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ABSTRACT

The number of teaching assistants (TAs) employed in schools across England is
steadily increasing (Department for Education, 2015). Due to limited information
on this large workforce, the ‘Deployment and Impact of Support Staff’ (DISS)
project was undertaken (Blatchford et al., 2008). Concerning findings from this
project have influenced further research and informed advice for changes for TA
practice and deployment. Although pupils are the key stakeholders of TA support
there is limited research gaining their perspectives on this area (Cajkler et al.,

2007), particularly for secondary school pupils.

In this study, a mixed method design underpinned by a strength-based
perspective was used to investigate secondary school pupils’ perspectives on
TAs. Findings suggest that supporting pupils with their learning was perceived to
be a primary aspect of the TA role, in addition to several other forms of support
across multiple contexts. Strategies to support learning, communication, personal
characteristics and working within a context to meet the needs of the pupil, were
perceived to contribute to effective TA practice and deployment. TAs were also
perceived to have a positive impact on pupils’ learning and wellbeing. These
findings contribute to the existing literature and have implications for research and

professional practice.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

This volume presents research undertaken as part of the Applied Educational and
Child Psychology Doctorate programme. It is comprised of six chapters, each

beginning with an overview or introduction to the chapter’s content and purpose.

1.1 Structure of Volume One

The present chapter gives a rationale for this research and an overview of the two
main domains: the practice of TAs and the concept of pupil voice. In Chapter Two
a review of the pertinent literature is presented, detailing research which gathers
pupils’ voices on the TA role, and an introduction to the present study is provided.
In Chapter Three, the methodology applied within this research is discussed and a
rationale is given for the selection of the approaches used to collect and analyse
data within a mixed methods design. In Chapter Four, the research findings are
described. In Chapter Five, the findings are corroborated to answer the research
questions and are interpreted and discussed in relation to existing literature.
Chapter Five then concludes this volume by considering the contribution of the
research, reviewing the research process and findings, and outlining the

implications for future research and professional practice.

1.2 Overview of Chapter One

This chapter begins with a rationale for this research from the personal
perspective of the researcher. This is followed by an overview of the current
issues surrounding the practice of TAs and the key and contemporary pieces of

research and guidance. Pupil voice is then introduced and key policies and



legislation relevant to education and pupil voice are outlined, providing a brief
overview of the historical background that lead to the current context. A discussion
of the challenges associated with ascertaining pupil voice within research is also
provided. Overall, this introduction outlines the broad areas related to this

research in order to set the scene for the next chapter.

1.3 Rationale

Prior to being a trainee educational psychologist (TEP), the researcher worked as
a TA within mainstream primary, secondary and sixth form settings. Working as a
TA provided first-hand experience of the nature and demands of the role, situated
within wider debates about inclusion, TA deployment, and impact on pupils’
academic attainment. These issues were particularly prominent within secondary
school settings where pupils encountered increasing academic demands, a more
complex environment, and a larger social network. The lens of a TEP then
provided a more detailed insight into wider influencing factors, such as policy,
research and embedded systems and resources within different settings.
Reflecting on this work led to a desire to explore pupils’ views regarding the

support they receive from TAs.

Given personal experiences and developing knowledge within the area, it was
judged that a positive, strength-based approach to research would provide a
valuable and unique contribution. Furthermore, this research would inform practice
on a personal level as a future educational psychologist (EP) working alongside

schools, TAs, and young people to promote positive outcomes.



1.4 An Overview of Teaching Assistant Practice

1.4.1 Terminology

Within this research the term used will be ‘teaching assistant’ (TA) as this was
stated to be the Government’s preferred term (DfES, 2000) and is currently the
dominant term used (Sharples, Webster and Blatchford, 2015). It is an umbrella
term that encompasses other education-based support roles such as, ‘high level

teaching assistant’ (HLTA) and ‘learning support assistant’.

1.4.2 Influential policy and research on TA deployment and impact

There has been a steady increase in the number of TAs employed in schools
across England; statistics show a gradual rise each year from 79,000 in the year
2000 to the most up-to-date figure of 255,100 in the year 2014 (DfE, 2015b). Of
significance to this rise in TAs was the introduction of the ‘Raising Standards and
Tackling Workload: A National Agreement’ (2003). This policy aimed to reduce
teachers’ workloads, expand support staff roles, and raise standards in schools
(DfES, 2003). Two of the key changes introduced by this policy were providing
teachers with Planning, Preparation, and Assessment time (PPA) and the creation

of the HLTA role (DfES, 2003).

The ‘Deployment and Impact of Support Staff’ (DISS) project (Blatchford et al.,
2006; Blatchford et al., 2007; Blatchford et al., 2008; Blatchford et al., 2009a;
Blatchford et al., 2009b) was a large, longitudinal study significant to the field of

TA research. One of the aims of the DISS project was to gather reliable data on



the number and characteristics of support staff in primary, secondary, and special
schools in England and Wales, using a large-scale survey (Blatchford et al., 2007).
Findings indicated that there was a significant increase in the number of TAs over
the course of the project (Blatchford et al., 2009b). The main reason given for this
in Wave 1 was a change in the number of pupils with Special Educational Needs
and Disability (SEND) (Blatchford et al., 2006), and in Wave 2, the implementation
of PPA time (Blatchford et al., 2007). The most common reason for a change in
support staff across all three waves of the project was change in the number of

pupils with SEND (Blatchford et al., 2009b).

Despite the rise in number of TAs, there was limited information on TA deployment
and the impact of this support on teachers and pupils (Blatchford et al., 2008). The
DISS project aimed to provide detailed information on these areas, using a mixed
methods approach (Blatchford et al., 2009a). Findings suggested that TAs had a
pedagogical role, mostly supporting pupils with SEND or pupils who were low-
attaining (Blatchford et al., 2009c). In secondary schools, TAs often supported
individual pupils, whereas in primary schools TAs tended to work with groups of
pupils (Blatchford et al., 2008). Findings also indicated that the higher the level of
need the more individualised attention the pupil received from a TA (Blatchford et
al., 2008). However, for secondary school pupils, increased TA interactions were
associated with reduced teacher interactions (Blatchford et al., 2008).

With regard to the impact on teachers, findings suggested that support staff
decreased teachers’ stress and workload and had a positive effect on teachers’
job satisfaction (Blatchford et al., 2009a). At a classroom level, support staff had a

positive effect on classroom control and classroom engagement, and undertook



tasks that enabled teachers to focus on teaching (Blatchford et al., 2009a). A
systematic review of the literature concerning the impact of support staff by Alborz
et al. (2009) drew some conclusions that were similar to the findings from the
DISS project. For instance, the review identified that TA support had a positive
impact on pupil engagement and teachers’ stress and job satisfaction, and did
reduce teachers’ class-based workload but also increased managerial

responsibilities for the teacher (Alborz et al., 2009).

The DISS project also indicated that TA support had a significant positive effect on
Year 9 pupils’ ‘positive approaches to learning’ (Blatchford et al., 2009a). This
means that the more support pupils received, the more positively the teacher rated
the pupils in relation to factors such as relationships with peers, distractibility,
disruptiveness, and independence (Blatchford et al., 2009a). However, there were
no significant effects of TA support on positive approaches to learning for any of
the other year groups (Blatchford et al., 2009a). This suggests some differences
between primary and secondary settings in relation to the impact of TAs as

perceived by the teachers.

With regard to the impact of support staff on pupils’ academic progress, a key
finding from the DISS project indicated that, when controlling for confounding
factors, ‘the more support pupils received, the less progress they made’
(Blatchford et al., 2009a, p.34). This negative relationship between quantity of
support and academic progress was found across seven different year groups,
and in some cases, was greater for pupils with SEND (Blatchford et al., 2009a).

Contradictory findings from the systematic literature review by Alborz et al. (2009)



suggested that TAs had a positive impact on pupils’ academic progress through
delivering literacy-based interventions to individuals or small groups of pupils.
Alborz et al. (2009) concluded that appropriately managed, well trained, and
supported TAs have a positive impact on pupils’ learning, particularly when
focusing on the development of literacy skills. Blatchford et al. (2009a)
acknowledged the contrasting findings from Alborz et al.’s (2009) review and
suggested the findings from the DISS project reflected everyday TA practice as

opposed to using specific interventions.

A naturalistic design was utilised within the DISS project which enabled the
researchers to examine everyday conditions and genuine aspects of TA work
(Blatchford et al., 2009a). The study was also longitudinal to enable the
relationship between amount of TA support and pupils’ academic progress, as
measured by beginning and end of year attainment measures, to be examined
(Blatchford et al., 2009a). Scrutinising the project, Blatchford et al. (2009a)
suggested that different measures of TA support and attainment to those used
could have provided additional depth to the findings; alternative measures would
also allow for smaller steps of progress to be considered. Despite these
limitations, it is important to note that this is a large scale project which used
multiple methods of data collection, for instance the amount of TA support was
measured through estimations from staff and observational data, and findings
were repeated with larger sample sizes to strengthen the trustworthiness and
generalisability of conclusions (Blatchford et al., 2009a). Overall the scale, design
and multiple methods of data collection are significant strengths of the DISS

project.



A further strength of the DISS project is that a number of pupil characteristics
known to affect academic progress (such as prior attainment and SEN status)
were controlled for which enabled the relationship between the amount of TA
support and pupils’ academic progress to be considered without these
confounding variables (Blatchford et al., 2009a). However, Blatchford et al.
(2009a) acknowledge that there may be many other variables that could offer an
explanation and that in order to conclude a causal relationship a randomised
control trial (RCT) design would be required. Therefore, findings from the DISS do
not provide undisputable evidence that TA support has a negative impact on
pupils’ academic progress. Due to the complexities of undertaking research within
schools, it would be a practically and ethically challenging task to devise a study in
which TA support was randomly allocated and possible confounding variables
were successfully identified and controlled for. Furthermore, within such an
artificial study it would not be possible to consider the natural circumstances of TA

support as was done in the DISS project.

