kerry* (2002) 

Catering for pastoral needs MENCAP (1999) Roaf* (2003)

Being the key to attendance* Roaf* (2003) Kerry* (2002) 

Empathising with pupils from 
unsupportive backgrounds*

Kerry* (2002) 

Giving opportunities to children 
that were misunderstood by 
teachers*

Roaf* (2003)

Understanding student 
apprehensions and fears *

Roaf* (2003)

Encouraging independent 
interaction

MENCAP (1999)

Acting as a distraction Chambers and 
Pearson* (2004)

*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.19
TAs’ perceptions on TAs’ contributions to inclusion

the medium WoE Vulliamy and Webb (2003) and 
medium-low Roaf (2003) studies. More was made of 
TA contributions to inclusion and mediating social 
interactions.

Shaw (2001, WoE: low) reported that learning 
supporters in her study saw dangers in ‘pupils 
becoming overly dependent on one adult’ (p 16). 
Flexible rotation of TAs in support of children might 
act as a safeguard 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’ (ibid). The much 
more reliable paper by Chambers and Pearson (2004, 
medium WoE) mentions that TAs can be distraction 
rather than an aide. At secondary level, the decision 
to support in a faculty or across the curriculum is an 
important one, especially the effects on the pupils 
of having one or several TAs with whom pupils need 
to relate. Patterns of organisation need further 
research.

There was evidence that TAs were aware of the 
possibility of creating or prolonging dependence. 
The LSAs in MENCAP (1999) appeared keenly aware 
of the need to promote independent interaction and 
independence 

The six studies in Table 4.19 suggest that TAs 
believed that they made a signifi cant contribution 
to pupils’ inclusion. Their claims suggested that 
they achieved this by helping to ease the diffi culties 
that stand in the way of pupils engaging in 
classroom learning. This was achieved by maximising 
opportunities for pupils’ purposeful and constructive 
social and academic participation in classrooms, 
mainly by mediating social interactions (see Table 
4.19 for a detailed description of activities). TAs 
also appeared to be aware of the concerns regarding 
over-supporting and shielding them from learning 
challenges, which was also identifi ed by pupils. 
These risks may constitute a barrier for achieving 
inclusion by increasing pupils’ dependency on the 
additional support. 

Teachers’ perceptions about TAs’ contributions to 
inclusion

In fi ve medium WoE studies (Chambers and Pearson, 
2004; Hemmingsson et al., 2002; MENCAP, 1999; 
Neill, 2002a; Vulliamy and Webb, 2003), there was 
clear recognition by teachers that TAs contributed 
to inclusion. In Vulliamy and Webb (2003), teachers 
(and parents) acknowledged the bridging role 
performed by support workers in bringing together 
teachers and parents for discussions. Teachers 
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Teachers’ perception Studies

Medium WoE Medium-low WoW Low WoE

Securing inclusion / overseeing 
integration

Hemmingsson et al. (2002), 
MENCAP (1999), Neill (2002a), 
Vulliamy and Webb* (2003)

Ebersold (2003)

Managing behaviour Neill (2002a), Vulliamy and 
Webb* (2003)

Shielding children from learning 
challenges and integrating

Chambers and Pearson* (2004), 
Hemmingsson et al. (2002)

Mentoring about personal problems Kerry (2002)

Catering for pastoral needs Hemmingsson et al. (2002), 
Neill (2002a)

Empathising with pupils from 
unsupportive backgrounds*

Kerry (2002)

Mediating social interaction, with peers 
(including advice about impairment); 
acting as advocate for pupil acceptance 
in class(teachers’ perception not 
reported on this coding)

Hemmingsson et al. (2002) Ebersold (2003)

Bridging between teacher and pupil Vulliamy and Webb* (2003) Ebersold (2003), 
Mortimore et 
al.*(1994) 

*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.20
Teacher perceptions on TAs’ contributions to inclusion

viewed the project very positively as support 
workers ‘were valued for their ability to build 
good relationships with pupils with emotional and 
behavioural diffi culties’ (2003, p 281). The success 
of support workers in Vulliamy and Webb merits wide 
attention as we seek to implement more integrated 
approaches to tackling disaffection in children 
following the introduction of integrated children’s 
services, following the introduction of the Children’s 
Act (2004).

MENCAP (1999, WoE D: medium) concluded from 
teacher and LSA responses that LSAs promoted 
inclusion by ‘helping relationships, for example 
by encouraging interaction among pupils and 
interpreting pupils’ attempts to communicate; 
encouraging independent interaction, for example 
by watching from a distance, withdrawing when 
they can’ (section 3.1.1). Teacher perceptions were 
relatively diffi cult to fi nd in this category, but are 
summarised in Table 4.20. These perceptions were 
supported by studies of lower weight (Ebersold, 
2003; Kerry, 2002; Mortimore et al. 1994), but detail 
is lacking.

In summary, while teachers showed an apparent 
acknowledgment of TAs’ role in relation to 
supporting inclusion, disentangling the description 
of how they actually achieved this was rather 
diffi cult. In teachers’ eyes, the extent to which TAs 
supported inclusion was related to their capacity 
for connecting school and home, and encouraging 
positive interactions between pupils. Furthermore, 
teachers recognised that TAs showed awareness 
and understanding of pupils’ diffi culties, especially 
for the ones who came from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. Teachers’ views reported here suggest 

that TAs helped pupils by empathising with them 
and working together in ways that enabled them 
to get access to experiences that would help them 
to develop and improve abilities to engage in 
appropriate interactions with other pupils. 

Parents’ perceptions about TAs’ contributions to 
inclusion

Disentangling the voices in relation to support 
for educational inclusion was a challenging task. 
Vulliamy and Webb (2003, WoE D: medium) reported 
that support workers were valued by parents and 
pupils for their ‘independence, accessibility and 
availability, skill in developing trusting relationships 
and sympathetic constructive advice on problems’ 
(p 284). They believed, with teachers, that ‘it 
was the independence and neutrality of support 
workers, who were perceived as knowing all about 
school rules and expectations but not instrumental 
in upholding them, that was a major factor 
contributing to their successful work with pupils 
and families’ (ibid, p 284). The support workers also 
fulfi lled a role in reducing truanting and parents 
knew that they accompanied pupils to lessons. The 
conciliatory role fulfi lled by support workers was 
especially welcomed by parents who appreciated the 
way they helped to mediate relationships following 
confrontations between teachers and pupils (ibid, p 
283). What is signifi cant in this is that these support 
workers were perceived by parents to be neutral.

Parents’ views are few but they believe that TAs 
make the following important contributions. Higher 
weighted studies, notably MENCAP (1999) and Farrell 
et al. (1999), reported that parents were often 
unaware of what LSAs actually did. This uncertainty 
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Parents’ perception Studies

High-medium WoE Medium WoE Medium-low WoE

Securing inclusion / overseeing 
integration

Farrell et al. (1999) MENCAP (1999), 
Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Ebersold (2003)

Managing behaviour Farrell et al. (1999) Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Mediating social interaction, with peers 
(including advice about impairment); 
acting as advocate for pupil acceptance 
in class

Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Ebersold (2003)

Mentoring about personal problems Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Ebersold (2003)

Catering for pastoral needs MENCAP (1999)

Being a key to pupil attendance* Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.21
Parents’ perceptions on TAs’ contributions to inclusion

Headteachers’ perception Studies

High-medium WoE Medium WoE Medium-low WoE

Securing inclusion / 
overseeing integration

Farrell et al. (1999) Moran and Abbott (2002)

Managing behaviour Mortimore et al.* (1994)

Shielding children from 
learning challenges and 
integrating

Moran and Abbott (2002) Mortimore et al.* (1994)

*Secondary school only studies *Secondary school only studies 

Table 4.22
Headteachers’ perceptions on TAs’ contributions to inclusion

about their contributions was echoed in the study of 
support workers by Vulliamy and Webb (2003).

Ebersold’s paper (2003) is in parts diffi cult to 
follow, this being one reason for its relatively low 
WoE, but it identifi es three contributions reported 
by parents, who recognised the importance of 
the integration assistant in the inclusion process. 
Parents recognised a range of ways in which TAs 
were supporting educational inclusion. While 
parents were not always clear what specifi cally TAs 
did, they tended to associate TAs’ role in relation 
to inclusion with the TAs’ caring, conciliatory and 
behaviour management roles, such as mentoring 
pupils’ problems and helping pupils to interact 
positively with other pupils. Parents also appeared 
to be pleased with support workers’ role in reducing 
school truancy (Vulliamy and Webb, 2003). 

Headteachers’ perceptions about TAs’ contributions 
to inclusion

Headteachers confi rmed the crucial contributions 
made by TAs to including pupils, identifying the 
contributions shown in Table 4.22 in particular.

There were very few perceptions from 
headteachers, with only 12 voices in total. They 

reported a relatively narrow range of functions 
in describing contributions to inclusion, when 
compared with contributions to social and academic 
engagement. However, they valued TA support in 
relation to securing inclusion. This is refl ected in 
their perceptions of contributions to behaviour 
management, their emphasis on mediating 
relationships and care for pupils. 

Conclusion

With regard to inclusion, a range of papers suggests 
that 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. Perceived intrusiveness of TAs was 
a feature noted in the map (e.g. Broer et al., 
2005) and in the review of primary school teaching 
assistant contributions (Cajkler et al., 2006). In 
the in-depth review, Hemmingsson et al. (2003) 
found evidence from their observations of pupils 
who might avoid support if it threatened in any 
way their opportunities for social participation. 
They concluded that decisions about support for 
pupils with disabilities should take into account 
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the perspectives of pupils. They also advised that 
support might be avoided if pupils believed that 
it threatened social participation and that pupil 
perspectives about social participation must be 
taken into account: ‘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).

The attention of a TA (if ‘velcroed’ to the pupils 
being supported) could act as a cocoon, shielding 
pupils from both learning challenges and integrating 
with peers (Hemmingsson et al., 2002; Moran and 
Abbott, 2002; Shaw, 2001). Golze (2002, WoE D: 
low) reported that TAs could get in the way of the 
teacher, demanding teacher attention away from 
pupils. Ebersold (2003,WoE D: medium/low) reached 
a comparable conclusion in his study of integration 
of pupils from the ages of 7 to 15 in eastern France, 
recommending that successful TA support requires 
a co-operative 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 culties and limitations’ (Ebersold, 2003, p 
104). Ebersold argues that this occurs ‘despite the 
fact that the principle of mainstream schooling is 
to consider the child as a responsible, reasonable 
person, able to play a valuable part as a full citizen, 
with the same rights as others’ (ibid). He 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. 
The writer concludes (ibid, p 103) 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’ 
(ibid). Thus, 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 [other] stakeholders.’ 
(ibid). 

4.4.3 Stakeholder relations

The inclusion process is held to be assisted by the 
TAs’ role in maintaining relationships between 
different stakeholders: for example, between 
parents and schools (Shaw, 2001, p 18; MENCAP, 
1999) through home-school diaries or reporting 
back on children’s learning strategies. In particular, 
the bridging role that TAs claimed in the study of 
primary schools was confi rmed in the secondary 

school studies. However, the success of this also 
depends on the nature and delivery of feedback 
and TAs’ ability to diagnose the learners’ strengths 
and weaknesses, but we did not fi nd studies that 
described these processes in detail. 

