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Section 1 

 
Definition of Terms and Abbreviations 
 
Bach, Kessler and Heron (2004) and most recently Emira (2013) refer to the 

multitude of job titles available to members of support staff. The terms ‘TA’ and 

‘LSA’ are used interchangeably within the literature I have reviewed and indeed 

within schools themselves, however there is no discernable difference between 

the two labels, with the role of the Teaching Assistant (TA) and the Learning 

support Assistant (LSA) being identical. For the purposes of this thesis, I will be 

using the term TA to describe all support staff; TAs, Higher Level Teaching 

Assistants, (HLTA), LSA and cover supervisors.  

 

The following table denotes the abbreviations to be used throughout the thesis: 

 
Table 1: Table to show list of abbreviations and their meanings 

Abbreviation Meaning 

DfE Department for Education 

DfES Department for Education and Skills 

EP Educational Psychologist 

FG  Focus Group 

HLTA Higher Level Teaching Assistant 

IEP Individual Education Plan 

IPA Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

P (1) Participating Pupil (provided code) 

RQ Research Question 

SEN Special Educational Needs  

SENCo Special Educational Needs Coordinator 

TA Teaching Assistant 

TA (1) Participating Teaching Assistant (provided code) 

TEP Trainee Educational Psychologist 

WPR Wider Pedagogical Role Model 
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Thesis Overview 
 
This two-phase research aims to explore the perspectives of TAs and the pupils 

they support, following a range of literature and empirical evidence within the 

field suggesting that support provided by TAs not only has little impact upon 

pupil progress but can be detrimental. The work is informed by constructionism 

and interpretivist analysis. 

 

The first phase of the research explores the perspectives of both TAs and 

pupils in Key Stage 2 in regards to the strands of the Wider Pedagogical Role 

model proposed by Webster et al. (2011) via four focus groups (FG). The 

qualitative data is analysed using thematic analysis and the results explored in 

detail. 

 

The second phase of the research has been shaped by the first, following long 

discussions between TA participants during the FGs in paper 1 regarding male 

TAs, including their absence from the profession, the low-paid, low-status of the 

TA role deeming in inaccessible for men and the over-representation of women 

in the role. Paper 2 therefore explores the first-hand accounts of specifically 

male TAs working in the primary settings, with the aim of identifying the impact 

they feel they have upon the pupils they support and the un/related impact and 

importance of their gender. A multiple methods approach is used in this phase 

via the use of a self-report questionnaire, observations and in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with qualitative data analysis informed by an Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach. 

 

The focus of the two-phase research is to inform the academic field of key 

viewpoints and experiences of those it concerns; TAs working in primary 

settings and the pupils they support. The final discussion section will explore 

the implications of this research for the work of Educational Psychologists (EPs) 

in light of the findings. 
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Figure 1: Visual representation of the two-phase research process 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Phase One 

 
Exploring staff and pupil constructions of TA support in 

primary schools 
RQs: 
•  How do TAs construct their role? 
•  To what extent is the role of the TA exemplified by the 

WPR model? 
•  How do pupils construct the role of the TA? 
•  To what extent do pupils notice / value the factors specified 

by the WPR model in relation to the TA support they 
receive? 

 
Phase Two 

 
Illuminating the impact of gender for male 

TAs in primary schools 
RQs: 
•  How do male TAs in primary schools make 

sense of their role? 
•  What are the observable duties and 

behaviours of male TAs in primary settings? 

Implications 
Emerging issues and areas of focus 
for the future work of EPs in light of 

the findings. 
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Context of the Research 
 
Involving pupils in the decisions made about their education and how best to 

support them is encouraged throughout the Code of Practice (Department for 

Education and Skills [DfES], 2001) in order to address any anxieties or 

confusion a young person may have about their education. More recently, to 

reflect current changes in the educational landscape, the green paper, ‘Support 

and Aspiration’ attempts to raise the standards within the UK education system 

and indeed the promotion of ‘voice’ for young people and their families 

(Department for Education [DfE], 2012). The Indicative Draft: The (0-25) Special 

Educational Needs Code of Practice (DfE, 2013b) discusses the importance of 

the inclusion of young people with Special Educational Needs (SEN) and their 

families, ensuring the accurate representation of their views. However, little 

reference is made to the use of TAs within this draft or how, with the changing 

assessment and identification of SEN, TAs should be used most effectively.   

 

In planning the research I have drawn upon my own personal reflections of 

attending school as a child (having received very little support from TAs), 

working as a TA within a large secondary school and a specialist setting and, 

more recently, my role as Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP). These 

insights and reflections have been invaluable to me as a means of 

conceptualising, planning, delivering and reflecting on each stage of this two-

phase research and finally as an entire thesis (see Appendix 2 for an extended 

reflection). 
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Section 2 
PAPER 1:  

Exploring staff and pupil constructions of TA support in primary schools 
 
Abstract 
 

Following both large scale and smaller scale case study research regarding the 

impact of TAs in primary schools, this phase of the research, viewed through 

the lens of social constructionism, aims to elicit views in regards to TA support 

in primary schools from gathering the constructs and listening to the voice of 

TAs themselves and the pupils they support. 

 

A total of four FGs were carried out with TAs and Key Stage 2 pupils to elicit the 

ways in which the TA role is constructed. Semi-structured FG schedules were 

used and were based on the five areas of Webster, Blatchford, Bassett, Brown, 

Martin and Russell (2011) Wider Pedagogical Role Model (WPR) with focus on 

areas of  ‘practice’, ‘deployment’, ‘conditions of employment’, ‘preparedness’ 

and ‘support staff characteristics’. 

 

A thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used to analyse data gathered 

from the FGs. Major themes of ‘career path’, ‘dissatisfaction’, ‘motivation’, 

‘oppression’, ‘progression’ and ‘what it takes’ proved essential to the TAs 

construction of their role, with more pragmatic major themes of ‘who’, ‘what’ and 

‘why’ presenting as key to the pupils’ TA role construction.  

 

Themes generated by both TAs and pupils are compared and contrasted, as 

well as the findings examined in light of the existing literature. Strengths and 

limitations within the research are identified as well as future directions for the 

research explored in relation to the findings. 
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Introduction and Literature Review 
 
I present here a critical analysis of the literature regarding the use and 

effectiveness of TAs and the inclusion of participant voice within educational 

research; strands which are crucial to the first phase of this research. Once the 

literature is critically analysed, I will detail the direction my own research will 

take. 