To further inform the debate as to the effectiveness of TAs, Farrell et al. (2010)
reviewed a narrower pool of literature focusing on the impact of TA support on
pupils’ academic achievement. The findings from this review suggested that
targeted TA intervention had a positive impact on the academic progress of
primary-aged pupils with literacy and language difficulties (Farrell et al., 2010).
However, findings also suggested that the general presence of TAs within the
classroom had no impact on pupils’ academic progress (Farrell et al., 2010). This

finding supports conclusions drawn by Blatchford et al. (2009a).



In 2013, the DfE completed a review of efficiency in schools, examining the
relationship between budget spending and pupils’ outcomes. Findings indicated
that high attaining schools spent more on teaching staff and less on support staff,
in comparison to lower attaining schools (DfE, 2013). TA deployment was
considered crucial to efficiency and it was suggested that differences in how TAs
are deployed account for some of the conflicting conclusions drawn in the
literature related to the direction and extent of TA impact (DfE, 2013). This

supports conclusions drawn by Blatchford et al. (2009a) and Farrell et al. (2010).

In order to provide a comprehensive explanation of the negative relationship
identified in the DISS project between TA support and pupils’ academic progress,
Blatchford et al. (2009a) argued that it is necessary to consider how the wider
situational and structural factors within which TAs work impact upon their
effectiveness. The ‘wider pedagogic role’ (WPR) model (see Figure 1) was
devised to outline the components involved in TAs’ work and to demonstrate how
these interact with one another (Webster et al., 2011). Webster et al. (2011) used
this model as a framework within which to discuss the findings from the DISS
project in order to demonstrate how issues within the components reduced TA
effectiveness. They suggest that preparedness, deployment and practice are the
three main components of the model which have the greatest influence over the
effectiveness of TA support; TA characteristics and conditions of employment are

deemed to be less influential (Webster et al., 2011).
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Figure 1: The WPR model (figure from Webster et al., 2011, p.12)

With regard to the preparedness component of the mode, Webster et al. (2011)
present findings from the DISS project which highlight a lack of training for TAs,
limited training for teachers to enable them to work with and manage TAs and
limited time for TAs and teachers to discuss planning and feedback. As a result of
these factors, it is suggested that TAs were not sufficiently prepared to support

pupils with their learning.

Findings from the DISS project related to the deployment component of the model
indicate that there are some key differences between how TAs and teachers work
and who they work with; for example, while TAs often worked with pupils in groups
(primary TAs) or individually (secondary TAs), teachers most frequently worked
with whole classes of pupils (Webster et al., 2011). Furthermore, TAs’ interactions
with pupils were described as more sustained and interactive, whereas within

teacher-pupil interactions pupils were described to be more passive and one of



many amongst a class (Webster et al., 2011). A key finding from the DISS project
which has previously been discussed is that TAs were deployed to have a direct
pedagogical role, mostly supporting pupils who were not making expected
academic progress and those with SEN (Webster et al., 2011). Webster et al.
(2011) suggested that as a result of how TAs are deployed, the pupils they
support become separated from the teacher and the curriculum. TAs have
therefore been described as the ‘primary educators’ of pupils with SEN despite it
being a teacher’s responsibility as the trained expert to educate all the pupils

within their class (Webster et al., 2010, p.329)

The final main component of the WPR model, practice, related to interactions with
pupils and findings highlights further differences between TAs and teachers. For
example, Webster et al. (2011) present the findings from the DISS project
indicating that teachers’ interactions with pupils were spent explaining, providing
feedback, making links to prior knowledge and promoting pupils’ thinking and
engagement with the task. TAs’ interactions with pupils on the other hand were
preoccupied with task completion, as opposed to understanding, and involved
providing a more reactive response to the needs of the pupil and the lesson
(Webster et al., 2011). Therefore, despite TAs having more focused and sustained
interactions with pupils, these were of a lower quality to teacher-pupil interactions

(Webster et al., 2011).

In summary, examining findings from the DISS project using the WPR model
indicates how it may be possible for three broad and interacting situational

components to reduce the effectiveness of TA work in relation to pupils’ learning.

10



Using the model also makes some of the distinctions between TAs and teachers
explicit, whilst indicating that the professions overlap in relation to being deployed
to have a pedagogical role. It is argued that TAs are being used without a clear
role remit or a clear idea as to what their support should entail (Blatchford et al.,
2009a), an issue which Webster et al. (2013) suggested should be addressed at a
national level and is discussed further in the next section. Overall, through using
the WPR model, a convincing argument as to why TA support was found to be
negatively related to pupils’ academic progress is provided and areas which
require change are identified. However, a limitation is that it is not possible to
provide statistical evidence to support this explanation using the DISS findings

(Webster et al., 2011).

The WPR model has been applied to further research in the form of the Effective
Deployment of Teaching Assistants (EDTA) project (Webster et al., 2013).
Focusing on the three main components of the WPR model, the aim of the EDTA
project was to trial and evaluate alternative approaches to TA preparedness,
deployment and practice across 10 different schools in order to increase their
effectiveness (Webster et al., 2013). Webster et al. (2013) expressed that
measuring the impact of these changes on pupils’ academic progress was not
appropriate at this early stage and so further research is necessary to determine
the implications on pupils’ learning. However, initial findings that were able to be
reported were positive: TAs were more prepared for lessons due to allocated
liaison time and improved lessons plans; TAs were deployed to enable teachers to
spend more time with pupils experiencing difficulties; and TAs’ interactions with

pupils improved and focused on supporting understanding and independence

11



(Webster et al., 2013). This research has been used to inform guidance promoted

to schools which is discussed in the next section.

1.4.3 Implications of research and guidance on TA work

In order to address the issue of TA role ambiguity, the DfE initiated plans to
develop a set of standards for TAs (DfE, 2014). However, it was decided that the
TA standards would not be published, as schools were considered best placed to
set standards and make decisions about TA deployment (DfEa, 2015). In a recent
development within this area, a group of professionals who were dissatisfied with
this decision requested permission to publish the standards as a non-statutory
framework with which the DfE was no longer involved (Unison et al., 2016). The
recently published Professional Standards for Teaching Assistants (2016) divides
the standards into four themes: personal and professional conduct; knowledge
and understanding; teaching and learning; and working with others (Unison et al.,
2016). The document also defines the role of the TA as follows:
The primary role of the teaching assistant should be to work with teachers
to raise the learning and attainment of pupils while also promoting their
independence, self esteem and social inclusion. They give assistance to
pupils so that they can access the curriculum, participate in learning and
experience a sense of achievement (Unison et al., 2016, p.5).
In addition to the professional standards, Sharples, Webster and Blatchford (2015)
have produced a toolkit to inform TA practice. It is advised that these documents
are used together in in order to maximise the impact of TAs and generate positive
outcomes for pupils (Unison et al., 2016). The guidance offers seven

recommendations that relate to using TAs within the classroom, TAs delivering

interventions out of the classroom, and making links between learning in
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classroom and intervention contexts (Sharples, Webster and Blatchford, 2015).
The existing evidence-base on TA practice informed these recommendations; in
particular, follow-on studies from the DISS project were drawn on, such as the

EDTA project.

Research on TA support and subsequent guidance also has implications for
professionals who work alongside schools, such as EPs. In a review of
psychological services, the Scottish Executive Education Department (SEED)
(2002) outlined 5 core functions of an EP’s role: consultation, assessment,
intervention, training and research. These core functions are carried out by EPs at
three levels: the individual level; the school level; and the local authority level
(SEED, 2002). EPs can therefore work in a range of ways across multiple levels
to raise awareness to the research on TA support and contribute to improving the
components of TA work within the WPR model. For instance, EPs could deliver
training at the school level on relevant theories of learning and evidence-based
strategies to improve TA preparedness and practice. Furthermore, EPs have been
referred to as practitioners who can challenge ‘common practice’ (Cameron, 2006
p.295) and so they could work with schools to utilise the research findings and
guidance and where appropriate support them to reconsider or more clearly define

the pedagogic role of the TA.

Webster (2014) also highlights the role of the EP with regard to statutory
assessments of SEND and the pedagogical processes in place to support pupils
with SEND. Webster (2014) argues that research on TA support challenges a

widely held assumption that the most appropriate provision for pupils with SEND is
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increased TA support. He also suggests that parents often desire a high amount
of TA support as an outcome of the statutory assessment process. Therefore,
Webster (2014) suggests that in light of the research evidence, EPs have a critical
role within the statutory assessment process in managing expectations through
their work with parents and in recommending teacher-led practice to support
pupils with SEND. In addition, Webster (2014) suggests that EPs could provide
training to other practitioners who support parents with the statutory process, so

that they are also aware of the research evidence and the implications for practice.

1.4.4 Conclusion

In conclusion, the rise in the TA workforce generated questions regarding their
role, impact, and efficiency. A large body of research has explored this area and
some of most influential studies and key literature reviews have been outlined in
this section. Research findings, particularly those suggesting a negative impact of
TA support, have led to a number of follow-on studies and the proposal of the
WPR model which has been used to inform guidance aiming to support schools to
maximise the impact of TA support. Over the course of the research reported in
this volume, non-statutory professional standards for TA practice have also been
introduced. Overall, several professionals and organisations are endeavouring to
change how TAs are used, based on a clearer definition of the role and evidence-
based recommendations. Furthermore, EPs are in an ideal position to use their

skill-set and range of work to support this process.
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1.5 An Overview of Pupil Voice

Interest in eliciting and hearing children’s views in relation to their health, care and
education has significantly increased in recent years (Hopkins, 2010). Within
education, this process has been termed ‘pupil voice’, where ‘pupil’ refers to the
school-aged child or young person. The concept of ‘voice’ is more complex.
Hopkins (2010) suggests that ‘voice’ has a literal, metaphorical, and political
meaning. The literal meaning refers to the pupils’ speech, the metaphorical
meaning relates to aspects such as their tone, and the political meaning highlights

the right for their opinions to be shared and heard (Hopkins, 2010).