TAs’ perceptions of TAs’ contribution to stakeholder 
relations

The linking of stakeholders was a contribution 
identifi ed principally by TAs themselves (see Table 
4.24), but with rather low WoE studies (three low 
and three medium-low). The only exceptions were 
two medium WoE studies (MENCAP, 1999; Vulliamy 
and Webb, 2003). Shaw (2001, WoE: low, p 7) 
summarised this go-between role: TAs often acted 
as ‘diplomats’ or go-betweens’ for pupils, teachers 
and the many other personnel now connected with 
schools’. TAs share this perception in other reports, 
most notably in Roaf (2003) whose TAs claimed a 
signifi cant contribution by providing feedback to 
parents and linking all stakeholders. TAs see this 
linking role as being signifi cant and they report it 
more than do other voices in the studies (Golze, 
2002; MENCAP, 1999; ; O’Brien and Garner, 2001; 
Roaf, 2003; Shaw, 2001); this can include seeking 
clarifi cation from the teacher on behalf of pupils 
(Shaw, 2001, p 23). TAs believe that they play a 
signifi cant role in the category, contributing as 
described in Table 4.24.

It should also be noted that TAs also saw themselves 
as bridges between teachers and pupils, mediating 
both learning and relationships (Ebersold, 2001; 
Roaf, 2003) and to some extent this occurred in 
Vulliamy and Webb (2003). In secondary schools, TAs 
contributed to relations with work beyond school by 
being members of the local community (Roaf, 2003), 
as opposed to many teachers who might have few 
links to the community served by their school.

In summary, this section highlighted some of the 
ways which TAs enabled communication between 
different stakeholders. While TAs saw themselves 
as bridging different stakeholders, they appeared 
to play a special part in bridging parents and 
community with school. Therefore, TAs claimed to 
act as facilitators for increasing parents’ access to 
school and supporting the development of home-
parent working partnerships. However, the research 
studies lack the clear descriptions as to how TAs 
interact with parents and the most of the studies 
were of low or medium-low WoE as illustrated in 
Table 4.24.

Teachers’ perceptions on TAs’ contributions to 
stakeholder relations

Teachers also acknowledged this contribution of 
bridging between teachers and home, but other 
contributions in this category (for example, 
feedback to parents), were not found, as shown in 
Table 4.25.

The weight of evidence is not strong, with only two 
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Number 
of times 
perceptions 
coded

Contributions 
perceived

Number of 
studies

TA 
views

Teacher 
views

Pupils Heads Parents Unclear

12 Linking between teacher 
/ school and parent 
(including home visiting)

8 5 1 1 0 3 2

10 Acting as co-educators 
Important stakeholders 
in education process 

8 3 3 0 0 0 4

3 Giving feedback to 
parents

3 1 0 2 0 0 0

3 Linking all stakeholders 2 2 0 0 0 0 1

1 Contributing to relations 
with work beyond 
school (e.g. community 
activity)

1 1 0 0 0 0 0

4 Bridging between 
teacher and pupil

3 3 0 0 1 0 0

TAs’ perceptions Studies

Medium WoE Medium-low WoE Low WoE

Linking between teacher / school and 
parent (including home visiting)

MENCAP (1999) Ebersold (2003), 
O’Brien and Garner 
(2001)

Golze (2002)

Acting as co-educators, Important 
stakeholders in the education process

O’Brien and Garner 
(2001); Ebersold 
(2003) 

Jerwood (1999)*, 
Shaw (2001)

Giving feedback to parents Roaf (2003)*

Linking all stakeholders Roaf (2003)*

Bridging between teacher and pupil 
(not on Table 4.23) 

Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003)

Ebersold (2003); 
Roaf (2003)*

*Secondary school only studies

TAs’ perceptions Studies

Medium WoE Medium-low WoE Low WoE

Linking between teacher / 
school and parent (including 
home visiting) 

Vulliamy and Webb* (2003) Mortimore et al.* (1994)

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

Ebersold (2003), Mortimore 
et al.* (1994)

Jerwood (1999)

*Secondary school only studies*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.23
Contributions to stakeholder relations

Table 4.24
TAs’ perceptions about contributions to stakeholder relations

Table 4.25
Teacher perceptions about contributions to stakeholder relations
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contributions reported in four studies of medium 
to low weight. Nevertheless, the contribution of 
Vulliamy and Webb’s support workers to home-school 
liaison was highlighted as signifi cant by teachers and 
senior managers. The support workers were believed 
to improve home-school communications and they 
provided ‘an indirect bridge to parents’ (2003, p 
283). In addition, teachers learned a lot about home 
circumstances and this contributed to their greater 
understanding, which in turn led to what was 
perceived as a more tolerant atmosphere in school.

The four studies in Table 4.25 suggest that teachers 
recognised TAs’ role as a contributor to stakeholder 
relations, while their descriptions lack detail and 
depth to give great weight to these perceptions. 
Despite this weakness, an important implication of 
TAs’ bridging function was that it enabled teachers 
to increase their awareness of pupils’ home 
situations that in turn helped them to empathise 
with pupils. For teaching staff, there are particular 
considerations in this regard. The pupils, who work 
with TAs by defi nition, may present particular 
‘diffi culties’ and ‘needs’ on a day-to-day basis. A 
home perspective of such diffi culties could offer 
additional information that could help school staff 
to devise more appropriate forms of support. 

Headteachers’ perceptions of TAs’ contribution to 
stakeholder relations

There was some evidence, albeit from papers with 
low WoE, that headteachers were aware of work in 
this area: for example, in Kerry (2003), observing 
the bridging role, although this is not specifi cally 
mentioned in detail. Senior pastoral staff in the 
secondary school study by Vulliamy and Webb (2003, 
WoE: medium, p 283) found the support workers’ 
go-between function particularly helpful ‘for the 
school and the other agencies working with caseload 
pupils.’

Headteachers recognised the bridging TA function 
between key stakeholders but again these views 
lack detailed descriptions of how this is achieved. 
However, TAs’ role in maintaining stakeholder 
relationships was perceived positively by 

headteachers and senior management staff. 

Parents’ perceptions on TAs’ contribution to 
stakeholder relations

Parent perceptions, on the other hand, were 
reported in studies with higher WoEs. Parents 
in four studies (Ebersold, 2003; Farrell et al., 
1999; MENCAP, 1999; Vulliamy and Webb, 2003) 
acknowledged the bridging contribution by TAs, in 
maintaining relationships and communications. The 
MENCAP study reported that parents believed that 
LSAs gave feedback to teachers about children and 
that LSAs played a linking role among stakeholders. 
Vulliamy and Webb’s support workers visited 
caseload pupils and were perceived as ‘someone 
for us from the other side’ (2003, p 281). Not 
being teachers, they were seen as being neutral, 
knowledgeable about school but independent. 
Furthermore, they contributed to improving parent-
pupil relations, by enhancing communication 
between them. This gain may also have helped to 
bring about better or more engagement with school.

Parents clearly valued the role that TAs played in 
maintaining relationships between home and school. 
It appears that parents perceived TAs as being more 
approachable and non-threatening. An important 
fi nding is that TAs (support workers in Vulliamy and 
Webb, 2003) helped to improve relations within 
the home, sometimes between parents, and also 
between parents and pupils. While the studies do 
not provide detailed descriptions of these bridging 
processes (e.g. the nature of parent-TA discourse 
and parent-school engagements), what appears 
clearly is that parents were able to relate to TAs and 
trusted their knowledge of their children in schools. 

Pupils’ perceptions of TAs’ contribution to 
stakeholder relations

Not surprisingly, this bridging role was only 
mentioned by pupils in the medium WoE study 
of support workers conducted by Vulliamy and 
Webb (2003), who saw the support workers as 
instrumental in managing relations between school 
and home, in order to re-integrate disaffected 

Parents’ perceptions Studies

High-medium WoE Medium WoE Medium-low WoE

Linking between teacher/ 
school and parent (including 
home visiting) 

Farrell et al. (1999) MENCAP (1999), Vulliamy 
and Webb (2003)

Ebersold (2003)

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

Ebersold (2003)

Linking all stakeholders MENCAP (1999), Vulliamy 
and Webb (2003)

Ebersold (2003)

Bridging between teacher 
and pupil

Farrell et al. (1999) MENCAP (1999)

Table 4.26
Parent perceptions about TA contributions to stakeholder relations
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pupils. These support workers even worked as 
‘information brokers between family members’ (p 
282) when relations between them were frayed and 
this impacted on school-related issues. They also 
maintained communications with parents who lived 
apart so that both parents could both know about 
and address school incidences.

While Vulliamy and Webb investigated the 
contributions of specialist support workers, 
communication between stakeholders is clearly an 
important and acknowledged contribution even in 
the case of other studies that explore how TAs/LSAs 
work. MENCAP (1999: 18) summarised the bridging 
contribution in the following way: 

LSAs liaise with a variety of people, for example: 

• staff of other schools, especially if the 
involvement is with an integration link between a 
special school and a mainstream school;

• other staff, particularly the teachers of the 
inclusion and integrated lessons;

• parents, either in person or though the home-
school book;

• other professionals, for example, the 
physiotherapist. (MENCAP, 1999, section 3.1.2)

The extent to which this liaison role might be the 
case in secondary schools could not be gleaned from 
this review, so we suggest that the issue requires 
further investigation. 

4.4.4 TAs’ support of teachers

There was general recognition of the support 
that TAs offered to teachers, performing routine 
tasks that enabled teachers to focus on securing 
academic engagement. It is noticeable that teacher 
views dominate this category (see Table 4.27), as 
TAs stressed this contribution much less than their 
own direct contributions to pupils listed above in 
previous sections. 

Pupils’ perceptions of TAs’ support of teachers

Just one study (medium WoE) reported pupil views 
about this contribution (Bowers, 1997) in which 
TAs are seen as helping teachers to enable them to 
concentrate on teaching. Bowers interprets pupils’ 
views as seeing the additional adult as a support 
for ‘an overworked or less than optimally effective 
teacher’ (1997: 229). However, views about the 
support role in relation to teachers were rarely 
expressed.

Pupils view TAs’ key contribution to curriculum as 
keeping their concentration on task. Their responses 
suggested that the teacher was seen to be in some 
way inadequate to the task of teaching the entire 
class, so that additional support was needed. 

TAs’ perceptions of TAs’ support of teachers

In relation to being a helper to the teacher (i.e. 
enabling the teacher to concentrate on teaching), 
perceptions were much less in evidence. Notably, 
the contribution most mentioned was that giving 
feedback to teachers about the progress of pupils, 
an activity closely related to pedagogy. While TAs 
and teachers felt that TAs were there to support 
teachers, there seems to be a growing sense of 
supporters of learning (TAs) seeing their role more 
as a co-educator guided by teachers, but in a 
complementary way, rather than just a subservient 
role. Five papers with a range of WoEs, as indicated 
in Table 4.28, clearly reported what TAs perceived 
(Chambers and Pearson, 2004; Farrell et al., 1999; 
Jerwood, 1999; Mortimore et al., 1994; Roaf, 
2003), while two others merely touched on these 
contributions, but with little detail (; Golze, 2002; 
O’Brien and Garner, 2001), summarised in Table 
4.28.