 

An expanding role 
Estelle Morris, former secretary of state for Education and Skills, spoke in 2001 

regarding the reforms needed in the teaching profession, a speech preceding 

the signing of the National Workload Agreement (DfES, 2003c). Morris defined 

the role of the TAs as ‘supervising classes that are undertaking work set by the 

teacher…working with small groups…supervising lunchtime activities…giving 

pastoral and other individual support to pupils and covering for teacher absence’ 

(p. 15, 2001). The inclusion of the phrase ‘other support’ serves, in my view, to 

leave the role open to interpretation, as alluded to by Graves (2012) when 

discussing the nature of the HLTA role.  

 
The National Workload Agreement (DfES, 2003c) accurately predicted the 

growth in numbers of support staff, with many studies alluding to the rising 

number of support staff seen in schools today (Cremin, Thomas & Vincent 

(2005); Rubie-Davies, Blatchford, Webster, Koutsoubou & Bassett (2010); 

Blatchford, Bassett, Brown Martin, Russell & Webster (2011); Fraser & 

Meadows (2008)). The Department for Education verify such claims in the most 

recent School Workforce Census (DfE, 2010), as shown below: 
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Figure 2: Depiction of the increase in TA employment within school workforces (DfE, 

2010). 

 

As asserted by Mistry, Burton and Brundrett (2004) the role of support staff has 

moved from comprising only ‘skilled parental helpers’ to a role naming 

employees ‘education professionals’. I feel this depiction to be powerful in its 

verification of the need for clarity in regards to the ways in which these 

professionals are being used as well as a need for gaining the perspectives of 

the educational professionals themselves. 
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TA impact 

Following the initiative of the Scottish government to improve standards within 

education, Schlapp, Wilson and Davidson (2001) evaluated the deployment of 

TAs within Scottish schools. TAs were perceived as reducing the pressure on 

teaching staff as well as enabling pupils to access a wider range of learning 

experiences. Furthermore, teachers who did not have a TA allocated to support 

their class worried that pupils not receiving the extra support would be 

disadvantaged (Schlapp et al, 2001).  

 

Work by Moran and Abbott (2002) offer positive attitudes of head teachers 

towards the TAs employed within their settings, as does the work of Rose 

(2000) and Gray et al. (2007). However, the quasi-experimental design 

employed within this latter research offers empirical data highlighting the ill-

founded nature of these beliefs. No empirical evidence was found to support the 

notion that TAs had a positive impact on the pupils they supported during 

phonics sessions, with pupils of the same ability (receiving no TA support) 

outperforming their supported peers (Gray et al., 2007). It therefore seems that 

the rhetoric and the reality of TA impact are somewhat at odds. 

 

Blatchford, Russell, Bassett, Brown and Martin (2007) initially looked at the 

deployment, role and effects of the TA on pupil attainment. Blatchford et al. 

concluded that ‘there is a lack of clarity concerning the exact specification of the 

work of the TAs when interacting with children’ (p.20), a finding echoed by 

Takala (2007), perpetuated also by Morris (2001) in her loose definition of the 

‘other’ roles TAs undertake. Further conclusions made by Blatchford et al. 

suggest that pupils demonstrating the most ‘need’ receive the most attention 

from the TA who, paradoxically, is the least qualified member of staff, surmising: 

‘in every case, the higher the support, the lower the level of attainment’ (p. 453, 

2011). The findings also imply that even when pupil characteristics and SEN 

status are controlled for, pupils supported by TAs make less academic progress 

than their peers, building on the work of Muijs and Reynolds (2003) some years 

earlier. 
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Within the key text synthesising their work to date, Blatchford, Russell and 

Webster (2012) make reference to the ‘Wider Pedagogical Role Model’ (see 

Figure 3 below). The model was constructed as a result of the findings from their 

work on the overarching Deployment and Impact of Support Staff (DISS) project 

and demonstrates elements of the TA role that are thought to impact negatively 

on pupil attainment (a model first proposed in great detail by Webster, 

Blatchford, Bassett, Brown & Martin (2011)). 

	  
Figure 3: The ‘Wider Pedagogical Role Model’ (Webster et al., 2011). 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interestingly, one aspect of the model places emphasis on the characteristics of 

TAs, suggesting that there may be inherent TA characteristics which enable (or 

indeed disable) success within their practice; characteristics which may seem 

somewhat subordinate to the importance of training and time to plan with 

teachers, to name a few examples. I feel that this model is a good way of 

providing a synthesis of the work of Webster and colleagues as well as 

summarising the aspects of the role that have the most significant impact for 
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pupils. For me, the model is somewhat negative in that it highlights areas where 

there appear to be deficits (e.g. in the lack of training TAs are given and their 

seeming lack of knowledge) with little positive regard for the role (e.g. being 

reactive, removing children from classrooms and shutting down conversations 

with pupils). For me there is merit in returning with this model to TAs themselves 

and exploring these notions with them and the extent they feel the model is an 

accurate depiction of TAs as individuals and as a body of professionals more 

generally. A positive finding from this research however was the notion that TA 

support goes some way toward increasing pupils’ ‘positive approaches to 

learning’, with pupils being ‘less distracted’, ‘confident’, ‘not disruptive’, having 

more positive ‘relationships’ and ‘completing work’ (Blatchford et al., 2011).  

 
Furthermore, a systematic review by Howes, Farrell, Kaplan and Moss (2003) 

investigating the impact of adult support upon pupil participation and learning 

suggested it can have a positive impact on pupil progress by including pupils 

with SEN within mainstream provisions. A second systematic review conducted 

by Alborz, Pearson, Farrell and Howes (2009), also reports that trained TAs can 

have a positive impact on pupil attainment, as well as maintaining positive links 

between school and parents (Alborz et al., 2009). 

 

However, the work of Higgins, Kokotsaki and Coe (2011) in conjunction with the 

Sutton Trust education charity, identifies the different ways schools spend ‘pupil 

premium’ funding and, of the resources available, ranks each resource in terms 

of value for money and positive impact. Of twenty-one possible resources the 

deployment of a TA ranks at eighteenth place and is described as representing 

‘very low / no impact for high cost’ (p.7, Higgins et al., 2011). Essentially, the 

very resource that is used most often is the one that is deemed the least 

effective, yet numbers of TAs are increasing. 
 

Having their say: pupils 
The DfES have made attempts to gain the voice of children and young people 

in recent years with the publication Every Child Matters: What do you think? 