A review by Cook-Sather (2006) explores how the term ‘student voice’ (a
synonymous term) emerged in an attempt to enable pupils to contribute to
educational reform. Commentators from across the world, including the United
Kingdom, have referred to this idea since the 1990s (Cook-Sather, 2006). Lewis
(2004) suggests that interest was initially generated by the United Nations
Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989), which stated:

States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her

own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the

chid, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the
age and maturity of the child (Article 12).

Since the introduction of this right, a succession of educational legislation and
guidance indicating the need for pupil voice to be gathered has followed. Table 1

outlines some of the key documents within this area.
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Legislation/Guidance Reference to Pupil Voice

Special Educational A fundamental principle underlying this guidance
Needs (SEN) CoP (DfES, | was that children’s views should be gathered and
2001) taken into account. The guidance refers directly to

the UNCRC when stating that children with SEN
have the right to participate in all decisions about
their education.

The Education Act (2002) | This Act specifies that consultation with pupils is
necessary when making educational decisions that
affect them.

Every Child Matters This document refers to the importance of listening
(DfES, 2003) to children’s views in order to improve services and
achieve particular outcomes for children: to be
healthy, stay safe, enjoy and achieve, make a
positive contribution and achieve economic well-

being.
The Children and Family Within this Act, the importance of children and
Act (2014) young people being able to participate in decision-

making processes is highlighted.

SEND CoP (DfEc, 2015) A principle underpinning this guidance is ensuring
that children and young people are able to
participate in discussions and decisions about
support at an individual and strategic level. The
document states that there is a ‘clearer focus’ (DfE,
2015c, p.14) on this participation than there was in
the SEN CoP (2001).

Table 1: Educational legislation and guidance documents that refer to pupil voice

As highlighted in Table 1, pupil voice has had an impact on historical legislation
and the supporting guidance. Within the current context, the expectation to attend
to pupils’ perspectives is becoming increasingly emphasised, as indicated in Table
1, with reference to the SEND CoP (DfEc, 2015). Furthermore, the SEND CoP
(DfEc, 2015) recommends a person-centred approach in order to give priority to
the voice of the child or young person. Eliciting the voices of pupils with SEND is
particularly relevant to this research as this subgroup of pupils may be provided
with support from a TA; supporting pupils with SEND is one of the suggested
reasons for the rise in numbers of TAs (Blatchford et al., 2009b).
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In addition to an increasing political recognition of the significance of listening to
and acting upon children’s voices, researchers such as Hopkins (2010) have
commented on the value of pupil voice in ensuring effective pedagogy and
personalised learning. Pupil voice is suggested to be beneficial for pupils,
teachers and schools (Bearne, 2003). As contemporary research and guidance
suggests that change is necessary in order to ensure more effective deployment
and maximise the impact of TAs (see Section 1.4.3), it is important to consider
how pupil voice may interact with this process. Levin (2000) argues that changes
made within schools and wider educational reform will only be successful if pupils
are involved. The rationale behind this view is based on a number of pragmatic
arguments, related to aspects such as pupils having unique knowledge and the
need for commitment to change in order for it to be effective (Levin, 2000).
Furthermore, from an educational perspective, Levin (2000) also argues that
taking an active role in educational debates is in itself critical to learning and

promotes engagement and motivation.

Research, legislation, and guidance highlight that pupils are key stakeholders in
their educational experiences, who have the right and need to contribute to
decisions which will affect them. However, this is not a straightforward process
and the possible challenges of eliciting pupil voice within research are discussed

in the next section.

1.6.1 Challenges

The essence of pupil voice is that it refers to all pupils and not just those whose

voices are easily elicited (Lewis and Porter, 2007). Pupil voice therefore
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encompasses a wide age range and a breadth and depth of needs. Consequently,
eliciting the voice of pupils can be a challenging task in which ethical issues need

to be addressed and appropriate methods need to be applied.

An important ethical issue is the power relation between researcher and pupil.
This has implications for the challenges of ensuring that pupils are able to provide
or withhold informed consent and that participation is voluntary (Lewis and Porter,
2007). Viewing consent as an ongoing process, alongside a self-critical and
reflective approach to research is recommended (Lewis and Porter, 2007). Lewis
and Porter (2007) also raise awareness of a right to silence: something pupils may

prefer in relation to certain issues.

The methods used to elicit views also require careful consideration due to the
social, linguistic and cognitive demands they place upon pupils. Researchers such
as Lewis (2004) have assembled research in this area in order to provide
evidence-based guidance on how best to gain pupil voice and reduce the
likelihood of bias such as acquiescence. Acquiescence response bias refers the
increased likelihood of participants agreeing or saying ‘yes’ to closed questions,
which Lewis (2004) points out is more common in children and particularly those
with learning difficulties. From reviewing the evidence, Lewis (2004) argues, ‘a
recurrent theme is the importance of using multiple approaches so that the
limitations of one are offset by another’ (Lewis, 2004, p.4). Other
recommendations gleaned from the literature include encouraging requests for
clarification and the opportunity to express that they do not know (Lewis, 2004),

using statements rather than questions (Lewis, 2004), using open ‘wh’ questions
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(Dockrell, 2004), and making it explicit that there is no correct response (Lewis

and Porter, 2007).

It is also important to acknowledge the challenges faced following the elicitation of
pupils’ voices. Lewis and Porter (2007) draw attention to the difficulties of moving
from individual views to a collective voice. Furthermore, Fielding (2001) argues
that these voices not only need to be heard but they also need to be actively
listened and responded to. As discussed in Section 1.5 a pupil’s right to express
their views has underpinned educational legislation and guidance whilst also being
recognised by several commentators as an essential and valuable process. This
suggests that the voice of pupils is of paramount importance in informing decisions
that concern them. However, this does not mean that other types of research
evidence should be discarded; alternatively, pupil voice may complement other
research or be used to inform future research using an alternative approach.
When balancing evidence of differing kinds and from differing sources, or when
research using pupil voice is all that is currently available, it is necessary to
critically review evidence with regard to the trustworthiness and generalisability of
data in order to inform decision-making. It is still possible that tensions may arise
when evidence obtained through alternative research methods contradict
conclusions drawn within pupil voice research. In these cases it is necessary to be
cautious about prioritising pupil voice over other sources of information. This
challenge is highlighted in Section 5.5.2 in discussion of findings from the current
research study. A further challenge is then how to explain to pupils why certain
decisions have been made, having gathered, and listened to their views (Lewis

and Porter, 2007).

19



Overall, there are many challenges encountered with gaining pupil voice and in
response to this; there are some evidence-based pointers to guide ethical
research and ensure methods are appropriate and accessible. These challenges
are extremely relevant to this research and as such this guidance was harnessed
when designing this research and is addressed within the Methodology (see
Chapter 3) and revisited in discussion of its findings (see Chapter 5) in order to

review the implications for the validity of this research.

20



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Overview of Chapter Two

Within this chapter, the existing research drawing together TA practice and pupil
voice is considered. Studies that have gathered pupils’ voices across a variety of
ages, contexts, and needs are critically reviewed in order to outline what is
currently known and to identify ‘gaps’ within the literature. This leads to a
justification for the current research and a rationale for using a strength-based
perspective. This chapter concludes with an introduction to the current research

and the research questions.

2.2 Literature Search Strategy

A systematic approach was applied to search for relevant literature on pupils’
perspectives on the role of TAs. This process began by using Boolean operators
and specific search terms (see Appendix 1) to search relevant databases including
PsychINFO, Web of Science, and British Education Index. No time filters were
applied to the search. Studies identified in this search were then screened by
reading their titles and abstracts and were deemed appropriate to this review if
they met the inclusion criteria (see Table 2). To compensate for any studies that
were missed during this process, a ‘snowball’ approach was then employed which
involved looking up references cited in other papers and considering whether or
not the studies found also fulfilled the inclusion criteria. Eleven studies were
considered to be relevant to this review, which ranged from the year 1997 to the

year 2012.
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Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

UK research International research
TAs (see search terms for other Learning Mentors
terminology used) Home-school support workers

Considers the perspectives of children | Adults (over 18 years old), university
and adolescents (18 years old and students and above.
under), pre-school to college age.

Peer-reviewed Not peer-reviewed
Pupils’ perceptions are referred to The study is reported in a way that
explicitly within the study. means it is not possible to separate

pupils’ perceptions from those of others
gathered such as teachers or TAs.

Table 2: Exclusion and inclusion criteria

2.3 Existing Literature Considering Pupils’ Perspectives on TAs

Firstly, of relevance to this literature review is a small element of the DISS project
that sought pupils’ views on TAs; Blatchford et al. (2008) briefly refer to these
within their report. Findings suggested that pupils believed that TA support could
improve their learning, highlighted concerns around dependency and withdrawal,
emphasised ‘the “more personal” nature of their interactions’ (Blatchford et al.,
2008, p. 80), and preferred TA support to a teacher’s (Blatchford et al., 2008). As
previously indicated, the DISS project was undertaken in primary and secondary
school settings; however it is not clear whose views are reported and only a
summary of findings is provided. The only indication of age is the suggestion that
pupils in Year 1 did not distinguish between the TA and the teacher, naming all
adults as ‘teachers’, whereas pupils in Year 3 and above distinguished between
the adults (Blatchford et al., 2008). This is interesting given the previously outlined

findings from the DISS project that suggest differences exist between primary-
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based and secondary-based TA practice (see 1.4.2). In order to take a more in-
depth look at pupils’ perspectives, the literature identified for this review has been

organised according to primary and secondary age groups.