The giving of feedback to teachers about student 
progress would appear to be a signifi cant role at 
secondary level, this being a commonly claimed 
contribution in this category, although only 
two studies achieved or medium or higher WoE 
(Chambers and Pearson, 2004; Farrell et al., 1999).

To summarise, TAs perceived their curriculum/
teacher support role as being signifi cant, but not 
as signifi cant as their direct support for pupils’ 
learning. While they performed some routine tasks 
to enable teachers to concentrate on pedagogy, 
they clearly viewed themselves as co-educators. 
We found no studies that described TAs engaging 
in domestic activities (such as cleaning paint 
pots or tidying up after lessons), and there were 
only two mentions of resource development and 
maintenance. 

Teachers’ perceptions of TAs’ support of teachers

Teacher perceptions were reported in several 
papers with a range of WoE, and clearly teachers 
welcomed the support they received. They reported 
that TAs gave valuable support that freed them 
to focus on teaching, that supported their work 
with pupils, and that helped them to maintain and 
develop resources. These perceptions, however, 
did not feature as highly as those relating to direct 
contributions to pupils’ learning. There was a 
recognition that TAs work principally in support of 
pupils, their time not being consumed by mundane 
clerical or administrative chores.

Teachers confi rmed that giving feedback was an 
important contribution in fi ve studies, covering the 
full range of WoE. They also expressed gratitude 
for relief from routine tasks, but again there were 
only two mentions of resource development and 
maintenance (Golze, 2002; Mortimore et al., 1994), 
papers of low and medium-low WoE respectively.



A systematic literature review on the perceptions of ways in which teaching assistants work to support pu-
pils’ social and academic engagement in secondary classrooms (1988–2005)

60

N
um

be
r 

of
 t

im
es

 
pe

rc
ep

ti
on

s 
co

de
d

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

13
H

el
pi

ng
 t

ea
ch

er
s 

(e
.g

. 
in

 c
la

ss
 

or
 w

it
h 

ro
ut

in
e 

ta
sk

s 
to

 e
na

bl
e 

co
nc

en
tr

at
io

n 
on

 t
ea

ch
in

g)

9
3

5
1

0
0

4

9
G

iv
in

g 
fe

ed
ba

ck
 o

n 
pr

og
re

ss
 t

o 
te

ac
he

rs
8

4
2

0
1

1
1

6
M

ai
nt

ai
ni

ng
 /

 d
ev

el
op

in
g 

re
so

ur
ce

s
4

2
2

0
1

0
1

5
Co

nt
ri

bu
ti

ng
 t

o 
in

di
vi

du
al

 
ed

uc
at

io
n 

pl
an

s
4

3
1

0
0

0
1

3
Ad

vi
si

ng
 o

n 
cu

lt
ur

al
 b

ac
kg

ro
un

d 
of

 
pu

pi
ls

3
0

2
0

0
0

1

3
Su

pe
rv

is
in

g 
cl

as
se

s 
(e

.g
. 

to
 a

llo
w

 
te

ac
he

rs
 t

o 
co

nc
en

tr
at

e 
on

 s
m

al
l 

gr
ou

p)
; 

w
ho

le
 c

la
ss

 t
ea

ch
in

g

3
1

1
0

0
1

0

3
Ke

ep
in

g 
re

co
rd

s
2

0
1

0
0

0
3

1
Pl

an
ni

ng
 p

ro
gr

am
m

es
 o

f 
w

or
k

1
0

0
0

0
0

1

1
Ad

vi
si

ng
 t

ea
ch

er
s 

*
1

1
0

0
0

0
0

1
Im

pr
ov

in
g 

te
ac

he
r 

m
ot

iv
at

io
n*

1
0

1
0

0
0

0

*S
ec

on
da

ry
 s

ch
oo

l o
nl

y 
st

ud
ie

s
*S

ec
on

da
ry

 s
ch

oo
l o

nl
y 

st
ud

ie
s

Ta
bl

e 
4.

27
TA

s’
 s

up
po

rt
 o

f 
te

ac
he

rs



Chapter 4 In depth review: results 61

TAs’ perceptions Studies

High-medium 
WoE

Medium WoE Medium-low WoE Low WoE

Helping teachers (e.g. in class 
or with routine tasks to enable 
concentration on teaching)

Farrell et al. 
(1999)

Chambers and 
Pearson* (2004)

Mortimore et al. 
(1994)

Golze, (1999)

Giving feedback on progress to 
teachers

Farrell et al. 
(1999)

Roaf* (2003) Jerwood* (1999)

Maintaining/developing resources Mortimore et al. 
(1994)

Golze, (1999)

Contributing to Individual 
Education Plans

Farrell et al. 
(1999)

O’Brien and 
Garner (2001)

Jerwood* (1999)

Supervising classes (e.g. to allow 
T to concentrate on small group); 
whole class teaching

O’Brien and 
Garner (2001)

Advising teachers * Roaf,* (2003)
*Secondary school only studies

Table 4.28
TAs’ perceptions of their support of teachers

Teachers’ perception Studies

High-medium WoE Medium WoE Medium-low WoE Low WoE

Helping teachers 
(e.g. in class or with 
routine tasks to 
enable concentration 
on teaching)

Farrell et al. (1999) Neill (2002a), 
Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Ebersold (2003), 
Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Giving feedback on 
progress to teachers

Farrell et al. (1999) Neill (2002a), 
Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Roaf* (2003) Golze* (2002), 
Jerwood* (1999) 

Maintaining / 
developing resources

Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Contributing to 
individual education 
plans

Farrell et al. (1999) O’Brien and Garner 
(2001)

Jerwood* (1999)

Advising on cultural 
background of pupils

Vulliamy and Webb* 
(2003)

Supervising classes 
(e.g. to allow teacher 
to concentrate on 
small group); whole 
class teaching

Neill (2002a)

Keeping records Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

Improving teacher 
motivation 

Mortimore et al.* 
(1994)

* Secondary school only studies* Secondary school only studies

Table 4.29
Teachers’ perceptions of TAs’ support of teachers
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Parent perceptions of TAs’ support of teachers

Parents’ views on TAs’ contribution to teachers were 
limited. Parent perceptions were reported about 
supervising classes (Neill, 2002a) in order to allow 
the teacher to concentrate on specifi c learners 
at certain times and giving feedback on progress 
to teachers (Ebersold, 2003), but there was very 
little detail as to how this took place. Perhaps they 
tended to view support for the teacher as helping 
out on an ad hoc basis.

Headteachers’ perceptions of TAs’ support of 
teachers

Two medium WoE studies reported headteachers’ 
perceptions. The cross-phase study by Moran and 
Abbott (2002) was the principal source, identifying 
that TAs:

• give feedback on progress to teachers

• maintain and/or develop resources

However, Vulliamy and Webb (2003, p 281), again 
medium WoE, report that senior management and 
pastoral staff believe that support workers saved 
them a great deal of time, by counselling pupils 
and engaging in home-school liaison. In one school, 
the time saving amounted to six hours of senior 
management time per week and up to 14 hours of 
other teachers’ time. 

4.4.5 Summary of overall secondary-
specifi c perceptions of TA contributions

Contributions identifi ed were often comparable to 
roles identifi ed in primary schools (Cajkler et al., 
2006), but statements presented in Table 4.30 were 
not found in primary focused studies. They were 
identifi ed only in the secondary specifi c studies. 

The differences with primary school contributions 
(Cajkler et al., 2006) are perhaps few in number 
but they indicate greater focus on issues such as 
attendance (Kerry, 2002; Roaf, 2003; Vulliamy and 
Webb, 2003), an issue not mentioned in the review 
of primary practice. Attendance at examinations was 
mentioned in two studies (Kerry, 2002; Roaf, 2003), 
the fi rst of medium–low WoE and the second of low 
WoE. 

Similarly, mentoring about personal problems was 
mentioned, as was the support for examination 
preparation and attendance. However, in medium 
WoE studies, older pupils also found the TA presence 
could be distracting (Chambers and Pearson, 
2004) and Jarvis (2003) reported on the possible 
interference of TAs in peer group relations. Bowers 
(1997) had also noted that older pupils might fi nd 
the TA to be intrusive, and to draw or provide 
unwanted attention to the supported pupil. A low 
WoE study (Golze, 2002) supported this perspective. 

In secondary-specifi c perceptions listed in Table 

4.30, much more stress was put on acting as 
an example for pupils, offering them ways into 
learning, and collaborating with them as co-learners 
to encourage participation. Acting as models for 
learning and behaviour featured more strongly here 
than in primary schools (Chambers and Pearson, 
2004, Golze, 2002; O’Brien and Garner, 2001; Roaf, 
2003). However, it is not possible to identify how 
signifi cant these differences are, so further studies 
are needed to determine the differences in primary 
and secondary learning support contributions. The 
role of advocate for pupils, of being a less formal 
presence in the classroom and schools also seems to 
be of greater importance in secondary schools, but 
this is a tentative conclusion, more an impression 
than a proven reality, and something that should 
be further explored. The paper by Roaf (2003), 
although medium-low WoE, was informative as was 
the work of Vulliamy and Webb (2003). With the 
exception of the paper by Chambers and Pearson 
(2004), there was more emphasis on combating 
disaffection than was apparent in the review 
of primary TAs: for example, empathising with 
pupils, seeking to integrate misunderstood pupils, 
securing attendance, and fostering completion of 
examinations and homework. 

One area of challenge lies in the effective 
deployment of TAs. Where can they make the most 
effective support? Should this be in support of 
individual subjects or across the curriculum? Primary 
schools face challenges in the deployment of TAs 
(e.g. as specialists in literacy, numeracy or ICT; in 
support of one teacher in one year; across years) 
but the Review Group did not identify this in the 
literature review of primary practice (Cajkler et al., 
2006).