(DfES, 2003b), following the implementation of the Every Child Matters Agenda 

(DfES, 2003a), which explained the agenda in a manner accessible to young 

people. Previously,  ‘Listening to Learn’ (DfES, 2002) also aimed to involve 
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children and young people in the development of policy of which they were 

concerned. 

 

Davie, Upton and Varma (1996) state that professionals can have a tendency to 

speak on behalf of children and young people, rather than allowing them the 

chance to voice their own perspectives; an approach based on more traditional 

views of children being seen and not heard. However it was found that where 

pupil views were considered, staff were often surprised at the level of 

sophistication of these viewpoints and, on occasion, issues raised by pupils had 

not been considered by staff themselves (Davie, Upton & Varma, 1996). 

 

More specifically in relation to this area of focus, Fraser and Meadows (2008) 

represent the views of primary-aged children regarding their TAs through 

questionnaires and group interviews. It was reported that the children viewed the 

teacher as having a managerial role and TAs as helpers. It is also reported that 

many children did not show a preference for either adult (teacher or TA) when 

asking for help (Fraser & Meadows, 2008). 

 

A study examining the perception of HLTAs who teach whole classes was 

conducted by Williams and O’Connor (2012) and found that value was placed 

on the role of the HLTA by parents and pupils, even if their role was not entirely 

clear. Additionally, TAs were seen by parents to be, at times, a ‘soft touch’. 

Further, it was acknowledged that HLTAs need sufficient curricular knowledge 

and classroom status in order to effectively manage and further academic 

achievement.  

 

Having their say: TAs 
Whilst being included in the wider work of Blatchford and colleagues, further 

studies represent the voice of the support staff. Graves (2012), whilst 

uncovering positive feelings of autonomy and contentment following interviews 

with HLTAs, emphasises the role as one that allows individuals to ‘become 

architects of their own identity’ (p.101) however identifies the risks associated 

with this level of autonomy, including the potential erosion of the qualified 

teacher role (where HLTAs are employed in their absence).  
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A dichotomy is uncovered here between the work of Symes and Humphrey 

(2011) and Mackenzie (2011) with the former reporting TAs feeling valued in 

their role and the latter reporting TAs feeling unsupported. Emira (2013) further 

uncovers negative feelings of HLTAs when asked about their views in relation 

the idea of leadership in their settings. Participants in this study responded with 

attitudes such as ‘we are not given the voice that we need’ (p.35). Emira (2013) 

ultimately suggests the view of support staff by teachers needs to change if 

HLTAs are to get the recognition and gain the subsequent confidence in their 

role. 

  

However what often appears to be the case within the literature is those in 

positions of authority expressing an opinion in regard to the use of TAs, the 

shortcomings of their role and what needs to change. Perpetuating the hidden 

voice of the TA is the work by Moran and Abbott (2002) where Head Teachers’ 

opinions are sought in regards to their support staff, with the view of those 

concerned overlooked entirely. Further, not only are changes recommended on 

the part of the TA, the lack of voice for those doing the job is also overlooked. 

 

Rationale and Research Aims 
Of the papers I have reviewed, very few have explored the rhetoric from both 

TAs and the pupils they support or indeed examined how exactly the TA role is 

viewed and constructed by the pupils. Furthermore, the practice of TAs has 

been said to have a negative impact on pupil outcomes however very few 

studies have, as yet, invited TAs to have their say in regard to these findings. 

This phase of the research aims to explore these issues through the following 

research questions: 

 
Research Questions 
 

1. How do TAs construct their role? 

2. To what extent is the role of the TA exemplified by the WPR model? 

3. How do pupils construct the role of the TA? 

4. To what extent do pupils notice / value the factors specified by the WPR 

model in relation to the TA support they receive? 
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Design and Method 

 

Methodological Approach 
The study is exploratory in nature, taking an epistemological stance of social 

constructionism that recognises the meaning participants make of their 

experiences through engaging with the world. The knowledge I aim to generate 

is an understanding of participants’ experiences in their professional role by 

involving them and asking them directly. The research questions will pull 

together this understanding of participant experience via exploration.  

 

As such, the methods I have therefore chosen to use for this phase of the 

research are qualitative in nature (non-experimental) as more open-ended 

methods are most appropriate in allowing participants to construct and express 

their own reality. Within this approach I postulate that reality is neither absolute 

nor true, rather it is constructed through interactions with others. See Appendix 

1 for a wider consideration of my epistemological stance and Appendix 2 for 

reflections concerning reflexivity. 

 

It is important to iterate that due to the sampling methods employed rendering a 

small number of schools and participants, the findings may not be generalizable 

to other schools and settings across the country or indeed even the county. 

Using FGs will allow me to gain the perspectives of a small number of TAs and 

pupils, as opposed to a more general consensus on the issue presented. 

However, I hope that other primary settings and TAs alike will find the results of 

interest. 

 

Participants and Sampling 
The local authority at which I was on placement at the time of data collection, 

operated a ‘patch’ system of EP school allocation and as such I consciously 

chose to start by approaching these schools (ten primary schools in total). I had 

formed good working relationships with two of the primary schools with whom I 

worked due to my frequent presence within their setting and as such I chose to 

approach these settings first.  
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Once the nature of the research had been clearly explained to the Head teacher 

and the Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCo) at these settings, 

both agreed to take part in the research. The sampling technique I employed 

here is therefore convenience sampling, referred to by Robson (2002) as a 

method of sampling where the ‘nearest and most convenient’ (pp. 265) 

respondents are chosen (see Appendix 3 for a brief summary of the 

demographics of each school). 
 

In order that all participants involved were self-selecting, both schools 

distributed information and consent letters to all TAs and all parents of pupils in 

Key Stage 2 (see Appendix 4 and 5 for copies of the information and consent 

forms distributed to TAs and parents and Appendix 6 for the letter sent out by 

school 1. Appendix 7 displays a short piece I wrote for inclusion within the 

school newsletter as a way of thanking the participants). In school 1, seven 

consent forms were returned by TAs and sixteen from parents. In school 2, six 

consent forms were returned by TAs and over forty from parents. In school 1 a 

return rate of 32% was observed and in school 2, a 20% return rate was 

achieved. 

 

TAs 

So that I included a range of age, gender and experience within my sample, the 

Head teacher (or SENCo) and I selected the final five participants together. 

Additionally, we considered each TA’s availability during the school day and as 

such some TAs were discounted.  