2.3.1 Primary-aged pupils’ perspectives on the TA role

When reviewing the literature, a collection of studies was found to explore the
perspectives of primary school pupils in relation to their view of TAs (Eyres et al.,
2004; Groom and Rose 2005; Fraser and Meadows, 2008; Williams and Connor,
2010; Bland and Sleightholme, 2012). These will be discussion in this section,
considering aspects of the aims, findings and conclusions that are deemed
relevant to this review. For instance, where a study has gathered other
stakeholders’ perspectives, in addition to pupils’, these will not be discussed.
Furthermore, where findings support or contradict another’s study, these issues
will be explored in order to provide a clear overview of what information is already
known about this field of research. Individual studies will be critically reviewed
throughout this section and, in addition, factors that apply to a number of studies,
such as the use of a particular data gathering method, or the limitations of the
overall collection of studies considering pupils’ perspectives on the TA role will be

discussed in Section 2.4.

Eyres et al. (2004) elicited primary pupils’ perspectives in relation to the adults
who work in their classroom. Findings suggested that pupils encountered several
adults in their classrooms, all of whom they were happy to work with, and for some
pupils, TAs provided a sense of continuity in these busy environments (Eyres et

al., 2004). The pupils also believed that TAs are associated with working with
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groups of children and ideally, there would be one TA per group (Eyres et al.,
2004). Furthermore, the pupils perceived TAs to have a different status to
teachers: the teacher has a managerial responsibility for the class, while the TAs
‘help’ the teacher or the pupils (Eyres et al., 2004). However, Eyres et al. (2004)
reflected that it was unclear what ‘help’ meant and that TAs and teachers were
perceived to undertake similar tasks. While pupils expressed that the roles

differed, they were unsure of exactly how:

‘Overall our impression was of children racking their brains for evidence to support
the view that people with different job titles must be doing different things, rather
than articulating a difference they found obvious or even particularly visible within

their everyday experience’ (Eyres et al., 2004, p. 158).

Within Eyres et al.’s (2004) study, data was gathered across 6 different schools by

interviewing 78 pupils aged 5-11 years old in pairs. The interviews had an element

of structure, through the use of an interview schedule, and flexibility, through the
use of additional prompting (Eyres et al., 2004). Although authors comment that
this is a small-scale study, the sample size is relatively large in comparison to
other research on primary-age pupils’ views on the TA role. Interviewees were
also stated to be representative of the population of each school with regard to
demographic factors (Eyres et al., 2004). However, interviewees were chosen by
school staff and relatively limited information as to why these pupils were selected
over others who met this criterion is provided, indicating possible selection bias in

the sampling process. This bias would reduce the representativeness of the

sample and compromise the ability to generalise the findings.

Research by Fraser and Meadows (2008) and Williams and Connor (2010)

expands on some of the key findings reported by Eyres et al. (2004); for instance,
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both studies found that pupils could articulate how TAs ‘help’. Williams and
Connor (2010) found that pupils defined ‘help’ in various ways such as, supporting
their learning, supporting pupils with SEND (a primary aspect of the role), and
supporting the teacher. Pupils within Fraser and Meadows’ (2008) research
perceived that TAs were present to help ‘everyone’, the teacher and all of the
pupils. Within this study, helping pupils with their work was perceived to be an
important job for TAs and concrete examples of ‘helping’ were provided, such as,
when a pupil is ‘stuck’ with their work the TA, ‘explains really hard words’ (Fraser

and Meadows, 2008, p. 358).

Both studies also supported Eyres et al.’s (2004) findings that when compared to
a TA role, pupils identify the teacher as having a managerial role and ultimate
responsibility for the class (Fraser and Meadow, 2008; Williams and Connor,
2010). However, Williams and Connor (2010) also suggest that pupils are not
aware of, or perhaps concerned with, the differences between adults’ roles within
their class. They suggest that pupils are comfortable with TAs and teachers

assuming either a ‘helper’ or a ‘teacher’ role at different times:

The roles that exist are not mutually exclusive. The descriptions indicate
that children do not see the teaching role as the sole property of their class
teacher (Williams and Connor, 2010, p. 136)
On the other hand, Fraser and Meadows (2008) concluded that pupils made a
clear distinction between the roles in that they perceive the function of ‘teaching’ to
be exclusive to the teacher, while ‘helping’ was the role of the TA. An important

difference between these studies is that Williams and Connor’s (2010) research is

based on HLTAs who are able to cover lessons and take responsibility for
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teaching the whole class, and so are likely to be perceived slightly differently to
other TAs. Furthermore, Williams and Connor’s (2010) study only focused on a
narrow age range of pupils who were in Years 5 and 6. This provides a more
detailed picture of these pupils’ views but also means that the findings are not
applicable to younger primary-aged pupils. Fraser and Meadow’s (2008) research
on the other hand gathered data from across the primary age range and was more
impressive in scale and design; 419 pupils completed a questionnaire and 86
pupils participated in semi-structured small group interviews, providing the benefits
of both structure and flexibility. This design enabled researchers to use different
types of data to corroborate findings on pupils’ perspectives and strengthen

conclusions that can be drawn.

Another key finding by Fraser and Meadows (2008) links to the relationship
between pupil and TA. Such relationships were identified to be of great
importance, with pupils’ viewing TAs as being more than an academic helper but
also individuals whom they could trust, talk to and, in the words of one pupil, could
be perceived as a ‘friend’ (Fraser and Meadows, 2008, p.354). Further support for
this finding is reported by a study Groom and Rose (2005) in which it is suggested
that the positive relationships formed between pupils and TAs comprise an
important factor in effectively including and supporting pupils with Social,
Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD). However, gathering pupils’ views
was a small element of Groom and Rose’s (2005) study, only 10 pupils were
interviewed and their characteristics (age, sex etc.) and whether they attended
different schools is unclear. Consequently, the generalisability of the findings is

significantly limited.
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Bland and Sleightholme (2012) undertook research to explore whether pupils
found TA support useful and to consider what constitutes a ‘good’ TA from pupils’
perspectives. Findings suggested that the majority of pupils believed that TAs
should be present in every lesson, all pupils believed working with a TA made
them more confident, and pupils’ constituted a ‘good’ TA as having desirable
personal characteristics such as being kind, fun, assertive, happy, creative and
having a good sense of humour (Bland and Sleightholme, 2012). This supports
findings from Williams and Connor (2010) who also referred to pupils valuing a
good sense of humour as a desirable characteristic for a TA. It is important to note
that the Bland and Sleightholme (2012) study was carried out by HLTAs as part of
a professional development course. Consequently, the researchers’ identities
could have influenced aspects of the research, such as the extent to which
participants felt able to negatively comment on the TA role and the interpretation
of the findings, arguably to a greater extent than a researcher who is more

detached from the role of TA. This would compromise the validity of the findings.

2.3.2 Summary

Overall, several of the studies discussed suggest that primary school pupils
believe that TAs support their learning, and value such support (Eyres et al., 2004;
Fraser and Meadows, 2008; Williams and Connor, 2010; Bland and Sleightholme,
2012). Pupils perceive the TA role as distinct from a teacher role (Eyres et al.,
2004; Fraser and Meadows, 2008), yet in some cases, pupils perceived an
overlap in the roles, and in practice the activities undertaken by the two groups of
professional can be similar (Eyres et al., 2004; Williams and Connor, 2010). In

order for TAs to be effective, primary-aged pupils suggest that TAs need particular
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desirable characteristics (Williams and Connor, 2010; Bland and Sleightholme,
2012), want TAs to be present for the majority of the time (Bland and
Sleightholme, 2012), and reflect on the positive relationships they can form with a
TA (Groom and Rose, 2005; Fraser and Meadows, 2008). Although this body of

research is small, there is some consistency across the findings reported.

2.3.3 Secondary-aged pupils’ perspectives on the role of the TA

Some of the findings presented in research focusing on primary-aged pupils
suggests that older pupils may have different perceptions regarding TA support.
For instance, Fraser and Meadows (2008) found that for the majority of pupils
there was no stigma attached to working with a TA; however, they also
commented that some of the older children were more likely to feel embarrassed
by working with a TA. Given the change in school environment, older age and the
suggestions of differences in TA practice found in the DISS project (Blatchford et
al., 2008), exploring the perceptions of secondary-aged pupils as a distinct group
is necessary. However, the literature search undertaken for this review identified
only two studies that exclusively considered the age group of secondary school
pupils (Jarvis, 2003; Chambers and Pearson, 2004). Consequently, this section
also includes a number of other studies identified in the search, which gathered
the perspectives of pupils from across a wider age span, ranging from primary to
sixth form education (Bowers, 1997; Farrell, Balshaw and Polat, 1999; Mencap,
1999). In a similar approach to Section 2.3.1, studies presented in this section will
be critically reviewed throughout and additionally the factors that apply to a

number of the studies will be discussed in Section 2.4.
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Bowers (1997) aimed to explore both primary and secondary school pupils’
explanations for the presence of TAs and specifically whether pupils felt that this
was due to the ‘need’ of the teacher or of the pupil. The scale of Bowers’ (1997)
study is a strength of the research as it is the largest in this review with the views
of 713 pupils gathered. However, although 27 schools were involved they were all
within the West London Borough and therefore do not represent a range of areas
in the UK. Conclusions drawn were that younger pupils within the sample tended
to explain that TAs were present to assist the overworked teacher, whereas
believing TAs were there to support a pupil was more common in older pupils
(Bowers, 1997). Furthermore, similar to the findings summarised for research that
only considered primary school pupils’ perspectives, the majority of pupils in
Bower’s (1997) study liked and valued the additional support. However, there was
a minority of pupils who were reported to feel as though the support was ‘singling

a student out as different’ (Bowers, 1997 p.230).

However, a significant limitation of this study is that Bowers (1997) asked the
pupils to comment on what they thought their peers who received support felt
about this. Therefore, findings were based on the pupils’ perceptions of their
peer’'s views, which reduces the validity of the findings. Furthermore, Bowers
(1997) comments that there was a wide range of professionals present in the
classrooms (in addition to the class teacher), including specialist teachers and
unqualified aides and as such it is difficult to distinguish to whom the pupils were

referring (Bowers, 1997).