Nevertheless, general fi ndings from the studies 
suggest that TAs often take semi-independent roles 
in schools whether working in one subject area or 
across the curriculum, and make signifi cant decisions 
about learners and their academic and social 
engagement. In the three medium-low WoE cross-
phase studies, it is a role that is variously seen as 
semi-independent (O’Brien and Garner, 2002), not a 
support role (Shaw, 2001), and critical to inclusion 
(Ebersold, 2003). While studies refer to the specifi c 
TA functions in enabling inclusion, the details of 
these discourses appear impressionistic and thin. 
The secondary only studies did not add to the 
impression of independent operation by TAs. The TAs 
in Chambers and Pearson’s (2004) medium WoE study 
of modern language teaching stressed the way the 
TA depended on the teacher for the specialist input 
which was then used to support learning. Support 
workers in Vulliamy and Webb (2003) had a defi ned 
role but worked in complement with teachers, 
saving them signifi cant amounts of time that 
could be devoted to teaching. The success of such 
initiatives depends in large part on collaboration and 
trust among participants in the process (Ebersold, 
2003). However, TAs felt that social issues appeared 
to be more part of their work at secondary level, 
helping disaffected pupils, and acting as an advocate 
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Secondary-specifi c perception Studies

High-medium WoE Medium WoE Medium-low WoE Low WoE

Academic and socio-academic contributions

Co-learning with pupils; acting as 
a pseudo-pupil

Chambers and 
Pearson (2004)

O’Brien and Garner 
(2001), Roaf (2003)

Setting good examples; acting as 
a role model; modelling learning/
behaviour

Chambers and 
Pearson (2004)

Roaf (2003) Golze (2002)

Securing attendance at school 
exams

Roaf (2003)

Working in one subject area Chambers and 
Pearson (2004), 
Neill (2002a)

Securing attendance at school Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003)

Kerry (2002)

Supporting all subjects (across 
the secondary curriculum)

Chambers and 
Pearson (2004)

Roaf (2003)

Helping maintain a positive 
climate for all

Chambers and 
Pearson (2004)

Roaf (2003)

Acting as a distraction Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003)

Golze (2002)

Supporting ICT development Mortimore et al. 
(1994)

Providing support for writing 
activities

Jarvis (2003)

Supporting homework/exam 
preparation

Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003)

Contribution to inclusion

Mentoring about personal 
problems 

Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003)

Mortimore et al. 
(1994)

Kerry (2002)

Being a key to pupil attendance Vulliamy and Webb 
(2003)

Roaf (2003) Kerry (2002)

Interfering with peer group 
relationships

Jarvis (2003)

Empathising with pupils from 
unsupportive backgrounds

Kerry (2002)

Giving opportunities to children 
that were misunderstood by 
teachers

Roaf (2003)

Contributions to teachers

Advising teachers Roaf (2003)

Improving teacher motivation

Table 4.30
Secondary-specifi c perceptions

for misunderstood pupils, etc. In secondary schools, 
TAs appeared to have additional roles in supporting 
homework, social inclusion, mentoring of personal 
problems, maintaining and motivating attendance, 
managing behaviour, acting as a role model, and 
acting as a less formal point of contact.

Roaf (2003) summarises this perspective: ‘LSAs could 
give many examples of times of where they felt 
that their presence had made a difference, perhaps 

helping a teacher to accept a child and to make 
both teacher and child feel valued’ (p 228). One LSA 
went on to claim: ‘You can act as mediator between 
children and their teacher where there’s been some 
misunderstanding or the children don’t understand’ 
(ibid). This is a signifi cant claim and further studies 
are needed to determine just how regular and 
effective such interactions might be.
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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 research methodology). Many 
studies failed to include unequivocal guidance on 
the research methods used, particularly sampling 
procedures, leading to some uncertainty and 
discussion between reviewers about inclusion 
and exclusion. Shaw (2001) and Roaf (2003) were 
retained as they contained signifi cant claims about 
the perceptions of learning supporters; however, 
both were the subject of controversy among 
reviewers. As a result, the studies could only be 
classifi ed as having low and medium-low weights of 
evidence as a result. 

Data extraction 

The 17 studies included for in-depth review were 
independently double data-extracted by members of 
the Review Group, working in pairs, and by Abigail 
Rowe and Mukdarut Bangpan (our EPPI-Centre 
reviewers). Following data extractions, each pair 
of reviewers held a consultation to discuss results, 
resolve any differences of opinion and agree a 
fi nal composite 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 WoE values assigned to each 
study.

4.6 Nature of users’ involvement in 
the review and its impact

As with other systematic reviews, the Review 
Advisory Group made a signifi cant contribution 
to suggesting 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, TAs and 
policy-makers. Our user groups contained teacher 
trainers, teachers, advisers, TAs and headteachers, 
who were consulted at regular intervals throughout 
the review. 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. Following the 
fi rst review of primary practice, they requested that 
perceptions about the contributions of secondary 
school TAs be synthesised to complete the picture.

In addition, there was structured discussion of the 

emerging fi ndings during the fi rst review with three 
groups of TAs (two primary and one secondary) and 
their trainers on STA programmes. This exercise was 
repeated for this review with a group of secondary 
TAs, which tended to confi rm the perceptions 
reported here.

4.7 Summary of results of synthesis

All the studies, whether of high-medium, medium 
or lower weight, suggest that TAs are active agents 
in securing academic and/or social engagement, 
perceiving TAs as contributing to learning, as 
valuable resources, supporters of learning, 
mediators and intermediaries, as listeners and 
sources of support. TA voices are increasingly being 
heard, but 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. 
Where there is inter-agency working, as in Vulliamy 
and Webb (2003, WoE D: medium), the factors that 
contribute to the success of such partnerships could 
be usefully explored so that policy about the role 
and training of TAs can be reviewed. Perhaps there 
is a case for arguing that we should depend less on 
perceptions of what is done, and rather more on 
detailed analysis of what actually happens.

Following the weights of evidence analysis 
(represented for the reader’s convenience in Table 
4.31), eight studies were considered to provide 
overall medium weight of evidence (WoE D), four 
were considered to provide medium to low WoE, and 
four low WoE. One study was considered of higher 
weight (Farrell et al., 1999) than the rest, but even 
this classifi cation was hedged.

That there were no unequivocally ‘high’ WoE studies 
refl ects the fact that few studies sought to identify 
exclusively the perceptions of stakeholders about 
TAs’ contributions, with the possible exceptions 
of Chambers and Pearson (2004, WoE D: medium). 
Farrell et al. (1999, WoE D: high/medium) 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 might 
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.

All stakeholders claimed that TAs contributed in the 
following ways: 

a. Directly to pupils’ learning and engagement in 
the classroom. This was deemed to be the most 
signifi cant contribution.
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Author(s) and year Focus Overall weight of evidence 
(D)

1 Bowers (1997) Cross-phase Medium

2 Ebersold (2003) Cross-phase Medium-Low

3 Farrell et al. (1999) Cross-phase High-medium

4 Hemmingsson et al. (2003) Cross-phase Medium

5 MENCAP Cross-phase Medium

6 Moran and Abbott (2002) Cross-phase Medium

7 Mortimore et al. (1994) Cross-phase, but secondary case studies Medium-Low

8 Neill (2002a) Cross-phase Medium

9 O’Brien and Garner (2001) Cross-phase Medium-Low

10 Shaw (2001) Cross-phase Low

11 Chambers and Pearson (2004) Secondary only Medium

12 Golze (2002) Secondary only Low

13 Jarvis (2003) Secondary only Medium

14 Jerwood (1999) Secondary only Low

15 Kerry (2002) Secondary only Low

16 Roaf (2003) Secondary only Medium-Low

17 Vulliamy and Webb (2003) Secondary only Medium

Table 4.31
Overall weights of evidence

b. To the inclusion of pupils by fostering 
independence and encouraging interaction, but 
they could also act as a barrier (a perception, 
particularly by older pupils).

c. Signifi cantly to stakeholder relations, acting as 
a go-between in range of contexts: for example, 
home-school (Vulliamy and Webb, 2003), teachers 
and pupils working together (Ebersold, 2003; Roaf, 
2003; WoE D: medium/low), teachers and pupils 
and other personnel both in and out of school 
staff (MENCAP, 1999, WoE D: medium; Roaf, 2003, 
WoE D: medium/low; Shaw, 2001, WoE D: low). 
The perception was that TAs acted as a kind of 
glue between participants, bridging between the 
different participants in the educational process 
and enabling the pupil to engage more profi tably. 

d. Directly to teachers and the delivery of the 
curriculum: for example, in giving feedback about 
pupils to teachers. This seems to be a signifi cant 
role taken on by TAs according to both TA and 
teacher responses. Teachers believed that TAs 
made a helpful contribution with the routine 
tasks, but only three studies reported TAs’ 
perceptions about this. 

The studies, nevertheless, leave no doubt that TAs’ 
contributions are considered valuable, and that 
TAs are perceived to be engaged in activities that 
directly affect academic and social engagement, 
although not all studies make clear how. 

While the impact of the contributions was not 
something that we could determine in this review, 
we can draw the following conclusions:

• TAs are perceived to promote inclusion of pupils 
with SEN. Farrell et al. (1999), MENCAP (1999), 
Moran and Abbott (2002) and Shaw (2001) all 
report similar perceptions in the cross-phase 
studies and secondary only studies added further 
weight to the perception (Jarvis, 2003; Roaf, 
2003; Vulliamy and Webb, 2003).

• TAs are perceived to play an important role as 
mediators, whose knowledge and understanding 
of pupils can be utilised to help pupils engage 
in learning and participation. In the cross-phase 
studies, only Bowers (1997) and MENCAP (1999) 
reported pupil perceptions of this but, in the 
secondary-only studies, there were several 
mentions of this contribution by pupils (Chambers 
and Pearson, 2004; Jarvis, 2003; Vulliamy and 
Webb, 2003). Other stakeholders acknowledge 
this contribution. TAs in particular believe that 
they have a positive infl uence on pupils’ on-task 
behaviour.

On the other hand, the danger of the cocooning 
effect was noticed in three medium WoE cross-
phase studies (Farrell et al., 1999; Hemminggson 
et al., 2002; Moran and Abbott, 2002) and further 
supported in the secondary-only studies by 
teachers and TAs (Chambers and Pearson, 2004), 
headteachers (Jarvis, 2003; Mortimore et al., 1994) 
but not mentioned by pupils. It should be noted, 
however, that, as reported by Jarvis (2003), one 
pupil complained of the TA interfering with peer 
group relationships and others complained of being 
over-supported. Jarvis concludes with the following:
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It is salutary to hear how pupils speak so eloquently 
about their feelings of being over-supported at times. 
The support role is extremely difficult and requires an 
awareness of pupils’ needs for a level of autonomy and 
an understanding that making mistakes is part of the 
process. It also requires a whole school approach to 
identifying the role of support personnel and strategies 
for involving them in planning, the preparation of 
resources and support for the teacher and for the lesson 
as a whole, as well as for the individual pupil. The need 
for clear policies, and time for the teacher of the deaf 
or special needs coordinator to monitor the process of 
support, cannot be overemphasized. Nor too can the 
importance of obtaining pupils’ views on their support. 
It is unlikely that these pupils had expressed the views 
presented here to staff in their schools. (Jarvis, 2003, 
167)

Our review suggests that further studies of 
perceptions are required and that staff in schools 
should have the opportunity to listen to pupils’ 
views about support.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Implications

The fi nal section of this chapter addresses the implications of this research for the following:The fi nal section of this chapter addresses the implications of this research for the following:

• Policy: specifi cally that which relates to use of TAs in classrooms

• Professional practice: TAs and those who lead and manage their work in schools, including 
guidance given to practitioners

• Future research

However, the chapter begins with a consideration of the strengths and weaknesses in the study.

5.1 Strengths and limitations of this 
systematic review 

Strengths 

Following the updating of the map, this in-depth 
review of secondary school teaching assistant 
practice, a consistent picture of stakeholder 
perceptions emerged, which complements the 
work of the fi rst review’s in-depth study of primary 
schools (Cajkler et al., 2006). While there are some 
secondary-specifi c contributions as presented in 
Table 4.30, a general picture of TA contributions can 
be confi dently drawn from the exhaustive reviews 
that we have conducted. 