  

Only three TAs were available in school 2 due to unforeseen absences on the 

day. A further TA who had returned the consent form (although was not 

originally selected to take part) was also unavailable, meaning the age range 

and years of experience is somewhat limited in school 2’s FG). The final 

number of TA participants across both FGs was eight.  

 
Pupils 

Similarly, when selecting pupil participants, I chose to do so in conjunction with 

the school SENCo or Head teacher (see Appendix 8 for an overview of the age 

and gender of the final participants). A combination of both pupils who receive 
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regular support from TAs and those who do not was also considered when 

selecting pupil participants. 

 

Following the distribution of information and consent forms participants were 

selected from the respondents. Five participants and three reserve participants 

were selected from each school and a confirmation letter sent out detailing 

whether the pupil had been chosen to take part or was on the reserve list. In 

addition I also distributed letters to the parents of pupils who were not selected 

to participate (see Appendices 9, 10 and 11 for a copy of all letters). In school 1, 

two participants did not want to take part on the day and so were not included. 

A pupil on the reserve list replaced one of these participants, however due to 

absence on the day the fifth space was not filled. 

 

Including pupil participants from Key Stage 2 was a conscious decision I made, 

as at this age, according Piaget’s developmental stage theory, children of this 

age are classified as being within the concrete operational stage, are capable of 

engaging in initial abstract thought processes and generally present as less 

egocentric than younger children (Piaget, 1962, as cited in Slater, Hocking & 

Loose, 2003). I felt that children in this age group would be able to provide 

insights and awareness of the relationships they have with other children and 

staff members, as well as an appreciation of possible ways in which they may 

differ from their same-age peers in regards to the questions asked during the 

FGs, in turn providing a richer data set. 

 

Methods 
I chose to use FGs to elicit the constructs of both TAs and pupils. I created a 

FG schedule using the hierarchical focusing process as described by Tomlinson 

(1989). The FG schedule was the same for both TAs and pupils, however the 

schedule for use in the pupil FG was amended such that the questions were 

more accessible for the pupils (see Appendices 12 and 13). The FG schedules 

were themselves based on all elements of the WPR Model by Webster et al. 

(2011), as explored in the introduction to this study (see Appendix 14 for a 

wider discussion regarding the strengths and limitations of using FGs as a 

method of data collection).  
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Given its major contribution to the field of literature regarding TAs, the WPR 

model is highly appropriate for use here. Despite feeling that the model 

represents deficit within the TA role, I wanted to explore each aspect of the 

model with both TAs themselves and the primary-aged pupils they support, as 

Blatchford and colleagues did not incorporate this practice into their major work. 

For me, the WPR model provides a helpful framework for structuring my FG 

schedules, allowing me to include questions which invite the participants to 

explore each negative aspect of the model, whilst also drawing out counter-

arguments and additional positives associated with the role, as well as areas for 

improvement (where appropriate). For the pupil participants, I felt that using 

each element of the WPR model to structure the FG schedules would invite 

them to consider and respond with their thoughts in regards to aspects of the 

TA role they might not have ever considered before. RQs 2 and 4 (detailed 

above) are in regards to the extent to which both TAs and pupils consider 

elements of the model to be appropriate to the TA role, including the extent to 

which the WPR model is an exemplar of the TA role for the participants in this 

study. The WPR model is therefore highly appropriate and integral to the 

planning, implementation and answering of the RQs for this phase of the 

research. 

 

Both FG schedules were piloted on one appropriate potential participant and 

changes made to ensure pupil understanding and that other examples of the TA 

role were considered (for example, I was made aware of TAs working as cover 

supervisors in school 2). See Appendix 15 for an example of a FG transcript 

following one of the TA FGs and Appendix 16 for an example of the FG 

transcript following one of the pupil FGs.  

 

To gain rapport with the pupils, to maintain their attention as well as to alleviate 

the emphasis on simply responding verbally, I utilised a tool within the pupil 

FGs of asking pupils to draw their ideal TA. As this approach was used as a 

facilitative tool, the drawings will not form part of the final data analysis. 
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Procedures 
As stated above, information and consent letters were distributed to both TAs 

and parents of Key Stage 2 pupils at both schools and a date set for the FGs to 

take place. Both schools were given approximately three weeks to distribute 

and collect in the information and consent letters. The following table provides a 

summary of the procedures involved during this phase of the study, as well as 

the type of data gathered: 

 
Table 2: Table to show summary of procedures 

 

Phase Method Participants Data 
1 FG 

schedules 
pilot 

One Key Stage 2 
pupil 
 
Twenty+ TAs 
(one in-depth 
discussion) 

Qualitative responses 
regarding understanding of 
the questions included on 
respective provisional FG 
schedules. 

2 2 x FGs 
with TAs 

Eight TAs across 
two schools  

Qualitative data in the form 
of verbal responses relating 
to the research questions. 

2 x FG 
with pupils 

Nine Key Stage 
2 pupils across 
two schools 

Qualitative data in the form 
of verbal responses relating 
to the research questions, 
plus pupil drawings. 
 

 
Additional descriptive data regarding the age of the participants and their years 

of experience as a TA was collected following both TA FGs (see Appendix 17 

for the form I developed to gather such data and Appendix 18 for a summary of 

the TA participants age, gender and years experience). Throughout the 

research process I kept a research diary noting the procedures I had 

undertaken, any concerns I had, questions I needed clarifying and some 

elements of the thematic analysis I carried out by hand (see Appendix 19 and 

47 for extracts from my research diary). 

 

Ethical Considerations 
Ethical approval was gained from the University of Exeter Ethics Committee in 

March 2013 and concurrently, approval was also gained from the local 

authority’s Research Governance Framework panel (see documents A and B in 
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Section 7). The British Psychological Society Code of Human Research Ethics 

was followed stringently when ethical approval was sought and principles of 

confidentiality and anonymity were emphasised to the participants at the start of 

all FGs.  

 

Following the collection of written consent from TAs themselves and the parents 

of the pupil participants, TAs and pupils were also asked to give verbal assent. 

As previously stated, in school 1 two pupils did not want to take part in the FG 

however despite this meaning that the first pupil FG was a participant short, I 

am glad that I sought pupils assent prior to the start of the FG as pupils could 

have been invited to take part against their wishes. 