29



Despite the limitations of Bowers’ (1999) study, further research by Farrell,
Balshaw and Polat (1999) supports Bowers’ reference to a minority of pupils
expressing feelings of being ‘singled out’ by receiving TA support. Farrell, Balshaw
and Polat (1999) found that pupils felt that they needed the extra support but
wanted it to be available when necessary as opposed to a TA being close to them
all of the time. This was particularly true for secondary-aged pupils who felt that a
TA sitting next to them emphasised their difficulties and so caused them
embarrassment (Farrell, Balshaw and Polat, 1999). This is an important finding
given that the DISS project found that TAs within secondary schools are more
likely to be deployed to work individually with pupils (Blatchford et al., 2008) and it
will be important to determine if this perception remains, given the changes since
Farrell, Balshaw and Polat’s (1999) research. Furthermore, Farrell, Balshaw and
Polat (1999) found that due to the pupils not wanting their difficulties to be
highlighted to their peers, they had mixed views on whether they preferred working
with a TA inside or outside of the classroom. Withdrawing pupils from the lesson to
work with a TA was perceived as both positive, so that this support was not given
in front of peers, and negative, as this highlighted their need for support (Farrell,

Balshaw and Polat, 1999).

Gathering pupils’ views was only a small element of Farrell, Balshaw and Polat’s
(1999) research but due to the larger scale of the overall study they were able to
interview pupils from a variety of different contexts. A range of schools from across
the UK took part in the research; this included primary schools, secondary
schools, special schools and schools which funded TA support in several different

ways. This research may therefore reflect a more nationally representative sample
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of pupils who receive TA support. However, this also means that within a
relatively small sample of 47 pupils, there would be a wide range and variety of

differences between the pupils and their experiences of TA support.

Other research in this area has a more specific focus in that it aimed to elicit
pupils’ views from a particular population. For example, Jarvis (2003) gathered the
views of deaf secondary school pupils, and Mencap (1999) considered the views
of pupils with severe learning difficulties (SLD) and profound and multiple learning
difficulties (PMLD). Both studies reflected on the pupils’ views to some extent in
relation to the TAs role in supporting their inclusion. Within the research by
Mencap (1999), findings related to the pupils’ perspectives specifically are
minimal. However, pupils explained that a TA’s role was to help and teach them
with regard to a number of activities within the classroom, in addition to supporting
them with more practical and everyday tasks outside of the classroom, such as

driving them to the provision or tying their shoelaces (Mencap, 1999).

Javis (2003) used both individual and focus group discussions in order to reduce
the limitations of each method and enable as many pupils as possible to
participate. Furthermore, a number of techniques were used within these methods,
such as mind-maps, pictures and role-play. These techniques enabled pupils to
share their views in various ways and reduced the linguistic demands placed upon
them but the resulting data may have also been challenging to analyse and
compare. Findings reported by Jarvis (2003) stated that pupils perceived
themselves as needing support to engage with some lessons and that this support

took multiple forms: aiding interpretation; helping pupils to understand work and
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overcome difficulties; and supporting pupils to stay on task. Some pupils
expressed that they only asked for and received support when they needed it,
while others felt that they received too much support at times (Jarvis, 2003).
Finally, Jarvis (2003) quotes a pupil stating a dislike for the support staff watching
and joining in when she is conversing with her peers, suggesting that TA support
can be perceived to interfere with peer relationships. A limitation of this study is
that it does not consider perspectives on the TA role exclusively. Although findings
provide an overview of what pupils perceive as aspects of support that facilitate
and inhibit their inclusion, Jarvis (2003) notes that it was not always clear whether

the pupils were discussing TAs, teachers or communication support workers.

Chambers and Pearson (2004) undertook research which focused on the inclusion
of secondary school pupils during Modern-Foreign Language (MFL) lessons and
perceptions of the role of the TA in such lessons. TA support in MFL lessons is a
narrow focus of the study and therefore means that findings cannot be generalised
to other school subjects. On the other hand, it also provides a more detailed and
in-depth account of TA support in this subject in particular which was the focus of
this study. Findings reported by Chambers and Pearson (2004) of relevance to

this review include:

1. The pupils had a clear view of TAs’ undertaking a supporting role,
particularly in comparison to the teacher, who was perceived to be the
expert in the subject and have ultimate responsibility for marking. There
was some disagreement over who was able to distribute rewards, with
supported pupils expressing that TAs and teachers are able to do this,
while pupils who were unsupported suggested that the teacher had the
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final word on this. Some pupils commented that they preferred asking the
TA for help, rather than the teacher.

2. All pupils within the study, whether supported or unsupported, valued TA
support. However, more than one TA in the classroom was considered
distracting.

3. Pupils had an awareness of the TA’s subject-knowledge and as such the

limitations on their abilities to provide subject-specific support.

In addition to the research discussed, the literature search identified some studies
that gained pupils’ perspectives more generally, which lead to findings related to
the role of TAs. For instance, Kidger et al. (2009) found that secondary school
pupils expressed the need to have someone to talk to when experiencing
emotional difficulties and the authors named TAs as one type of professional who
could fulfil this role. Furthermore, in a case study by Herold and Dandolo (2009),
the TA was found to have a significant role in supporting the learning and
emotional well-being of a visually impaired secondary-aged pupil during physical
education lessons. In this study, the pupil named the TA as the teacher of these
lessons, as opposed to the actual class teacher, which Herold and Dandolo (2009)
expressed was a significant reflection of the pupils’ perception of the importance of
the TA’s role. It is likely that there are other studies which have reflected on the TA
role as an outcome of gathering pupils’ perspectives, perhaps alluding to pupils’
perceiving the TA role in supporting many areas of their learning and
development. Similar to the findings with younger pupils, there are hints within the
literature that secondary school pupils can build a positive and influential

relationship with TAs, sometimes highlighted by referring to them by their first
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name (Farrell, Balshaw and Polat, 1999) and perceiving them to be ‘more like

“friends — someone to turn to” (Farrell, Balshaw and Polat 1999, p.22).

2.3.4 Summary

Findings from this collection of studies suggest that like their younger peers,
secondary pupils see the role of the TA as different to the teacher in that the
teacher has ultimate responsibility for the class (Farrell, Balshaw and Polat, 1999;
Chambers and Pearson, 2004). However, there is still some uncertainty with
pupils expressing that the TA is their teacher (Herold and Dandolo, 2009) and that
part of their role is to ‘teach’ them (Mencap, 1999). Where distinctions between
roles were clear (Chambers and Pearson, 2004), this may have been due to the
pupils being able to highlight the limitations of the TA role in relation to their
specific subject knowledge in MFL lessons. There are also hints within the
literature that pupils perceive TAs to support with areas in addition to their
learning, such as tasks outside of the classroom (Mencap, 1999). In addition, TAs
could be used to provide emotional support for which pupils expressed a need
(Kidger et al., 2009). The nature and importance of the working relationship
between the TA and the pupil is also reflected upon (Farrell, Balshaw and Polat,
1999), which relates Blatchford et al.’s (2008) findings about the interactions
between TAs and pupils. However, such conclusions are rather tenuous, as there
appears to be limited evidence or less clarity on the views of this age group in

relation to the role of a TA.

Furthermore, with regard to the perceived impact and effectiveness of TAs,

secondary school pupils also valued the TA role and the support that they provide
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(Bowers, 1997; Chambers and Pearson, 2004). Although some older pupils
perceived the TA as being present to support specific pupils (Bowers, 1997), it is
also expressed that TA support can be beneficial to all pupils (Bowers, 1997;
Chambers and Pearson, 2004). However, as could be speculated from comments
made by the older primary-aged pupils in Fraser and Meadows’ (2010) study,
some secondary-aged pupils reported feeling embarrassed or singled out by TA
support despite feeling that they needed it (Bowers, 1997; Farrell, Balshaw and
Polat, 1999). This issue was sometimes linked to how the TAs are deployed, for
instance working individually with pupils and their physical proximity to them in the
classroom (Farrell, Balshaw and Polat, 1999). Research demonstrates that this
also has implications for pupils perceiving TAs to interfere with their peer

relationships (Jarvis, 2003).

Although these conclusions are drawn tentatively, it is clear that they are based on
limited information. The following section summarises what the existing literature
within this area reveals as the collective voice of pupils and considers the extent to

which this is a valid, clear, and representative voice.

2.4 Collective Voice and Concluding Critique

In order to extract and synthesise the key findings on pupil voice in relation to TA
support, it is important to consider the conclusions drawn from other systematic
literature reviews undertaken in this area. Relevant systematic literature reviews
considered stakeholders’ perspectives on role of TAs in primary schools (Cajkler
et al., 2006) and the role of TAs in secondary schools (Cajkler et al., 2007). Both
of these reviews explored pupils’ perspectives.
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For primary school pupils, Cajkler et al. (2006) concluded the pupils perceived TAs
as adults who supported their learning and who helped the teacher. Pupils also
perceived that a TA was someone to whom they could turn and would listen to
them (Cajkler et al., 2006). This review only considered five studies which elicited
pupil voice and the conclusions drawn were largely based on information from the
largest and most influential study by Bowers (1997) (Cajkler et al., 2006). Bowers’
(1997) study not only has the limitations previously discussed (see Section 2.3.3),
it also pre-dated the changes to practice summarised in Section 1.4. As Bowers’
(1997) study gathered secondary school pupils’ perspectives, it was also included
in Cajkler al al.’s (2007) secondary school review. In total three studies were used
within both reviews, due to reporting primary and secondary pupils’ views. This
overlap is prominent within the reviews, and the conclusions outlined above were
also drawn within Cajkler et al.’s (2007) review regarding secondary-aged pupils’

perspectives.