The insights gained through the two reviews will be 
of use to policy-makers and planners of teaching 
assistant training programmes. The latter can 
benefi t from awareness of the need to train TAs not 
to be over-intrusive or over-protective of children 
receiving support.

Turning to the EPPI-Centre process, the disciplines 
of screening (using inclusion/exclusion criteria, 
keywording, data extraction tools and EPPI-Centre 
Reviewer) enabled reviewers to focus very fi rmly 
on the issue of stakeholder perceptions. From 
these processes, we can confi dently conclude that 
the perceptions of the contributions made by TAs 
described are robust, but little detail is offered to 
describe how these contributions are achieved. 

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 systematically 
and transparently to identify a signifi cant number of 
relevant studies that address, at least in part, the 
question posed by the review. Through systematic 
data–extraction procedures, the research team 
was able to analyse in depth the perceptions in 
relation to predefi ned categories that frame TAs’ 
support roles. We now know the extent to which 
stakeholders have been asked to present their views 
about TA contributions.

Limitations

There are signifi cant limitations to the studies in the 
review. None achieved high WoE and there are quite 
serious fl aws in several studies: for example, Shaw 
(2001) that provides only limited information about 
its subjects and methods. The quality of description 
of contributions varied signifi cantly between studies; 
Chambers and Pearson (2004) is a rare example 
of detailed description of activities, in this case 
in support of foreign language teaching. 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. Headteachers’ views are represented 
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but their perceptions were focused more on support 
for teachers, rather than on support for learners. 
That said, headteachers viewed TAs as making a 
signifi cant contribution to the integration of pupils 
with special needs.

We do not know about the effectiveness of TAs 
with regard to the four categories of contribution 
identifi ed. There are important questions to which 
this review could give at best partial answers, for 
example: Are there some contributions for which TAs 
are better prepared, or more appropriately placed? 
How do they cope when switching between roles and 
contributions? To what extent are schools aware of 
the varied contributions of TAs? 

A further diffi culty arose with the educational 
setting of studies, which were often cross-phase. 
Ten studies out of the 17 in the fi nal in-depth studies 
were cross-phase, including perceptions about TAs 
in primary schools. Few secondary-specifi c studies 
made it through to data extraction and four of these 
were deemed to be of lower weight than others 
in the review. The diffi culty of fi nding secondary-
specifi c studies means that the fi ndings have to be 
treated with great caution.

The review question also posed diffi culties and 
may have led to lost opportunities, as focusing on 
identifying perceptions possibly led to the exclusion 
of important studies, for example: 

• studies in which observations are a major part

• impact investigations of TA interventions

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

We focused on what stakeholders thought, rather 
than on how TAs were employed or how they were 
managed. We did not review the impact they had on 
attainment. This may have led us towards a limited 
focus of what stakeholders think about teaching 
assistant contributions and the wider issues that 
may have an impact on how they support learning 
in schools. It is essential that further studies be 
conducted to determine whether having a TA is 
integrating or limiting with regard to inclusion. 
When TAs (and others) claim that they contribute 
to inclusion, what do they mean? This study has 
not been able to shed light on this. In addition, as 
a result of concerns about the quality of studies, 
we suggest that further studies are needed to 
yield ‘thicker’ data to get at the heart of teaching 
assistant practice, if we are to understand this 
emerging important role. 

There are other signifi cant limitations to this kind 
of research: for example, reducing the map to a 
manageable number of studies for data extraction 
meant that some decisions were infl uenced by 
workload management considerations. The scope 
of the in-depth study was restricted to Europe, 
but only two of the 17 studies were conducted 

outside Great Britain so generalisability is an issue 
for consideration. Nevertheless, some important 
implications emerge from the review and these 
are discussed below. In addition, there have 
been reviews in the USA that have focused on 
paraprofessional practice and the reader is referred 
to similar studies, such as that conducted by 
Giangreco et al. (2001c).

The ‘overall weight of evidence’ (WoE D) refers 
to a set of assessment criteria which judges the 
appropriateness of the focus of studies, with the 
focus of the in-depth review, the appropriateness 
of research approach and design in answering the 
research questions, and the trustworthiness of 
conclusions. It is a particularly exacting assessment 
criterion to work with due to the limitations of some 
journals in reporting detailed research methodology, 
data-analysis procedures and fi ndings. On some 
occasions, some papers provided in-depth research 
fi ndings with rich descriptions, but it was not always 
possible to regard them as ‘high weight of evidence’ 
due to the limited information on the choice and use 
of research methodology and methods. Overall, very 
few studies provided suffi cient information on the 
analytical frameworks that were used to generate 
research conclusions to warrant a high weight of 
evidence in this respect; this was found to be the 
particular weakness of the studies reviewed in the 
in-depth study.

Finally, a word should be said about our Advisory 
Group. Although it included teachers, a headteacher, 
advisers, trainers and TAs, we were unable to 
include pupils and parents. Resource and practical 
constraints (for example, securing pupil presence at 
Advisory Group meetings with the Review Group) led 
to this limitation. Many of the TAs that we consulted 
were also parents of pupils receiving support, but 
the absence of a consistent parent voice in the 
Advisory Group needs to be acknowledged.

5.2 Implications

Implications are considered under the headings of 
policy, practice and research.

5.2.1 Policy

The remodelling of the workforce agenda (DfES, 
2003) envisages support for teachers that removes 
a range of routine administrative tasks. A large 
number of TAs may well be engaged in this and the 
development of this initiative has been evaluated 
(for example, Thomas et al., 2004). However, there 
are clearly many TAs who are directly involved in 
supporting pupils’ learning in direct ways (Blatchford 
et al. 2002; 2004; Farrell et al., 1999), which Wilson 
et al. (2002a) calculate to take up at least 60% of a 
TA’s time. Furthermore, we could not fi nd evidence 
of TAs purely engaged in domestic tasks. Roaf 
(2003, p 223) estimates that a quarter of fulltime 
equivalent TAs are working in support of pupils with 
special needs, a signifi cant workforce. LSAs in other 
studies were reported as contributing to inclusion 
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in signifi cant ways: for example, in Farrell et al. 
(1999), MENCAP (1999), Moran and Abbott (2002), 
and a number of other studies. 

This review also contributed to the understanding of 
TAs’ potential to secure inclusion in schools. We not 
only identifi ed perceptions about how TAs enable, 
but also how they could impede, inclusion by being 
overprotective and creating dependency of pupils 
on the additional in class-support. This requires 
attention to the training of TAs on how to scaffold 
pupils’ learning strategically so that they become 
autonomous learners.

Another important message in the studies explored 
relates to the opportunity to plan for inclusion 
and inclusion policies depending for success on 
the contribution of all stakeholders, including TAs 
(Ebersold, 2003). Jarvis (2003) highlights the skills 
and sensitivities required for effective support 
work, pointing out that the needs of the most 
vulnerable members of a class may be dependent 
on the success of the least trained members of the 
pedagogic team. This has implications for training 
policies for TAs: for example, what to include; 
opportunities for supervision; observation, feedback 
and continuing guidance. The support workers in 
Vulliamy and Webb (2003) were social-work trained 
and they focused on including disaffected pupils. 
Investigation of social work models of training might 
be worthwhile for some schools, depending on the 
focus of the TAs’ work. 

As roles change, secondary headteachers now 
have to consider the strategic role of TAs, and how 
to organise and deploy them to best effect: for 
example, either as a support to some pupils across 
the curriculum, or as a helper in some departments. 
There may be a changing pattern of teaching that 
sees teachers at secondary level focus more on 
planning and teaching the subject, while delegating 
responsibility for securing learning of the content 
and skills to other adults. This may be particularly 
the case where certain children are deemed to 
need something additional (Bowers, 1997). Indeed, 
Neill (2002a, p 4) concluded that teachers might 
be tempted to become TAs because the most 
pleasurable work appears to be passing away 
from teachers into the hands of their TAs. To what 
extent is this becoming a feature of school life and 
organisation? 

The implications of such developments for 
headteachers and teachers are that team building, 
communication and team management are essential 
skills for teachers to bring about improvements in 
learning through the successful working of classroom 
teams. Could there be fragmentation in both 
content and approach as they are fi ltered through 
different members of the team? If so, teachers may 
be seen as distant fi gures, classroom managers who 
devolve responsibility to others and get to know 
some pupils less well than other less trained adults.

There have been notable recent initiatives in the 

UK (e.g. HLTA training and Foundation degree 
opportunities) aiming to provide specifi c targeted 
programmes for improving TAs’ skills. The motivation 
for these initiatives, in particular the Foundation 
degrees, may have come from a belief that many TAs 
have the potential to make an even more valuable 
contribution in supporting learning processes in 
schools. 

Although training was not the focus of this review, 
our fi ndings have implications for the future 
training of both TAs and teachers, perhaps even 
headteachers. Procedures for the appointment, 
training and development of TAs in the UK have 
seen signifi cant changes in recent years and the 
voices heard in the research are clearly growing 
in confi dence, highlighting their pedagogic 
contributions.

While there are clearly defi ned standards for 
recognition as a HLTA, there are, as yet, no 
nationally agreed standards to be met for 
appointment as a TA, although occupational 
standards have been in place since 2001 (Local 
Government National Training Organisation, 2001). 
The degree to which these are met by TAs requires 
further investigation.

In the USA, national standards are emerging 
following the 2001 ‘No Child Left Behind Act’ that 
paraeducators in Title 1 schools should: 

• demonstrate a range of instructional abilities in 
support of reading, writing and mathematics

• have completed two years of higher education 
study

• have obtained an associate’s degree, equivalent to 
Foundation degree (Trautman, 2004) 

The results of this review not only have implications 
for how TAs should be prepared for the job, but 
also how other school staff should work with 
TAs or, indeed, be trained to work with TAs. The 
implications for teacher education policy are 
signifi cant. Wallace et al. (2001, p 525) identifi ed 
seven competency areas that teachers should 
possess:

• communication with paraprofessionals (sharing 
information; providing clear guidance)

• planning and scheduling (co-ordination, goal-
setting, etc.)

• instructional support (giving feedback on 
techniques, etc.)

• modelling appropriate classroom behaviours

• public relations (being able to explain what TAs do 
and how they contribute)

• training of TAs (being able to offer on the job 
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training)

• managing paraprofessional staff

New teachers are expected to be able to 
‘collaborate effectively with colleagues and work 
cooperatively in teams’ (Draft TDA Standard, April, 
2006) and manage the work of others, where 
appropriate. Our fi ndings suggest that teacher 
education and TA training programmes should have 
regard for the four areas of contribution identifi ed: 

• Contributions to pupils’ socio-academic 
engagement (direct support for learning): There 
is clearly a place for the training of TAs in 
offering direct instructional support either across 
the curriculum or in a particular subject area.

• Contributions to inclusion (how to secure 
interaction in the classroom, with the teacher, 
with other pupils, how to promote independence 
while reducing dependency on support): An issue 
here might be whether support is faculty based 
or across the curriculum.