 

Data Analysis 
Both sets of FGs were recorded by Dictaphone and transcribed by hand onto a 

password-protected computer (stage 1 of the thematic analysis process by 

Braun and Clarke (2006) as specified below). For added observational insight, a 

research assistant accompanied me to both pupil FGs and recorded her 

observations of each session, noting instances of turn-taking, dominance within 

the group and my actions as the FG facilitator (see Appendix 20. See also 

Appendix 21 for an example of a completed observation schedule). 

 

In line with the model proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006), I used thematic 

analysis to analyse the qualitative data collected from the FGs. This process 

comprises six phases in total:  

1. Familiarisation with the data; 

2. Generating initial codes; 

3. Searching for themes; 

4. Reviewing themes; 

5. Defining and naming themes; and  

6. Producing a written account  

(See Appendices 22–25 for examples of the thematic analysis process at 

stages 1, 2 and 5 – stage six constitutes the results section of this paper). 

 

Braun and Clarke (2006) differentiate between a thematic analysis of an entire 

data set and a more detailed analysis of a particular theme. For the purposes of 
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this research I have chosen to provide an in-depth analysis of the entire data 

set, providing a rich account of the data set and allowing the exploration of 

dominant themes to take place. However in contrast to the work of Braun and 

Clarke (2006), I would also assert that I have approached the process of 

thematic analysis from a theoretical standpoint (as opposed to one that is 

inductive) as the area of interest was pre-determined and data was coded with 

research questions in mind. The authors allude to the researchers decision as 

to the level at which themes are identified and as such, I have worked at a 

latent, interpretative level, meaning the analysis is more than a mere description 

of the data.  

 

The thematic analysis approach was carried out by hand. ‘Microsoft Word’ was 

used to generate initial codes and manipulate data extracts once coded, 

however the search and generation of themes was done by hand. FGs were 

analysed separately for TAs and pupils; the data was not combined prior to 

analysis meaning comparisons and contrasts between the data sets can be 

made. 

 

Initially, all FG data was provided with a code. Codes were then reviewed and 

data extracts with the same codes collated together (stage 2). For the data 

relating to the TA FGs, this generated 611 initial codes with 154 initial codes 

identified from the pupil FGs. These initial codes were further refined, resulting 

in the deletion of some codes and the merging of others to form initial themes 

(stage 3). At this stage, 44 initial themes were identified from the TA FG data 

and 20 identified from the pupil FG data. Conceptual maps were created to 

provide a means of reviewing the initial themes and considering them in relation 

to the entire data set (stage 4) – see Appendices 25 and 31. Both concept 

maps and the themes within them were further reviewed and smaller, more 

concise thematic overviews produced (stage 5). 
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Findings 
 
For the purposes of examining the findings gained from this study in a coherent 

manner, I return to each RQ. I will explore the findings by examining the 

thematic analyses conducted in relation to each. 

 
RQ1: How do TAs construct their role? 
The following depicts the final stage of the thematic analysis process (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006) for the data gathered from the two FGs conducted with TAs.  
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Figure 4: Thematic analysis overview for TA FG data. 
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Headings in blue at the top of each column denote the name given to a cluster 

of major themes identified within the data set. An overview such as this 

provides a visual means of looking holistically at the findings, allowing for a 

systematic and detailed analysis.   

 
TAs were asked about their role in regards to their everyday duties, the best 

and most challenging aspects of the role as well as what it takes to be an 

effective TA. The participants talked of their own personal experiences of being 

a TA, and in some cases using direct examples to illustrate points made (see 

Appendix 18 for a sample of a TA FG transcript). The ‘What it Takes to be a 

Good TA’ theme provides a somewhat comprehensive account of TAs 

constructing their role in regards to the specific duties they undertake both 

inside and outside of the classroom, who directs them and the way they feel 

about the amount of work they do (denoted within the minor theme of ‘Roles 

and Responsibilities’). 

 

The minor theme ’Gender’ was identified, where the idea of females 

outnumbering males, the role primarily being fulfilled by ‘older mums’ in the past 

as well as the reasoning why male TAs do not take up the role were all 

discussed. The female TAs within both FGs were complementary of the male 

TAs they have worked with in the past however stated that they do not remain 

in the post as long as females, for reasons such as the one outlined in the 

following quotation, “…he was in [name of class], and the children loved him, 

absolutely loved him…but he trained to be a teacher.” It therefore appeared to 

be a somewhat intrinsic understanding of male TAs being somewhat temporary 

in their role and the possibility that this therefore made them even more valued 

by both colleagues and the pupils they support.  

 

A second minor theme consisting of a somewhat prescribed set of 

characteristics that TAs felt were needed in order to be successful is also 

included within this major theme; characteristics such as ‘adaptability’, 

‘flexibility’, ‘caring’ and having a ‘nurturing nature’. Some TAs felt that not all of 

their colleagues presented with these characteristics however all recognised 

them in themselves. The following is a quotation used by one particular TA, with 

which the rest of the FG concurred: “…I’d give my last penny to a child I work 
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with, I’d imagine it’s just the way we are”, suggesting that TAs are certain types 

of people inherently. 

 

A second important strand in regard to the ways TAs conducted their role was 

that of their potential career path. TAs spoke of the lack of career progression 

with one participant stating, “well I actually thought when I came here, my 

career sort of stopped. It did actually”. There was a substantial amount of 

rhetoric regarding the TA training, whether that be in regards to HTLA training, 

the availability of training for TAs (which differed substantially between the two 

groups of participants) or in regards to the way in which training is 

disseminated. 

 

Another area of significant discussion within the realms of career progression 

was the idea of qualifications needed to do the role effectively. There was a 

level of uncertainty around this, with some TAs feeling a ‘standard’ was 

necessary. However the role was also quantified by a set of skills over and 

above academic ability with one participant remarking, “…I think that you don’t 

have to be wonderfully academic to be absolutely brilliant at what you do…”. It 

would seem, looking back at the idea of TAs having an inherent quality to do 

the job they do, personal qualities and ‘other’ aspects of a person may well 

deem them effective in their role, according to this sample.  

 

Two areas of significant interest are the themes ‘Dissatisfaction with TA Role’ 

and ‘Feelings of Disempowerment’, in comparison to more positive, paradoxical 

themes of ‘Motivating Factors’ and ‘Role Progression’. Despite there being 

some disagreement between the two FGs I conducted (one FG generally spoke 

highly of the support they receive whilst the other group, by and large, felt 

significantly under supported) there was a consensus that there were elements 

of the role for all TAs that led to feelings of motivation (i.e. from the pupils they 

supported) and factors that led to dissatisfaction with the role (i.e. the low wage, 

the lack of time in the day and the lack of pupil knowledge they felt they have). 