However, within Cajkler et al.’s (2007) review, some findings were identified to be
specific to the research considering the secondary school environment, such as
TAs being perceived as co-learners or models of learning. There was also the
suggestion that pupils may perceive TAs as having a role in linking school and
home; however, further exploration of this was suggested before conclusions
could be drawn (Cajkler et al., 2007). It is not always clear which of the secondary-
specific perceptions noted in Cajkler et al.’s (2007) review reflect the pupils’ voices
(as opposed to the other stakeholders’ views); however, direct reference is made
to older pupils being more likely to perceive TAs as linked to pupils who required

additional support, which had some negative connotations (Cajkler et al., 2007).
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Furthermore, it was also concluded that some secondary school pupils felt that
TAs’ support could be considered ‘intrusive and unhelpful’ (Cajkler et al., 2007,
p.6) which appears to be a conclusion drawn from comments regarding over-

support and intrusion on peer relations.

Overall, the findings presented by Cajkler et al. (2006) and Cajkler et al. (2007)
mirror some of the key points discussed within the present literature review with
regard to pupils perceiving TAs as providing academic support and generally
helping pupils with their learning, in addition to some of the concerns raised in
relation to older pupils’ perceptions. There is a clear overlap with the studies
considered in this review. However, the larger, UK-focused and more up-to-date
pool of research reviewed within the current literature review provides a more in-
depth account of existing knowledge in relation to factors such as considering
what learning support entails and perceived effective qualities, whilst also drawing

attention to lack of clarity and the need for further research.

The reviews by Cajkler et al. (2006) and Cajkler et al. (2007) highlight some of the
significant limitations within this area of research. Firstly, it can be challenging to
identify which stakeholders’ perceptions are being referenced (Cajkler et al.,
2006); studies characterised by any such ambiguity were excluded from the
present review. Within some studies, it is impossible to separate primary and
secondary pupils’ perspectives (Cajkler et al., 2006; Cajkler et al., 2007). None of
the studies within the secondary school review were classified to be of a high
quality (Cajkler et al., 2007). Finally, pupil voice is under-represented within

research on TAs (Cajkler et al., 2006; Cajkler et al., 2007).
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Although there is now a larger number of studies available to provide information
on pupils’ perspectives, research gathering secondary school pupils’ perspectives
in particular remains sparse. Within the current review, only two studies
exclusively highlighted secondary school pupils’ perspectives and these focused
on a specific population of pupils and on a specific lesson. It appears that there
has been no research exclusively gathering secondary school pupils’ perspectives
on the role of the TA, since Cajkler et al.’s (2007) review. Within the current
context of the changing TA role and issues of deployment, as influenced by
recently published guidance (see Section 1.4.3), keeping up-to-date with pupils’

views regarding the support they receive is imperative.

As raised within Chapter 1 of this report, a key challenge underlying this area of
research is to harness an appropriate methodological approach to ascertain
pupils’ views. For instance, Eyres et al. (2004) reflected on difficulties such as the
influence an interviewer’s questioning can have on pupils, and the challenges of
undertaking research within schools due to the presence of school staff prompting
pupils during interviews. These factors are likely to increase the risk of bias and

ultimately reduce the validity of findings.

Many of the studies discussed used group interviews as a means to ascertain
pupils’ views (Bowers, 1997; Jarvis, 2003; Chambers and Pearson, 2004; Eyres et
al., 2004; Fraser and Meadows, 2008; Williams and Connor, 2010). Group
interviews have many advantages as a method of data collection used with
children: enabling children to have thinking time; feel more confident to share their

opinions; generating discussion; and revealing consensus views for group
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behaviours (Lewis, 1992). However, conducting group interviews is challenging
due to issues such as group dynamics and group composition, for example: some
children may feel more intimidated in a group than in an individual interview while
some children may dominate the discussion (Lewis, 1992). These issues will have
influenced the findings presented within this literature and may not have enabled

all pupils to have their voices heard.

A further challenge acknowledged within Chapter 1 of this report is how to form a
‘collective voice’. Given the current research available, this challenge is
emphasised, as some of the studies only consider specific populations (Groom
and Rose, Jarvis, 2003), specific subjects (Chambers and Pearson, 2004), HLTAs
(Williams and Connor, 2010), or are ambiguous as to which group of professionals
the pupils are referring (Bowers, 1997; Jarvis, 2003). Therefore, it is difficult to
group or apply these studies collectively to school practice beyond specific

lessons or categories of need.

Overall, there remains some uncertainty about how pupils view TAs, particularly
with regard to older pupils’ perspectives. A review of the research that does exist
highlights minimal evidence and indicates some methodological and practical
limitations (Cajkler et al., 2007). Furthermore, given the suggested changes for TA
support, up-to-date research is necessary. Given this concluding critique, there is
scope and a need for further research to be undertaken in order to address some
of the identified gaps within the literature and further contribute towards research
knowledge. In particular, although some limited information is provided about

secondary-aged pupils’ perceptions of the difficulties related to TA support, it is not
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clear what they perceive to be the strengths of the role and what they consider to
be effective TA support that does, or in an ideal situation would, contribute to

positive outcomes. The following section outlines an approach to research which
could be used to examine these factors and a justification for using this within the

current research study is given.

2.5 Positive Psychology and a Strength-Based Perspective

Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) argued that following World War I, a focus
on difficulties and attempts to heal these dominated psychology and consequently
it neglected to consider the positive factors of life. To remedy this, they promoted
the idea of ‘positive psychology’ in an attempt to widen the focus of psychology
and complement the existing knowledge base (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi,
2000). They suggested that positive psychology aims to document and
understand the factors that contribute to individual wellbeing and thriving
communities, making it possible build on these positive qualities and strengths
(Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Positive psychology has therefore been
defined as, ‘the study of the conditions and processes that contribute to the
flourishing or optimal functioning of people, groups and institutions’ (Gable and

Haidt, 2005, p.104).

The use of positive psychology has grown rapidly since this promotion,
underpinning assessment and intervention, and is suggested to have had a
‘remarkable impact on psychological research and practice in recent years’
(Pawelski, 2016 p.339). Positive psychology has also generated an interest in
uncovering strengths (Franks, Rawana and Brownlee, 2013) and has been

40



suggested as an approach which could be applied to conceptualise strength-

based practice (Bozic, 2013).

Given the limited research on pupils’ perspectives and in particular their views on
what factors and conditions contribute to ideal and effective TA support, it was
thought that these areas could be investigated within the current research study
using a strengths-based perspective to address this gap. In addition, there were
three key reasons for using a strengths perspective in the current research study.
Firstly, the researcher believes that every individual and setting has strengths, a
fundamental principle of the strengths perspective (Saleeby, 2009). The current
guidance surrounding TA practice stresses that in order to maximise impact of
TAs, it is the responsibility of professionals such as the senior leadership team to
make changes to more effectively deploy and prepare TAs (Sharples, Webster
and Blatchford, 2015). Ultimately, this will introduce change for the practice of TAs
and identifying and building on strengths may be a motivating means to support
change. Therefore, it is argued that if pupils’ perceptions of effective TA practice
(as the key stakeholders of their support) are highlighted, this would create an
encouraging platform to build on these strengths and implement positive changes

if necessary.

Secondly, a further principle of the strengths perspective is an awareness that
every environment is full of resources (Saleeby, 2009). This links to the guidance
presented by Sharples, Webster and Blatchford (2015) which stresses that each
school should draw on the skills of individuals and existing resources in order to

maximise the impact of their workforce.
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Finally, using a strength-based perspective to gain young people’s views has been
successfully applied to other areas of research and was thought to be a positive
experience for those involved (Doutre, Green and Knight-Elliott, 2013). It was
expected that this research would also achieve this outcome and give pupils
opportunities to discuss ideal practice, ensuring that existing pupil and TA working
relationships are not damaged whilst making a positive contribution to the existing

literature.

2.6 Introduction to the Current Research

Within education, the role of a TA and the decisions made about this role are most
influential to pupils; pupils are the key stakeholders. Despite this, their views are
under-represented and are less commonly considered within research than the
perspectives of teachers and TAs (Cajkler et al., 2007). The research available
suggests that secondary school aged pupils are the least consulted age group,
even though some dissatisfaction has been alluded to with regard to their views
on the TA role. Although, this dissatisfaction appears to sit within a wider
appreciation of the TA role in general. However, due to the limitations referred to
within this literature review, there is a general lack of clarity as to pupils’
perceptions of TAs, regarding their role, what constitutes effective practice, and
impact. In light of this, the current research aims to explore secondary-aged pupils’
perspectives, gathering information to further inform and expand on what is
already known using a strength-based approach (as outlined in Section 2.5) This

research will address the following research questions (RQs):

1. What do pupils from the secondary school where this research was

undertaken, perceive to be the role of the TA?
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. What do pupils from the secondary school where this research was
undertaken, perceive as effective TA practice and deployment?
. What impact do pupils from the secondary school where this research was

undertaken, perceive TA support to have on pupils?
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

3.1 Overview to Chapter Three

Within this chapter, the methodology utilised in this research is described. Firstly,
the use of a pragmatic mixed methods approach to answer the RQs is justified.
This is followed by an explanation of how this two-phased study, involving a
questionnaire and semi-structured interviews with pupils in one maintained
mainstream secondary school was carried out. A description of how the methods
were implemented and tailored to ensure that they were accessible and inclusive
for all pupils is provided. Ethical considerations of the research are discussed
alongside the actions taken to overcome challenges to ethical practice and adhere
to guidance. The chapter concludes with a description of the data analysis

procedure undertaken.

3.2 Paradigms and Research Design

Within social science research, two dominant paradigms underpin researchers’
assumptions and consequently the approaches used and choice of design. Firstly,
a positivist paradigm advocates that ‘knowledge about the social world can be
obtained objectively’ (Thomas, 2013, p.107). Working within this paradigm the
detached researcher can test their hypotheses and uncover findings that can be
generalised (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). On the other hand, interpretivism
as a paradigm advocates that ‘knowledge is everywhere and is socially
constructed’ (Thomas, 2013, p.107). Therefore, working within this paradigm, the

researcher holds the assumption that the process will be subjective and that there
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are multiple ways of interpreting and understanding findings. Positivism is
predominately associated with quantitative research while interpretivism is linked

to qualitative research (Robson and McCartan, 2016).