• Maintaining stakeholder relations (understanding 
how TAs oil the wheels in maintaining relations 
between teachers and pupils and sometimes 
parents): establishing the remit of TAs in 
this domain might be an issue as direct 
communications with parents are less likely in 
secondary than in primary schools.

• Supporting the teacher and the curriculum (how 
to establish time to plan together, planning 
for the inclusion of TAs, how to help free up 
time for teachers to concentrate on teaching 
and including all pupils, how to devolve 
responsibilities to the TA, including tasks such as 
display and resource management).

The extent to which existing programmes can 
prepare trainee teachers and existing TAs for 
these tasks should be reviewed to take account 
of the changing shape of the workforce. The ‘job’ 
requires that TAs be ready to act as mediators of 
interactions, liaison workers, sympathetic ears, 
adaptors of teaching and teaching material. What 
are the qualifi cations for the TA role, and how 
are their recruitment and appointment being 
monitored to make sure that they take up their 
posts prepared to act as learning supporters? These 
are among the challenges facing the system as it 
employs yet more TAs.

5.2.2 Professional practice

Signifi cant claims are made about the ways in 
which TAs promote social interaction, about ways 
in which they act for pupils and relate to them. 
If TA perspectives are reliable, it is possible that 
we could learn much from the way TAs manage 
relations with pupils.

One of the many ‘claimed’ benefi ts of TAs is 

their connection to local schools. As most live 
in close proximity to the schools they serve and 
may share a common sociocultural background, 
and it is believed they more readily understand 
the perspectives of pupils. In several studies, it is 
suggested that they relate well to pupils, acting as 
a willing listener and also giving a voice to pupils; 
they also act as an advocate for pupils who may 
have been misunderstood. As well as attending 
to pastoral and social needs, for many pupils 
they act as role-models, as integrators of pupils, 
as supporters of learning, as bridge-builders for 
pupils both to other pupils and to their teachers. 
These are also areas that can benefi t from further 
research: for example, how TAs ‘bridge’ the 
feedback and feed-forward processes between 
teachers and pupils, how they infl uence relations 
between teachers and pupils, or the extent to 
which pupils value TAs as ‘local’ role-models.

Teachers and headteachers value their 
contributions, as supports for both learning and 
inclusion. In the Vulliamy and Webb study (2003), 
support workers were critical to the re-integration 
of disaffected pupils and they were credited with 
making school experience less daunting. Other 
students see them as helpful to their learning of a 
particular subject (Chambers and Pearson, 2004).

There are, however, a number of issues for 
secondary schools to consider. Pupils are less 
enthusiastic in some studies (for example, Bowers, 
1997; Jarvis, 2003) especially as they get older. 
Farrell et al. (1999) highlighted the kind of support 
that pupils preferred. Knowing when to offer 
support and when to withdraw, and knowing how to 
promote independence were critical to successful 
support work. There is evidence from the USA 
that pupils may experience long-lasting feelings 
of exclusion and frustration as a result of being 
‘supported’ in an over-intrusive way. For instance, 
a retrospective study (Broer et al. 2005) reported 
former pupils’ perceptions of paraprofessionals as 
barriers to inclusion and integration. The concern 
was echoed in other studies: notably Bowers (1997) 
and Jarvis (2003), but also by heads in ; Ebersold 
(2003), Moran and Abbott (2002) and Mortimore 
et al. (1994). Ebersold’s conclusions suggest that 
further studies are needed to consider just whose 
interests are being served by the different adults 
in classroom teams. We know of no retrospective 
studies in the UK to match that of Broer et al. 
(2005), an omission that needs to be rectifi ed if 
we are to evaluate current inclusion practices in a 
comprehensive way. 

Some TAs work across the secondary curriculum, 
while others appear to support in one subject only. 
There are subject knowledge implications as well 
as questions about the experience that pupils are 
likely to have when TA support is subject based 
or across the curriculum. In addition, the quality 
of teacher-TA partnership/teamwork may differ 
between primary and secondary schools. It may 
be easier for partnerships to develop in primary 
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schools where teacher and TA may work together 
for a large part of the week. This may be the same 
where secondary TAs are attached to departments. A 
recent study found that secondary school TAs come 
into contact with higher numbers of teachers than in 
primary schools, meaning that effective partnerships 
are more diffi cult to establish and sustain than in 
primary schools (Walsh, 2005, p 7). At secondary 
level, placing TAs in subject areas may make a pupil 
feel less secure or it may provide for a variety of 
contacts during the day. What kind of experience do 
the different approaches bring to our pupils? Where 
pupils are supported across the curriculum and 
how does this experience differ from an alternative 
that might allow for six or seven TAs per day 
having access to pupils? What judgments underpin 
such arrangements? Pupil perceptions about this 
experience need to be explored.

Mortimore et al. (1992, 1994) found that roles 
could become blurred but reported that the 
presence of associate staff allowed teachers to 
shed administrative tasks, thus enhancing learning 
opportunities for pupils (1992, p 180). However, 
since the work of Mortimore et al. (1994), there 
appears to have been a move towards greater 
pedagogic engagement. The development of the TA 
as a semi-autonomous supporter of learning brings 
with it a series of challenges at administrative 
and planning level. TAs may 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. In addition, an incidental fi nding of our 
review is concern about lack of time for planning, 
mentioned in a number of studies, notably MENCAP 
(1999) and Roaf (2003), and it is a concern refl ected 
in US studies (Giangreco et al., 2001c). 

Roaf (2003) suggests that TAs are becoming 
increasingly independent. They are complementary 
to teachers and guided by them, but some believe 
that they have a distinct educational role. Roaf 
suggests that they may even give advice to teachers 
about teaching, even suggesting approaches to 
helping particular children. The advocacy role was 
also especially important at secondary school level. 
What this means for the training and development 
of new teachers and new TAs is an issue that will 
be the subject of review and investment in future 
years. 

TAs often live in the same community as pupils 
(Roaf, 2003) and may have access to pupil 
knowledge that might not be readily accessible to 
teachers. So, an interesting question is to what 
extent could teachers in secondary schools become 
distant fi gures for some pupils, who depend on TAs 
for the bulk of their instruction, guidance and social 
modelling? Finally, is the success of social-work 
trained support workers (Vulliamy and Webb, 2003) 
in saving time and bringing about greater inclusion a 
challenge to current approaches to deploying TAs?

Such considerations give rise to questions about the 

daily experience of pupils in our schools: 

• Who knows the students? Who greets and values 
them?

• Is the use of TAs detaching teachers from pupils? 

• Do teachers now get to know certain pupils better 
than others? 

• Do some pupils now learn more from their TA than 
from the teacher?

• To what extent do teachers plan for and 
disseminate to other adults in the classroom?

• How does training prepare TAs for their 
contributions?

5.2.3 Future research 

As we conclude this review, three practical questions 
arise:

1. Are TAs adequately prepared for the four major 
roles that they are perceived to fulfi l?

2. Are teachers trained to manage or work with the 
activities of TAs?

3. To what extent do secondary headteachers take 
account of the TAs’ contributions when planning 
their provision? 

Our understanding of the content and quality of 
interactions in which TAs engage remains limited. 
For example, what kinds of discourse do TAs engage 
in when: 

a. supporting teachers in the classroom

b. working directly with an individual pupil

c. feeding back on progress to teachers

d. interacting with parents?

As with primary TAs (Cajkler et al., 2006), we could 
not fi nd detailed studies that had touched upon 
ways in which TAs talk to pupils. Perceptions remain 
at a general level. The evolution of TAs gives rise 
to some concerns about the degree to which their 
contributions are being researched and evaluated. 
While there have been a number of studies of TAs as 
behaviour managers, the study of support for pupils 
with physical disabilities is not highly developed in 
the UK and compares unfavourably with practice in 
the USA. Support for literacy work has continued in 
the hands of TAs, but few studies focus specifi cally 
on this important contribution. There are also very 
few studies of perceptions about the contributions 
of bilingual assistants in secondary schools, or of 
general support for EAL in secondary schools in the 
UK. The absence of secondary school studies may 
suggest that bilingual support is rare, unavailable or 
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even unnecessary in secondary schools. On the other 
hand, it could just mean that work is taking place 
but not being consistently evaluated.

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

• How do TAs cope with subject knowledge to fulfi l 
their mediational/interpretive role in secondary 
schools, especially when they work across the 
curriculum?

• How effective is cross-curricular support? How 
does this compare with arrangements which see 
TAs located in one faculty/department? 

• More generally, what is the impact of cross-
curricular and single department TAs? 

In addition, there are questions about pupils’ 
experience in school and their perceptions about the 
provision made for them:

• Whom do pupils perceive to be their main point of 
contact? 

• How do they view the different adults they 
encounter in individual subjects and across the 
curriculum? 

• How many relationships are pupils receiving 
support expected to negotiate and maintain on a 
daily basis? 

5.3 Conclusions

In order to understand teaching assistant 
contributions, which are wide, variable and 
evolving, this review has explored the perspectives 
of a range of important stakeholders. As in primary 
schools, secondary TAs are valued and their impact 
is believed to be positive, although only partly 
understood and occasionally misunderstood. 

The mere presence of additional adults in the 
classroom is not a guarantee of social and academic 

engagement. While most perceptions appear to be 
positive, the negative perception of pupils over-
protected by TAs was mentioned in a number of 
our included studies (Chambers and Pearson, 2004; 
Jarvis, 2003; Mortimore et al. 1994) and could 
be inferred from other cross-phase studies (for 
example, Bowers (1997) and MENCAP (1999), and 
even Shaw (2001) despite its low WoE). Similar 
occasional dissenting voices who regard TAs as a 
hindrance could be heard in the systematic map, 
so the way in which TAs intervene is an issue that 
requires greater understanding.

There are a range of issues that need to be better 
understood if the increasing deployment of TAs in 
our classrooms is to be managed and progressed 
in a principled way, informed by evidence from 
those affected by current policy initiatives. TAs 
face important 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. 
At secondary level, there are also subject knowledge 
issues for TAs who work across the curriculum or in 
one subject area (e.g. modern languages). 

This review suggests that participant voices have 
begun to emerge, but there have been few studies 
and many of these are of limited depth, especially 
secondary-specifi c studies of which we could fi nd 
very few. It is clear that pupils’ voices are under-
represented in the research, as are those of parents. 
The latter, when consulted, seem unclear about 
the contributions of TAs to the education of their 
children. Nonetheless, the importance of listening 
to children and to other stakeholders has been 
established in a number of studies (for example, 
Bowers, 1997; Ebersold, 2003; Golze, 2002; Jarvis, 
2003; MENCAP, 1999; Vulliamy and Webb, 2003). 
With the development of TA-related policies in the 
UK (workforce remodelling, the increase in the 
number of TAs deployed in schools, the introduction 
of HLTAs), it is essential that we listen to views to 
inform practice. 
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Appendix 2.1: Inclusion and exclusion 
criteria

Exclusion criteria for the systematic Exclusion criteria for the systematic 
map

Studies were excluded from the map if they were

• NOT about perceptions of stakeholders (teachers, 
teaching assistants, pupils, headteachers or 
parents): X1

• NOT about teaching assistants: X2

• NOT about Foundation Stage to KS5 (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 teaching assistants working on 
tasks that relate directly to learning/social 
engagement: X6

• NOT primary empirical research studies: X7

• NOT published in the period 1970-2005: X8

• NOT published in English: X9

• About librarians: X10 (initially X0)

• Theses: XA

• Newspaper articles: XGAZ

• Not available: XNA (This only applied to a small 
number of papers at a later date when they could 
not be retrieved.)