The theme ‘Feelings of Disempowerment’ was identified due to the presence of 

the feelings of the TA role being somewhat subordinate in comparison to other 

staff members. 
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The major theme ‘Role Progression’ includes ideas from the TA participants in 

the form of minor themes such as the elements of positive change within the 

role (e.g. the increase in the inclusion of pupils they support), and the modern 

role of the TA being less about ‘sharpening pencils’, as one TA remarked, and 

more about teaching. All TAs recognised that teaching was now a part of the TA 

role, linking into the work of Webster et al., with direct instruction being a major 

element of the WPR model (2011). See Appendix 23 for a table of illustrative 

quotations from each of the minor themes, such that the content of each is 

clear. 

 

In summary TAs constructed their role using both positive rhetoric (e.g. pupils 

as motivating and feeling supported) and negative rhetoric (e.g. feeling 

dissatisfied and aware of a power differential amongst school staff), as well as 

identifying ideas such as the profession being female-dominated and that to be 

an effective TA it is as much about your inherent qualities (seemingly over 

which one has little control) as it is about academic ability. 

 

RQ2: To what extent is the role of the TA exemplified by the WPR model? 
The findings from this phase of the research have been compared to the five 

elements of the Webster et al. (2011) WPR model, with illustrative quotations 

used to acknowledge similarities and differences between these findings and 

the model itself. Instances where the findings suggest evidence for and against 

the model are presented in Appendix 27, however it is my conclusion that the 

findings, by and large, concur with the rigorous work by Blatchford and 

colleagues, as the findings seem to be in line with eleven of the fourteen 

elements (with some findings both for and against the model).  

 

As I constructed the FG schedules on the different sections of the WPR model, I 

expected to find evidence both for and against in the answers given. As I aimed 

to elicit the personal perspectives of the TAs I included, two sub-elements of the 

WPR model were not discussed (‘little training for teachers working with TAs’ 

and ‘close down discussions’) as the participants may not have been aware of 

teacher training in regard to working with TAs or been prepared to share their 

own short-comings in regards to closing down discussions with pupils they 

support (if aware of this trait within their practice at all).  
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However, an element of the model I feel is somewhat tokenistic in the work of 

Blatchford and colleagues was the area of TA characteristics, which I found to 

be of most interest within this phase of the research. Little is made of this 

element of the WPR model, with the focus instead on the three key elements of 

‘deployment’, ‘preparedness’ and ‘practice’ (Webster et al., 2011). It is my 

opinion that this element of the model is as important as the others, especially 

in regards to gender and in light of the nature of my TA participants (seven 

female and one male), as the following quotation by the only male TA 

highlights:  

 

“I think it’s…um…I think it’s human nature that they go “if you 

could just come with the boys, go with the boys rather than go 

with the girls”, and I think it’s just society’s expectations it’s not 

just…I don’t think it’s a personal thing, but yeah it cracks me up; 

always pushed towards energetic, angry boys and always 

pulled away from little sweet, shy, little girls” (male TA, FG 1). 

 

In summary, the findings suggest that the majority of TA participants’ 

constructions about their role are in line with the WPR model. However the 

findings indicate a deeper and more frequent rhetoric in regards to the impact 

and importance of TA characteristics than the model asserts.  

 

RQ3: How do pupils construct the role of the TA?  

The following figure represents an overview of the thematic analysis for the 

pupil FG data. As before, headings in blue denote appropriate labels under 

which I have grouped the major themes (see Appendix 25 for a sample of a 

pupil FG transcript and Appendices 28-32for an example of the thematic 

analysis. Appendix 31 denotes the major and minor themes within this data set  

and the frequency of codes within them. 
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Figure 5: Thematic analysis overview for pupil FG data. 

 
As displayed, pupils were somewhat pragmatic in their constructions of the TA 

role, speaking largely of ‘who’ TAs are, ‘what’ they do and ‘why’ they feel TAs 

are present in their classes. 

 

Who? 

Pupils were aware of TAs in relation to other staff, hence the major theme of 

‘staff structure’. Pupils used terms like “proper”, “main” and “original” when 

referring to their class teacher, portraying the idea that pupils are both aware 

that TAs sometimes teach however recognising that they are not teachers. In 

reference to the TAs at the school, one pupil seemed acutely aware of the 

presence of a hierarchy within the staff commenting, “…so if your original 

teacher’s not there then they go up a rank….” [in reference to TAs]. Pupils also 

recognised that the TAs who supported them were female and that they would 

like to have more males. 

 

Pupils were clear about the types of TA characteristics that were positive and 

identified more positives aspects than shortcomings. Positive characteristics 

included TAs being “available”, “kind”, “helpful”, “flexible” and “fair” as well as 

recognising the specific skills that TAs in their school were known for, such as 

being “really good at maths”. When speaking of ways TAs could improve, pupils 

spoke of TAs doing more of what they already do, such as being “more 
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understanding” and stating “they could help you a bit more” as well as feeling 

that TAs should also know more about the pupils they support. 

 

What? 

One particular point of interest comes within the ‘what’ cluster of themes, where 

pupils spoke of a range of duties TAs carry out, with a major duty being 

‘helpers’, both in regards to work in class and helping pupils to appropriately 

access social opportunities. Interestingly, pupils went beyond this observation 

discussing the issue of dependency with regard to the TA role, describing two 

levels of dependency; pupils being dependent on TAs as well as TAs 

depending on other staff for help. 

 

Pupils listed the roles and responsibilities that a TA has, including everyday 

duties to support the teacher, managing behaviour, teaching pupils and 

furthering learning. Pupils recognised that TAs work both inside and outside of 

the classroom, and identified that some pupils are withdrawn due to being 

“…below their level…” as well as those removed to “…do harder stuff…”. 

 

Why? 

Pupils recognised the need for TAs within their schools in terms of pupil ability, 

recognising that certain pupils in their classes were dependent on TAs to be 

successful. When asked to think about having no TAs in their school, pupils 

commented on the impact for lower-ability pupils as being greater compared to 

higher-ability pupils, with some participants recognising potential for their own 

difficulties without TAs to support them.  

 

Although commenting that it might be more ‘fun’ if TAs were not supporting 

children in their classes, pupils identified a range of examples to identify why 

school would also be ‘worse’ without them. The pupils spoke of it being harder 

for the teacher without TAs due to time constraints and needing them to help 

support children. 