The ‘incompatibility thesis’ refers to the idea that it is not possible to undertake
research which is both quantitative and qualitative as the associated paradigms
are not able to be combined (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Robson and
McCartan, 2016). However, some commentators acknowledge that while there are
distinct differences between the paradigms and their underlying assumptions, they
strongly reject the idea that quantitative and qualitative data are incompatible
(Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Thomas, 2013). When designing research, the
researcher must determine which approach would best answer the RQs (Thomas,
2013); Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) argue that combining methods to
complement one another is often the most effective way to do this. Combining
quantitative and qualitative approaches is known as ‘mixed methods’ and this has

been referred to as a seperate paradigm (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004).

Some of the advantages of using a mixed methods approach include enabling the
researcher to embrace the strengths and minimise the limitations of individual
methods, have a more complete understanding of a topic and triangulate data to
improve the validity of the findings (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Robson
and McCartan, 2016) . Some commentators argue that this results in superior
research (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004), although others caution that
ultimately the quality of research is dependent on how it is designed and

conducted more generally (Bryman, 2014). It is acknowledged that mixed methods
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research can place high demands upon the researcher’s skill set and time

(Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Robson and McCartan, 2016).

3.2.1 Pragmatism

Pragmatism has been described to offer an outcome-orientated approach to social
research as it focuses on action as opposed to philosophising (Johnson and
Onwuegbuzie, 2004). In other words knowledge is derived from action and truth is
considered to be ‘what works’ (Robson and McCartan, 2016, p.26); the solution
that is useful. Therefore, a pragmatic approach is not concerned with the dualism
between quantitative and qualitative research and alternatively encourages the
researcher to use approaches that will best address their RQs, and as such is

compatible with a mixed methods design (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004).

3.2.2 The Current Research Study

* Method: questionnaire. * Method: semi-
* Participants: 21 structured interviews.
participants from Years * Participants: 6
7-11. participants from Years
« Analysis: descriptive 7-9.
statistical analysis on « Analysis: thematic
quantitative data. analysis on qualitative
data.
J /

Figure 2: Overview of the research design
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This research adopted a pragmatic perspective and applied a mixed methods
design in order to answer the RQs and benefit from the advantages outlined
above. It was undertaken with pupils in one maintained mainstream secondary
school and, as indicated in Figure 2, the mixed method design encompassed the
use of questionnaires, producing quantitative data, and semi-structured interviews,
producing qualitative data. Figure 2 highlights that the questionnaires formed the
first phase of the research, while the semi-structured interviews formed the second
phase, meaning that a two-phase sequential approach to data collection was
used. The methods applied were selected to complement one another and limit
weaknesses: an approach recommended when researching pupil voice (Lewis,
2004). Phase 1 allowed the researcher to gain a wider breadth of perspectives
based on information from the literature, and Phase 2 supplemented and provided
a more in-depth understanding of some of these perspectives. Data were then
triangulated in order to answer the RQs. Further details and justifications for

selecting these methods of data collection are described below.

3.3 Method

3.3.1 Phase 1: Questionnaire

A questionnaire was chosen for the first phase of this research to answer the RQs
posed and, in order to align with the view that all pupils’ voices should be heard, it
was considered necessary that an element of this research should use an
approach that would enable a larger number of pupils to participate.
Questionnaires are a well-established means of gathering the perspectives of a

number of participants, with relative ease and efficiency. Furthermore, the decision
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was influenced by other research within this field that successfully used
questionnaires to gather pupils’ perspectives on TAs (Fraser and Meadows, 2008;
Bland and Sleightholme, 2012). The questionnaire was a self-report measure
completed by hand, as opposed to online. The rationale for this decision was that
this gave the researcher more control over the facilitation of the questionnaire and

who completed it.

Coates and Vickerman (2013) highlighted the difficulties associated with using
questionnaires to gather the views of children with SEND, related to the nature
and level of their needs. Children must be able to access, understand, and
comfortably respond to the questionnaire in order for the data to be accurate.
However, although Coates and Vickerman (2013) recognised these challenges,
they also draw attention to a number of studies that successfully used
questionnaires, particularly with children with SEND in mainstream settings. The
setting for the current research was a mainstream school and some (but not all)
participants within the sample were identified by the school to have SEND (see
Appendices 2 and 3). In order to ensure that the questionnaire was accessible and
appropriate for all participants it contained clear and unambiguous language, was
pre-tested and piloted (see Section 3.4.3), and was read aloud by the researcher
when administered. Furthermore, following guidance provided by Lewis (2004)
(see Section 1.5.1), participants were actively encouraged to seek clarification or
say that they did not understand; it was made explicit that there were no correct

answers, and a ‘don’t know’ option was provided for every question.
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The researcher designed the questionnaire utilised in this research (see Appendix
4), with each question created to gather information to answer particular RQs (see
Table 3). In line with the strength-based approach underpinning this research,
where possible, the questions were positively framed, for example asking
participants, ‘where is the best place for a teaching assistant to work with a pupil?’
In addition to tailoring questions to answer RQs, the items within each question
were based on information gleaned from the existing literature. For example, the
first question within the questionnaire asked participants what jobs a TA does and
the options provided were informed by the literature. To answer this question

participants were able to tick as many options as they considered relevant.

Question Number and Type Research Question linked to
Q1 Closed, multiple choice RQ1 (TArole)
Q2 Closed, multiple choice RQ1 (TA role)
Q3 Closed, multiple choice RQ2 (effective practice and deployment)
Q4 Closed, multiple choice RQ2 (effective practice and deployment)
Q5 Likert-type scale RQ3 (impact of TA support)

Table 3: Questions types within the questionnaire and the linked RQ

As indicated in Table 3, the majority of questions were closed and multiple choice
in format. The decision to use this type of question was made in the belief that
existing knowledge provided sufficient information to create a list of likely
responses. Furthermore, within the pilot and pre-test, respondents were provided
with the option to add other ideas and were asked orally if there was anything else
that they could think of. This aimed to ensure that the list of options was
exhaustive from their perspectives. Closed questions also have the advantage of

enabling straightforward analysis, whereas participants can provide responses to
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open answers that are irrelevant or difficult to analyse (Cohen, Manion, and

Morrison, 2011).

The final question of the questionnaire used a Likert-type scale where participants
were asked to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement with a statement.
Likert (type) scales were chosen as they allow for a degree of sensitivity which is
not offered by dichotomous questions (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2011) and
research suggests that children prefer them, in comparison to visual and numeric
analogue scales, as they are easier to compete (Van Laerhoven et al., 2004). The
statements in this question reflected findings from within the existing literature and
focused on the broad areas of inclusion and approaches to learning. Negatively
worded statements were also included to reduce the risk of acquiescence

response bias (Rattray and Jones, 2007).

3.3.2 Phase 2: Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews were chosen for the second phase of this research to
iluminate, supplement, and expand on information gathered in the first phase.
This enabled data from both phases to be collated and triangulated to answer the
RQs. Interviews are considered to be a suitable for use in combination with other
methods (Robson and McCartan, 2016). Furthermore, interviews allow more in-
depth data to be gathered and provide the opportunity for any unanticipated points
to be raised and interesting responses to be further explored (Robson and
McCartan, 2016). Gaining depth was necessary to answer the RQs, given the

complexities of eliciting pupils’ perspectives.
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Group interviews were considered as an alternative method to individual
interviews. The advantages and disadvantages of group interviews previously
outlined (see Section 2.4) were reviewed carefully in relation to this research.
Individual interviews were chosen in order to overcome the evasion of
confidentiality associated with group interviews and the issues that can present
due to group dynamics and group composition, particularly as participants were
from different year groups, with different levels of need. Therefore, individual

interviews were considered to be more appropriate and suitable for this research.

The interviews were semi-structured to allow for an element of both structure and
flexibility. Flexibility within the interview schedule was incorporated by including
possible follow-up questions and probes. This enabled the researcher to seek or
provide clarification, ask the participant to expand on a point or ask further
questions to gain more depth and understanding, also giving a conversational
feeling to the interview. Structure was included in that key questions were asked to
draw out the information related to the RQs (see Table 4). The interview schedule
followed a model suggested by Thomas (2013) and is presented in Appendix 5.
Table 4 provides an overview of how the key interview questions linked to the RQs
and describes the types of question used. The card sort activity referred to in

Table 4 was introduced as a result of piloting the interview (see Section 3.4.3).

As highlighted in Table 4, many of the questions used were open ‘wh’ questions
and the probes used were often instructions rather than questions, such as ‘tell
me more’. These techniques followed advice from Dockrell (2004) and Lewis

(2004) in an attempt to reduce likelihood of acquiescence (see Section 1.5.1). In
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addition, for the same rationale as with the questionnaire, participants were

informed that there were no right or wrong answers and were encouraged to say

they did not know and seek clarification when necessary. As seen in Table 4, a

fictional character was also used to support participants within the interview. The

character was a named pretend pupil, (Sam), who was introduced through a

clipart image of a cartoon boy. It was explained to the participant that this pupil

had never met a TA before. Some of the questions were framed as though the

fictional character wanted to know the answers. This technique provided a means

for the participant to talk about the TA role as if no prior knowledge was held,

rather than feeling as though the researcher may already know the answer. It was

also a means to keep the discussion detached from the participant, for ethical

reasons in case they had negative experiences or felt any embarrassment about

being supported by a TA.