Exclusion criteria for the in-depth Exclusion criteria for the in-depth 
review

Criterion 1: They were not published in or after 
1988 (NX1); they did not focus on part of the 
secondary (11-16/18) age group (NX2); the type of 
engagement described in the study was not both 
academic and/or social (NX3); teaching assistants 
were not paid (NX4).

Criterion 2: Studies were not published in Europe or 
the UK. 

Criterion 3: Scope 

a. Studies were not focused on stakeholders’ 
descriptions of the activities that teaching assistants 
are involved in, thus containing at least some 
description of TAs’ activities (NX5).

b. Stakeholders’ perceptions of the contribution 
that such activities make to social and or academic 
engagement were not: 

i) a clearly stated aim of the study, or 

ii) explicitly discussed in the fi ndings (NX6)

c. Studies did not report their research methodology 
including at least 

i) a description how the sample was generated 
and 

ii) some information on the methods for 
collecting views/perspectives (NX7)

d. Studies focused on pupils engaged in mainstream 
education (NX8).
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Appendix 2.2: Search strategy for 
electronic databases

Sources Availability Time period of search
Databases

Educational Resource Index and 
Abstracts (ERIC)

Dialog@Site Web version 1966-1983
1984-1989
1990-Sept 2005

British Educational Index (BEI) Dialog@Site Web version 1976-Sept 2005

Australian Educational Index (AEI) Dialog@Site Web version 1976-Sept 2005

PsycInfo Ovid Web version

ISI Web of Science MIMAS ISI Web of Knowledge Web 
version

1981-2005

International Bibliography of the 
Social Sciences (IBSS)

BIDS Web version 1970-2005

ArticleFirst OCLC FirstSearch Web version 1970-2005

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? 
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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? 

OR ANCILLAR? 

OR AUXILIAR? 

OR PARAPROFESSIONAL? 

OR TEACHING ASSISTANT? 
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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 (paraeducator* 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 curriculum support*) or (class aid* 
or classroom aid*) or (learning support assistant* or support assistant*) or (  assistant* or support 
staff*) or (paraprofessional* or teaching assistant*) or (ancillar* or auxiliar*)) and ((education* or school* or 
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classroom*) in de)

#14 (school librarian* or learning mentor*) or (helper* or children’s librarian*) or (paraeducator* 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 curriculum support*) or (class aid* or 
classroom aid*) or (learning support assistant* or support assistant*) or (classroom assistant* or support 
staff*) or (paraprofessional* or teaching assistant*) or (ancillar* or auxiliar*)

#13 (education* or school* or classroom*) in de

#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 curriculum 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*)
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#2 TS=(school librarian* or learning mentor*)

#1 TS=(special educational needs assistant* or curriculum support*)

DocType=All document types; Language=English; Database(s)=SCI-EXPANDED, SSCI, A and HCI; 
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+’
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Appendix 2.3: Journals handsearched

For handsearching, fi ve journals were identifi ed by members of the Review and Advisory Groups 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

British Journal of Educational Studies

Teaching and Teacher Education
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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 
systematic map. It was important to identify which stakeholders’ perceptions were reported in each study 
(A.2 below): headteachers, teachers, teaching assistants, pupils or parents.

A.1 What is the status of the teaching assistants (paid, unpaid, volunteer)?

A.2 Which stakeholder perceptions are reported (headteachers, teachers, teaching assistants, 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 teaching assistants (e.g. teaching aide; teaching assistant; learning 
support assistant)?

A.8 What is the age of the students the teaching assistants are involved with? (Tick all that apply.)
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9,966 citations identifi ed

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

Title and abstract 
screening

One-stage 
screening

papers identifi ed 
in ways that allow 

immediate screening, 
e.g. handsearching 

Papers identifi ed 
in ways that allow 

immediate screening, 
e.g. handsearching, 
electronic searching

645 citations

702 citations 

57 citations 
identifi ed

233 duplicates excluded
469 citations identifi ed 

in total

30 papers not obtainedAcquisition of 
reports

439 reports 
obtained

Full-document 
screening

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

145 studies in 161 reports included

Systematic map
of 145 studies in 161 reports

Studies excluded 
from in-depth 
review
Criterion 1 : 81
Criterion 2 : 28
Criterion 3
NX5 = 9
NX6 = 7
NX7 = 1
NX8 = 2
TOTAL : 128

In-depth review
of 17 studies in 27 reports

Appendix 3.1: Figure 3.1 1970-2003
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Appendix 3.2: Post-2003 studies of TAs in 
primary schools

A number of important studies have been conducted A number of important studies have been conducted 
in schools in the UK since 2003, when the British 
government began its remodelling of the teacher 
workforce. At least one of these would have been 
included in an updated version of the study of 
primary school teaching assistants (Cajkler et al., 
2006). 

Blatchford et al. (2004) have continued their 
long-term study of the role and effects of teaching 
assistants in English primary schools (DfES, 2004). 
Perceptions reported in this study include the fact 
TAs believe that interactions with pupils dominate 
their work (p 26). Their direct support for pupils is 
now far more important than indirect support by 
doing routine tasks to help out the teacher (e.g. 
resource management). In short, their role as 
‘supporters of pupils’ learning’ has, they perceive, 
grown dramatically (p 27). Teachers, on the other 
hand, see the effects on teachers and teaching 
more strongly than on learners (p 37). TAs reinforce 
learning and engage in process that involve 
‘repetition, practice, reiteration and consolidation’ 
(p 37). In this sense, they have a much less initiating 
role than teachers. In primary school, TAs now 
offer signifi cant support for the development of 
literacy and numeracy, a perception supported by 
headteachers as well as teachers. Blatchford et 
al. (p 53) conducted systematic observations of 
interactions in classroom-based activities and found 
evidence for benefi cial effects of TA involvement. 
They believe that there are benefi cial effects on 
teacher-pupil interactions from the presence of TAs, 
in that they help to maximise attention to work.

The results were consistent in showing effects of TAs 
on teacher-pupil interactions. There was more active 
interaction with the teacher when a TA was present, 
which means more times when the pupil initiated 
contact, responded to the teacher, or was involved in 
sustained interaction with the teacher that extended 
over and beyond the time interval. There was also 
evidence that when a TA was present, pupils were more 
likely to be the focus of attention, that is, there was 

more individualized teacher attention when the TA more individualized teacher attention when the TA 
was present. Conversely, there were more times when 
the child was in an ‘audience’ role, that is, when the 
teacher was attending to another child in the class 
or group, r all children equally, when the TA was not 
present. This further confirms the greater likelihood of 
a passive role for the pupil when the TA is not present. 
(Blatchford et al., 2004, p 51)

The report’s fi ndings suggest that TAs have an 
energising role in primary classrooms, that they 
contribute to keeping everyone on task, and that 
teachers ‘rely on the work of TAs to support the 
pupils most in need’ (p 55).

Pupils recognise the benefi ts of additional adults 
in the classroom (p 58). However, the quality of 
interactions was not a subject of this research, so 
we cannot yet be sure what characterises quality 
in interactions between TAs and pupils. Blatchford 
et al. (p 65) repeat their 2002 view that thorough 
investigation of TA involvements, including their 
interactions with pupils, is overdue. They argue 
that the contribution of TAs is predominantly direct, 
in signifi cant interactions with pupils. Their role is 
now predominantly pedagogical (p 68), although, 
at a number of points, the authors point that the 
nature of their pedagogical contribution is not well 
articulated.

Thomas et al. (2004) have evaluated the School 
Workforce Pilot project, the forerunner to 
remodelling that involves TAs and HLTAs supporting 
the work of teachers in both primary and secondary 
schools. They investigated response to changes in 
working practices and approaches to implementation 
of the change, as well as levels of satisfaction 
in a number of schools. The project involved a 
number of initiatives, one of which relates to the 
deployment of TAs to cover routine tasks. Four 
special, 16 primary and 12 secondary schools were 
involved. Most teachers agreed that working with 
TAs meant they could spend more time on teaching 
(p xxvi). Teachers in secondary schools were less 
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positive (p xxxi) than those in primary and special 
schools. A number of case studies are reported with 
perceptions of benefi t generally reported (e.g. in 
improvements to the environment of a school, pp 
lviii-lix). 

After much debate by reviewers, the study was not 
included for in-depth analysis as the perceptions 
were rather general and the focus on the study was 
on the process of change, rather than on describing 
teaching assistants’ contributions to academic and 
social engagement. However, this was one of the 
studies where the reviewers found EPPI-methodology 
diffi cult to apply as the report clearly contains 
some perceptions abut TA contributions to academic 
engagement, but these were not deemed central in 
this report. Since the focus was principally on the 
effects on teacher workload, it was fi nally agreed 
that the work would be excluded from in-depth 
review. For example, in one case study (Meadow 
School), it was believed that changes in TA practice 
had had a positive effect, but the role of the 
teacher remained the key one. Some positive pupil 
perceptions were reported:

The teacher has a helper teacher and this is a new 
thing.

The teaching assistant can take over if the teacher is 
away, but only the teacher can work with us all and can 
control us, tell us our work and give us our targets.

(Thomas et al., 2004, p lxiv)

The overall conclusions to the study are that teacher 
working hours had been reduced, but this varied 
between school types, and that TAs had become 
more prominent in some schools (p c). Schools in the 
project had found new ways of working and part of 
this related to more effective contributions of TAs in 
schools. This is an important and informative study.

There have been other studies related to 
remodelling for example a UNISON staff survey on 
the growing role of teaching assistants’ (Unison, 
2004). Again after much deliberation, this was not 
included for in-depth review because it did not 
include descriptions of activities in which TAs engage 
to contribute to social and academic engagement. 
The report indicates that only 3.6% of schools have 
no TAs (p 6), although 15.6% secondary schools 
reported no use of TAs. Despite this, secondary 
schools reported increasing use of learning mentors, 
clearly growing rapidly. The report confi rms that 
work with small groups and individuals is the most 
common contribution identifi ed as offered by 
TAs. On the other hand, more than 20% of schools 
now use teaching assistants to provide short-term 
cover, presumably for absent or otherwise-engaged 
teachers (p 8).