 

In summary, pupils in this sample demonstrate the meaning they had made 

about TAs in their setting by stating their difference from teachers, designated, 

for the most part, as helpers to less able pupils. This therefore opposes the 
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notion asserted by TAs themselves that they are actively involved in ‘teaching’ 

pupils not just helping. By and large, pupils were complimentary of the TAs they 

work with, identifying what it Is that makes them good at their job and stating it 

would be worse without them. 

 
RQ4: To what extent do pupils notice and/or value the factors specified by 
the WPR model in relation to the TA support they receive? 
The major theme of ‘what pupils want’ (which was generated from the thematic 

analysis but not included in the above visual representation – figure 5) will be 

discussed here as a means of comparing pupils preferences to the elements of 

the WPR model. 

 

Pupils were invited to draw their ideal TA, a tool used to further elicit the views 

of the pupils, build rapport with them and as well as providing them with another 

means by which to express themselves (see Appendix 33 for a copy of all nine 

drawings). Pupils were then invited, if they so wished, to describe what they had 

drawn, the majority of which discussion made up the major theme of ‘what 

pupils want’. All pupils drew a picture of a TA and appeared happy to talk about 

what made them ideal. 

 

All pupils spoke of the characteristics they would like to see in their ideal TA, as 

well as some specifying the characteristics of which they would like to see less 

frequently. Positive terms such as “nice”, “kind”, “caring”, “fun” and “wise” were 

used to describe the personality of the ideal TA, as well as statements such as, 

“…just say um…like “that’s your verbal warning but next it’ll be 5 minutes” but 

just like really calmly instead…” as a way of discerning what pupils would like to 

experience less frequently. Despite one pupil being somewhat fantastical about 

his ideal TA and their abilities, others spoke of the limits to the TA personality 

that would still be ideal by stating that ideally they should be “…fun but not too 

fun.”  

 

Pupils spoke of a preference for diversity amongst TA staff (e.g. TAs originating 

from different countries) as well as appearing to draw on experiences of being 

supported by TAs whom they liked, “we used to have Mr [name of teacher]…I 

liked him”, as well as two of the pupils referring to their own mothers as 
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someone who would make a good TA. Furthermore, the male pupils appeared 

to value their ideal TA as possessing certain skills, such as being good at 

‘sport’, ‘chemistry’ and teaching ‘accents’. Interestingly, in every case, the pupils 

drew a TA of the same gender as themselves, although recognised and spoke 

about the TAs who support them being female, with some pupils expressing 

that their own mothers would be good TAs. Two of the included male pupils 

expressed that their ideal TA would be male and would be good at ‘sports’ and 

‘chemistry’. 

 

In order to further illustrate the extent to which pupils spoke of the elements of 

the WPR model or not, and appeared to value them, Appendix 34 displays a 

table of illustrative quotations for each element of the model. As can be seen 

from the table, there was rhetoric within the pupil FGs in regards to nine of the 

fourteen elements of the model, with findings both in support of and different 

from the model in six of the nine elements spoken about. The table shows 

elements of the model pupils did not discuss in their FG (five out of fourteen 

elements in total), showing a potential limitation of this research. 

 

The area of interest for me is the element of staff characteristics, as this is the 

element of the model pupils appeared to have the most knowledge about and 

identified most frequently, drawing on their own knowledge of TAs they have 

worked with as well as expressing their views as to their ideal TA. Of this sub-

element of ‘characteristics’ the only area pupils did not discuss was in relation to 

the qualifications TAs supporting them might have and this may well be due to 

pupils not necessarily having the understanding of qualifications and their 

worth. 

 

In summary, it is clear that the pupils noticed elements of the WPR model due 

to their reflections and discussions regarding the TAs supporting them, 

appearing to place some value, or at least have spared some thought 

specifically in regards to TA ‘characteristics’, specifically in regards to and 

including TA gender, due to the frequency of the rhetoric concerning this topic. 
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Discussion 
 
Looking back at the aims I identified for this paper, I have successfully explored 

the constructions of the TA by both the TAs themselves and the pupils they 

support. From the findings presented in this paper, a number of parallels can be 

drawn between the thematic analysis of the TA and pupil FGs, particularly in 

regard to the way in which both groups construct the role of the TA. 

 

Summary of findings and links to the literature 

Both pupils and TAs themselves spoke of being ‘different’ to other members of 

staff, such as teachers, due to their personal qualities and characteristics (e.g. 

more kind and helpful as well as the amount of ‘good will’ they offer to staff and 

pupils alike). For me, this suggests a mutual construction by pupils and TAs of a 

fundamental difference between TAs and other school staff. I could not possibly 

suggest whether or not this difference is inherent in the character of TAs prior to 

them taking on the role, or due to the role itself and the way TAs may learn to 

exude such desirable characteristics. Attribution theory as described by Heider 

(1958) asserts that attribution of a person’s intention can be thought about in 

the context of ‘personal causality’ or ‘impersonal causality’, or rather 

intentionality being underpinned by an internal, personal force or conversely by 

one that is external and environmental. In this research, I feel that TAs 

themselves attributed personal causality to their role characteristics and good 

will. 

 

However, differences lie between within the rhetoric of pupils and TAs as well 

as between the TA participants themselves. TA participants spoke of their 

character and the expectations upon them as being somewhat different to 

teachers, often favouring their role as one allowing them more time to get to 

know the pupils they support, listen to pupils in a way that teachers often could 

not and take the time to explain academic tasks. An illustrative quotation 

suggesting this notion is the one included in the title of this thesis, ‘I’m here for 

children’, suggesting that other staff may not be. Pupils also corroborated this 

finding, however I did not directly ask pupils to comment on the characteristics, 
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roles and responsibilities of other staff at their school and so cannot be sure 

that they attribute these characteristics solely to TAs.  