Question RQ Linked to Question Type
Number
1 RQ1 (TArole) Open ‘wh’ question with possible
follow ups and probes, based on the
use of the fictional character

2 RQ1 (TArole) Open question with possible follow ups

and probes

3 RQ3 (impact of Open ‘wh’ question with possible
TA support) follow ups and probes

4 RQ2 (effective Open ‘wh’ question with possible
practice and follow ups and probes
deployment)

5 RQ2 (effective Open ‘wh’ question with possible
practice and follow ups and probes, based on the
deployment) use of the fictional character

6 RQ1 (TA role) Discussion based on the card sorting

activity

7 RQ2- (effective Discussion based on the card sorting
practice and activity
deployment)

8 N/A Summarising, asking for any other

comments and thanking the
participants

Table 4: Question types within the interview and the linked RQs




The interviews took place in a private room with no school staff present in order to
help participants to give honest answers. Meeting the participants during Phase 1
meant that the researcher was less of a stranger and some rapport had been built.
The interviews lasted approximately 30 minutes and, with the permission of the
participant, were audio recorded using a Dictaphone so that data were not missed

due to writing notes, enabling the researcher to concentrate on the discussion.

3.3.3 Pre-test and piloting

The information leaflets, consent forms, questionnaire and interview schedule
were pre-tested and piloted with pupils within the population of interest who attend
a different secondary school. The purpose of this was investigate the
appropriateness and accessibility of the methods, documents, and overall process
of data collection. The benefit of completing a pre-test prior to the pilot was that it
encouraged someone to give the researcher their initial thoughts and think aloud
as they answered; this highlighted any difficulties and gave an insight into how the
questions may be interpreted (Bowling, 2009). It was thought that a respondent
who was familiar and comfortable with the researcher would be appropriate and so
the pre-test was conducted on the researcher’s relative who was a male Year 10
school pupil. His mother was also asked to pre-test the parental information. The
pilot was then administered on four pupils (Year 10 male, Year 9 male, Year 8
male and Year 7 female) who received TA support in a school with which the

researcher has connections.

The pre-test and pilot demonstrated that the information leaflets, letters and

consent forms were mostly appropriate and accessible. Some minor amendments
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to wording were made. However, it was noted that when asked to read these
documents independently some respondents struggled to read crucial words, for
example reading aloud the word ‘assistant’ as ‘assessment’, while other
participants paid minimal attention to them. Consequently, it was decided that the
researcher would read aloud all of the information and questions to the
participants within the research. It was also decided that the questionnaires would
be administered to a group of participants, in order to reduce time demands and to
put the participants at ease, providing the security of their peers and avoiding the

suggestion that the participant as an individual would have difficulty reading.

Another issue raised through pre-testing and piloting was that a question within
the questionnaire was not answered appropriately. Participants were asked to
rank the options they had chosen as jobs TAs completed in relation to level of
importance and things that TAs are ‘best at’. Within the pilot, rather than using the
options provided, some of the participants wrote their own responses. These were
often vague, needed further exploration and were difficult to analyse, such as
‘helping’. In relation to the interviews, it was noted that some were very short in
length, with the participant struggling to expand on their answers given the

prompting used.

To overcome these challenges, the ranking questions within the questionnaire
were removed and were incorporated into a card sort activity within the interview.
This activity involved arranging cards with different statements on them into a
diamond shape (see Figure 3) in order to obtain information about perceived

relative strength/rank (Hopkins, 2010). The diamond shape enabled participants to

54



place cards at the highest or lowest rank, whilst allowing for a number of cards to
be placed in the middle (Hopkins, 2010). Hopkins (2010) used the card sort
activity to elicit secondary school pupils’ views on the conditions which support
effective learning, and commented that the technique, ‘allowed pupils to
manipulate statements into a hierarchal diamond and generate significant
dialogue as they wrestled with their decisions’ (Hopkins, 2010, p.51). Therefore
this approach was considered appropriate as a tool to promote and encourage
discussion of pupils’ perceptions of the most ‘important’ jobs and those which TAs

are ‘best’ at, given the difficulties faced in the pilot.

It was decided that the cards used in the activity would contain statements which
participants identified in the questionnaire as jobs that the TA completes.

Furthermore, to support understanding of the card sort activity a star system was
incorporated, with the highest card allocated 5 stars, the next row 4 stars and so

on until the bottom card was allocated 1 star (see Figure 3).

1880 ¢
1080
8.0 ¢
xk

Figure 3: Card sort activity and star rating
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3.4 Participants

3.4.1 School setting: Recruitment, procedure and characteristics

In order to recruit a school for this study, EPs within the researcher’s workplace
were approached and were asked to identify potential schools within the Local
Authority which met the inclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria included:

1. The school catered for secondary aged pupils

2. The school was a mainstream setting

3. The researcher did not work in the school as a TEP

4. The school had a number of TAs deployed to support all year groups

5. The school’s EP anticipated that the school would be willing and able to

engage with the research and could allocate an appropriate named contact

to liaise with.

Once a school had been identified by an EP, a recruitment letter was sent to the
special educational needs co-ordinator (SENCo) (see Appendix 6). This letter
included an overview of the proposed research, the commitments required from
the school, and stated any possible risks and benefits. If the school respondent
expressed an interest, a meeting with the named contact in the school was
arranged in order to answer any questions, confirm involvement and organise

times and dates.

The mainstream secondary school within which this research took place has 5
year groups, each with 7 form groups, catering for pupils aged 11-16 years. Itis a

larger than average-sized school with approximately one thousand pupils on roll
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and the maijority of pupils are from White British backgrounds. The proportion of
pupils with SEND and the proportion of disadvantaged pupils supported by pupil
premium is in line with the national average. It is an improving school with the
most recent Ofsted inspection (2016) reporting that the overall effectiveness of the
school has moved from a ‘requires improvement’ to a ‘good’ rating. In particular, it
is indicated that the quality of teaching and the achievement of pupils has
improved since the last inspection and is now rated to be ‘good’. Within the latest
Ofsted report it is stated that pupils with SEND make good progress and that they

appreciate the additional support they receive in lessons.

Documentation outlining the SEND policy states that a graduated approach to
SEND support is used within the school, which comprises of three waves of
support. Wave 1 is titled ‘in class’ support which consists of provision such as a
differentiated curriculum, whole school approaches including the behaviour policy.
Wave 2 is titled ‘small group’ support which includes provision such as in class
support from a TA and participation in programmes such as guided reading.
Finally, wave 3 is named ‘individual support’ and involves provision such as in
class support from a TA and small group or one-to-one support for the area of
need, such as literacy or social skills work. Advice from agencies such as the
Educational Psychology Service are also outlined under wave 3. It is stated within
the school policy that a pupil is deemed to have SEN if they do not make
‘adequate progress’ despite access to the differentiated curriculum. A ‘strategy
sheet’ for each of these pupils is written, containing information about the pupil’s
needs, suggested provision and interventions, and advice for teaching staff. Pupils

with SEN in Key Stage 4 are also able to choose a ‘skills for adult life’ course
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instead of one GCSE option if deemed appropriate. Whole school training is
supplied for teaching and supporting pupils with SEND and additional training is
provided to TAs on areas such as supporting speech and language needs. This

would support the preparedness of TAs with regard to the WPR model.

The SENCo manages a team of 6 TAs (one of whom is a HLTA). With regard to
the deployment component of the WPR model, this team of TAs are primarily
deployed to provide in class support to specific pupils according to their level of
need and to provide support at the direction of the class teacher. The SENCo
explained that TAs are deployed within the school to mostly support pupils’
learning needs and mentors are employed to support pupils’ emotional and
behavioural needs. Pupils are reported to be grouped according to ability for the
majority of their subjects and the SENCo explained that there is a system whereby
if the pupil with whom the TA is allocated to work with in class does not require
support, then the TA reverts to a default system of ‘table touring’ in which they
support other pupils and ensure those with known difficulties are attended to. TAs
also provide withdrawal support for lower attaining pupils which mainly focuses on

developing literacy skills.

3.4.2 Sample: Recruitment and characteristics

A purposive sample was used in that all pupils within the school (school years 7-
11), who received sufficient contact with a TA, were invited to complete a
questionnaire. ‘Sufficient contact with a TA’ was defined as the pupil spending at
least 30% of their school timetable in the presence of a TA in order for the pupil to

have some experience and understanding of the role. This percentage was
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agreed collaboratively with the school contact with an aim to gain the largest
number of participants as possible for this phase. In practice spending at least
30% of school time in the presence of a TA meant that pupils who were not
identified as having SEND could also participate in the research. However, these
pupils were those in lower attainment groups in which a TA was present to provide
in class support and so were not broadly representative of the pupils in school, but
did meet the selection criteria and focus of this study. At the time of this research,
a larger number of pupils from Year 7 fulfilled the sampling criteria (see Table 5)

as TAs generally provided more support to this year group.

During the consent process (see Section 3.7), 26 parents were contacted, 5 pupils
or their parents opted out of the research and so 21 secondary school pupils
completed a questionnaire (see table 5 for more information on interviewees’
characteristics). These participants spent between 30% and 62% of their school
timetable in presence of a TA and so some pupils (due to their higher levels of
need) were the focus of more targeted and frequent support than others. There
were a mixture of participants with and without SEND in all year groups except for
Year 8 (all Year 8 participants had identified SEND). Appendices 2 and 3 provide
more details of the sample’s characteristics, according to categories of year group,

sex, SEND status and primary area of need.

Preserving the anonymity of participants was prioritised over analysing and
presenting data according to individual pupils’ characteristics and the amount of
TA support they received in comparison to other participants. This decision was

made as although participants’ names were not included, due to the relatively
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small sample size, pupils would be identifiable by their distinctive characteristics,
particularly by school staff. This would be a breach of ethical guidelines related to
confidentiality. Furthermore, the focus of this research study was not to consider
differences related to particular individual circumstances or the specific practice
within this particular setting, rather it considered what these pupils viewed more
generally as the TA role and the impact of their support and what they believed

ideal and best TA practice to be.

Due to the sample size and in anticipation of response difficulties, all of the
participants who completed a questionnaire were then invited to participate in an
interview. Pupils’ parents were sent a letter and were asked to offer their signed
consent (see Section 3.7). The intended plan was to interview two pupils from
each year group. The decision to use two participants per year group was to
ensure that more than one perspective was gathered and confidentiality