Interest in the work of TAs is not confi ned to large 
funded projects in the UK. Small-scale studies have 
been undertaken to inform local developments: 
for example, the work of Durrant and Kramer in 
Worcestershire which is an impact assessment of 

workforce reform. Again, there was discussion as 
to whether the study should be incorporated for 
in-depth review but the study was received very 
late (September 2005) and it was fi nally agreed 
that there was perhaps not enough description of 
perceptions of what TAs actually do to warrant 
inclusion. In addition, we could not be sure of 
the balance between reports from primary and 
secondary schools, although questionnaires were 
sent to all. Nevertheless, the study is informative 
confi rming in a table on page 7 that the following 
are perceived as signifi cant contributions:

• work with small groups and individuals on tasks

• keeping children on task 

• developing pupils’ social skills

• helping the inclusion of all children

• supporting literacy and numeracy

• providing feedback to teachers

• raising the self-esteem of children by showing 
interest in what they do

• behaviour management (but much less than the 
above)

Freeing teachers from routine tasks, while 
important, was a less frequently perceived 
contribution than more direct contributions to 
pupils’ learning (Durrant and Kramer, 2004, p 9). 
These confi rmed the fi ndings of our fi rst review 
(Cajkler et al., 2006) and, though small-scale, the 
study of teaching assistant work in Worcestershire 
is a good contribution to our understanding of this 
important part of the school workforce. 
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Appendix 4.2: Synthesis tables of studies

Direct TA contributions to 
pupils’ academic and/or social 
engagement

Perceived by

TAs Teachers Pupils Heads/
service 
managers

Parents General 
perception/
not clearly 
stated

AS 1: Adapting pedagogy to 
needs of pupils (including 
lessons or materials) (7)

2 1 2 1 2 3

AS 2: Assessing children’s work 
/ contributing to assessment 
(5)

2 1 1 0 0 2

AS 4: Helping pupils in general 
mediators of learning / 
curriculum (15) 

6 4 6 2 2 5

AS 5: Helping specifi c children 
with needs (8)

4 0 1 1 1 1

AS 6: Helping small groups 
with tasks set by the 
teacher (including practical 
activities)(8)

5 4 1 1 0 3

AS 7: Helping individuals 
(including with tasks set by the 
teacher) (8)

4 3 0 1 1 3

AS 8: Interpreting (instructions/
language/ worksheets) 
translating language (5)

1 0 1 1 0 3

AS 9: Post-tutoring (to re-
enforce what has been taught) 
(1)

0 0 0 0 0 1

AS 11: Supporting numeracy / 
maths (2)

1 1 0 0 0 0

AS 12: Supporting learning 
developing children’s 
confi dence and ability to 
learn encouraging children 
by showing interest to their 
activities(12) 

5 2 3 1 1 3

AS 13: Supporting literacy 
development or language 
development (4) 

3 1 0 0 0 2

AS14: Someone to turn to/
helper (6)

1 0 4 1 1 0

Academic and socio-academic contributions to pupilsAcademic and socio-academic contributions to pupils
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AS15: Providing interaction 
opportunities in class (3)

1 1 0 0 2 2

AS16: Promoting independence 
/ autonomy (6)

3 1 1 1 1 2

AS17: Improving/ maintaining 
pupil motivation (secondary) 
(5)

2 1 1 1 0 0

AS18:Listening to children (all 
secondary) (5)

3 1 1 0 1 2

AS20: Acting as a distraction (2) 
both sec

0 1 1 0 0 0

AS 21: Lifeline/key to 
attendance (2)

1 0 1 0 0 0

AS 22: Securing attendance at 
school (2)

2 0 0 1 0 0

AS 23: Working in one subject 
area (5)

3 1 0 1 0 0

AS 24: Supporting ICT 
development (2)

1 1 0 0 0 0

AS 25: Providing support for 
writing (1)

0 0 1 0 0 0

AS 26: Setting good examples; 
acting as role model; modelling 
learning behaviour (3)

2 1 1 0 0 0

AS 27: Co-learning with pupils; 
acting as a pseudo-pupil (3)

2 2 0 0 0 1

AS 28: Supporting all subjects 
(across departments) (2)

2 0 0 0 0 2

AS 29: Helping maintain 
supportive climate for all (2)

1 0 0 0 0 1

AS 30: Checking homework 
understood and done (1)

0 0 0 0 1 0

AS 31: Target setting: 
suggesting ways forward 
(social/behavioural, academic) 
(1)

0 0 1 0 0 0

AS 32: Encouraging 
independent interaction (1)

0 0 0 0 0 1

AS 33: Working directly on 
targets or aspects of the 
National Curriculum (1)

0 0 0 0 0 1
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Contributions to inclusion

Inclusion and social 
contributions

Perceived by

TAs Teachers Pupils Heads/ 
service 
managers

Parents Generally 
reported 
perception/ 
not clearly 
stated

B1: Securing inclusion/
overseeing integration 
(11)

6 4 2 2 4 3

B2: Mediating social 
interaction with other 
pupils / facilitating 
social interaction with 
peers (including advice 
about impairment) (6)

5 0 0 0 1 2

B3: Offering pastoral 
care / addressing 
social needs (4)

2 1 1 0 1 2

B4: Managing 
behaviour / discipline 
(7)

1 3 2 1 1 3

B5: Modelling 
alternative behaviours 
(1)

1 0 0 0 0 0

B6: Cocoon protecting 
children from learning 
challenges and 
integrating with peers 
(6)

2 1 1 2 0 2

B7: Empathising 
with pupils from 
unsupportive 
backgrounds (2)

1 0 0 0 0 1

B8: Interfering 
with peer group 
relationships (1)

0 0 1 0 0 0

B9: Mentoring about 
personal problems (3)

2 0 2 0 1 1

B10: Giving 
opportunity to child 
misunderstood by 
teacher (1)

1 0 0 0 0 0
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Stakeholder relations

Stakeholder linking Perceived by

TAs Teachers Pupils Heads/ 
service 
managers 

Parents Generally 
reported 
perception/ 
not clearly 
stated

SR1: Giving feedback to 
parents (5)

20 0 0 0 2 1

SR2: Bridging between T 
and pupil (6)

3 2 0 0 0 2

SR3: Linking between 
teacher/school and parent 
(including home visiting) 
‘interface between 
parents the teachers and 
the child (9)

5 1 1 0 3 2

SR4: Linking all 
stakeholders (3)

2 0 0 0 0 2

SR5: Important 
stakeholders in education 
process / educators (7)

3 2 0 0 0 5

SR6: Supporting school 
leavers on placements 

0 0 0 1 0 0

SR7: Shaping attitudes of 
FE staff about these pupils

0 0 0 1 0 0

SR8: Being a less formal 
link than the teacher

1 0 0 0 0 0

SR9: Advocate for pupils: 
mole in the classroom; 
acting to identify pupils

1 0 0 0 0 0
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Support to teachers that contributes to pupil, social and engagement outcomes

Support for teachers Perceived by

TAs Teachers Pupils Heads/service 
managers

Parents Generally 
reported 
perception/ 
not clearly 
stated

TC1: Advising with 
regard to social/cultural 
background (including 
translation) (2)

0 1 0 0 0 1

TC2: Supervising class 
(when required to allow 
T to concentrate on 
small group) whole class 
teaching (2)

0 1 0 0 1 0

TC3: Helping teacher / 
supporting teachers (e.g. 
in class or with routine 
task to enable teacher to 
concentrate on teaching) 
(7)

3 4 1 0 0 3

TC4: Giving feedback on 
progress to teachers (6)

4 1 0 1 1 1

TC5: Maintaining/ 
developing resources (5)

2 2 0 1 0 2

TC6: Contributing to 
individual education 
plans (4)

3 1 0 0 0 1

TC7: Planning 
programmes of work (1)

0 0 0 0 0 0

TC8: Keeping records (2) 0 1 0 0 0 2

TC9: Advising teachers 1 0 0 0 0 0

TC10: Creating an 
effi cient and pleasant 
atmosphere

1 0 0 0 0 0

TC11: Improving teacher 
motivation by supporting 
their ability to meet the 
needs of students (1)

0 1 0 0 0 0
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Appendix 4.4: Studies known to focus on 
secondary mainstream only

See References for full details.See References for full details.

Bang M-Y, Lamb P (1996) The impact of inclusion of students with challenging needs 

Busher H, Blease D (2000) Growing collegial cultures in subject departments in secondary schools: working 
with science staff

Case EJ, Johnson BJ (1986) P.L. 94-142 C-Level Aide Program, 1985-1986 evaluation report

Chambers GN, Pearson S (2004) Supported access to modern foreign language lessons

Cleveland AA (1970) Teachers’ aides: a project report

Ellis SW (2003) Changing the lives of children and older people: intergenerational mentoring in secondary 
schools

Getz HG (1972) Paraprofessionals in the English Department

Giersch BS (1973) Teaching aides: how well do they perform in the secondary schools?

Golze S (2002) Perceptions of support staff: how they see themselves and how others see them

Hooker J (1985) Parent volunteers improve reading in a secondary school

Jarvis J (2003) ‘It’s more peaceful without any support’: What do deaf pupils think about the support they 
receive in mainstream schools?

Jerwood L (1999) Using special needs assistants effectively

Kerry CA (2002) Support staff as mentors: a case study of innovation

Maslin B et al. (1978) Para-professionals: role identity and confl ict

Mortimore P, Mortimore J, Thomas H (1994b) Secondary school case studies

Roaf C (2003) Learning support assistants talk about inclusion 

Stewart BF (1971) The role of secondary school para-professionals

Vulliamy G, Webb R (2003) Supporting disaffected pupils: perspectives from the pupils, their parents and 
their teachers

West LW (1970) An evaluation of the use of teachers’ aides in Eckville School
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Secondary focused, at least in part.

See References for full details.

Bang M-Y, Lamb P (1996) The impact of inclusion of students with challenging needs

Broer SM, Doyle BM, Giangreco MF (2005) Perspectives of students with intellectual disabilities about their 
experiences with paraprofessional support

Chopra RV, Sandoval-Lucero E, Aragon L, Bernal C, De Balderas HB, Carroll D (2004) The paraprofessional 
role of connector

Downing JE, Ryndak, DL, Clark D (2000) Paraeducators in inclusive classrooms: their own perceptions

Frank AR, Keith TZ, Steil DA (1988) Training needs of special education paraprofessionals

French NK (1998) Working together: resource teachers and paraeducators

French NK, Chopra RV (1999) Parent perspectives on the roles of paraprofessionals

French NK (2001) Supervising paraprofessionals: a survey of teacher practices

Giangreco MF, Broer SM (2005) Questionable utilization of paraprofessionals in inclusive schools: are we 
addressing symptoms or causes? 

Giangreco MF, Edelman SW, Luiselli TE, MacFarland SZC (1997) Helping or hovering? Effects of instructional 
assistant proximity on students with disabilities

Giangreco MF, Edelman SW, Broer SM (2001b) Respect, appreciation, and acknowledgment of 
paraprofessionals who support students with disabilities

Giangreco MF, Broer SM, Edelman SW (2002) That was then, this is now! Paraprofessional supports for 
students with disabilities in general education classrooms

Goessling DP (1998) The invisible elves of the inclusive school – paraprofessionals 

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

Minondo S, Meyer LH, Xin JF (2001). The role and responsibilities of teaching assistants in inclusive 
education: what’s appropriate? 

Sabin LA, Donnellan AM (1993) A qualitative study of the process of facilitated communication

Stahl BJ, Lorenz G (1994) Views on paraprofessionals

Appendix 4.5: Non-European studies 
excluded from the in-depth review
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