 

Pupils acknowledged that TAs often knew lots about the pupils they had 

supported for a number of years (e.g. on a one-to-one basis) however felt that 

some TAs did not know them very well at all. TAs themselves spoke at length 

about the issue of not always being privy to information teachers may have 

about pupils, putting them in vulnerable positions when supporting certain 

pupils or when greeting families at the end of the school day. Both TA FGs 

discussed a need for more information about pupils as well as information about 

changes to the curriculum and their ensuing deployment. This finding relates to 

my second aim of exploring TA views on their potential for negatively impacting 

on pupil progress. TAs in one school in particular were sure that not enough 

training opportunities existed but could not quantify exactly how this may 

negatively impact on pupils, recognising only that it is undesirable given their 

role to support pupil academic progress. For me, this finding is paramount; TAs 

are stating they wish to have more information about the pupils they support 

and pupils are stating that they wish TAs knew them better. Interestingly, 

Devecchi and Rouse (2010) explored features that maximise effective 

collaboration between teachers and TAs, finding that a major factor promoting 

collaboration was TAs sharing their knowledge about pupils with teachers. For 

the findings presented here it would appear that information sharing needs to 

flow freely between staff, if it is of direct relevance to supporting a particular 

pupil, as this would appear to be mutually beneficial. A lack of information 

sharing, together with the practice of deploying TAs in circumstances where 

they may be ill equipped (as reported by researchers in the field, explored 

previously) could be contributing to the overall negative impact of TAs upon 

pupil progress, if not prioritised. 
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The following diagram is a means of representing what aspects of the TA and 

pupil constructions about the TA role are the same and different. 

Figure 6: Venn Diagram depicting constructions of the TA role that are the same and 

different for TAs themselves and pupils. 
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The issue of diversity is one that I observed to divide responses between the 

pupil and TA FGs. I asked both pupils and TAs about the age, gender, and 

ethnicity of TAs employed in their settings, linking directly to the ‘characteristics’ 

element of the WPR model (RQ2 and RQ4). Whilst age and gender were 

discussed at length, little was made of TA ethnicity by the TAs themselves, with 

one particular TA stating, “I don’t think it would make a difference…in the 

children’s eyes it could be anybody….” [in reference to TA ethnicity]. This 

quotation starkly contrasts with the views expressed by pupils of desiring a 

range of TAs from different backgrounds supporting them and being 

knowledgeable about different countries. The demographics of the area in 

which the research was conducted is of importance when considering this point 

as it is one of very little (although increasing) ethnic diversity which may have 

an impact on both TA and pupil thoughts regarding the issue. This finding would 

therefore be in line with the work of Davie, Upton and Varma (1996) where it 

was found that where pupil view points were explored, the findings were often 

surprising and expressed in a more sophisticated manner than was expected. 	  

 

Pupils did discuss the gender of the TAs supporting them (as explored in the 

findings section of this paper) expressing a desire for more male TAs, all pupils 

drawing a same gender TA to themselves, and two male pupil participants 

expressing that their ideal TA would be good at ‘sport’ and ‘chemistry’. A 

number of assertions could be applied to this idea;  

a) The pupils simply want to be supported more often by male staff (and 

just happened to choose their favourite subjects to illustrate the point);  

b) The pupils feel that the named subjects are typically ‘masculine’; 

c) The support they have had from female TAs in these subjects (or 

perhaps more generally) is not very effective and would be better suited 

to a male TA; or  

d) Any combination of the above. 

Either way, I think it is a valid point for the pupils to have raised, particularly due 

to the documentation of differences between the genders with regard to subject 

selection and achievement (Skelton, 2001; Harnett & Lee, 2003; Carrington, 

Tymms & Merrell, 2008; McGrath & Sinclair, 2013) as well as the gendered 
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teaching of sport in schools (Ashley & Lee, 2003). 

 

In relation to the work of Furrer and Skinner (2003), and linking in with the 

notion of gender ‘matching’ between pupils and their preferred TA, pupils who 

report a higher level of relatedness to those around them show greater 

emotional and behavioural engagement at school, suggesting a need for pupils 

to relate well to the support staff at their setting. These relationships would 

begin to develop through listening to and appreciating pupil voice in regards to 

the types of adults they feel would be most helpful to them and to whom they 

would best relate. 

 

A significant difference lies in the amount of responsibility TAs feel they have for 

teaching pupils, with pupils recognising that occasionally TAs teach but are 

ultimately helpers; a finding corroborating the research by Fraser and 

Meadows, (2006) where children recognised TAs as helpers, not teachers. In 

addition, the substantial difference in pupils desire for more diversity amongst 

TA staff serves as a stark reminder regarding the importance of listening to the 

voice of the child, particularly on occasions where pupils are not in agreement 

with the adults supporting them. Further, TAs and the pupils they support do 

appear to consider elements of the WPR model to be important, however 

factors pupils consider important appear to be somewhat underestimated by 

Webster et al. (2011). 

 

TAs in the two schools I worked with here spoke very differently about how they 

were managed and supported, however all commented that there were regular 

changes to their roles and often not enough (if any) time to prepare for roles 

they had been asked to undertake, linking directly with the ‘preparedness’ 

element of Webster et al’s (2011) WPR model. Given the evidence of low pupil 

attainment for some in receipt of TA support, it seems TAs would benefit from 

increased clarity in regards to their role from the staff with whom they work. 

 

Blatchford et al. (2011) ask whether or not TAs should have a direct 

instructional role in their job, given the negative impact TAs have been seen to 
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have upon pupil achievement. It is clear from my research and the amount of 

rhetoric regarding the topic of TAs teaching, that TAs included in this study do 

have a direct instructional role, which is also recognised, to a degree, by the 

pupils they support (however not to the same degree that TAs recognise it as 

an integral part of their everyday role). Blurred boundaries between a role of 

direct instruction and merely supporting are therefore evident in this research as 

well as a dichotomy between the level of qualifications needed as described by 

TAs themselves and the expectation to further children’s learning on a regular 

basis. 

 

In summary, the findings from this paper offer a valuable additional insight into 

the world of the TA working in a primary setting from both the viewpoint of the 

TA and, even more importantly, from the pupils they support. The findings offer 

a direct contribution to the literature in this regard, both supporting the WPR 

model as proposed by Webster et al. (2011) and offering the important notion 

that the views of professionals working with children directly may differ from the 

children they are supporting and, as a direct result of the findings, it is of equal 

importance to consider both. Similarly, it is of paramount importance to 

recognise and respond to the needs and wishes of a child, particularly when 

assigning a TA to support them for substantial proportions of their school 

career. The findings here support the notion that TAs feel undervalued and 

under supported in some instances and is hence an important consideration 

that should not be overlooked when schools are planning and implementing 

packages of training and supervision for all school staff. 

 

I feel my research makes a direct contribution to the debates in the field at 

present in regards to the satisfaction of school staff and the impact for children 

with SEN. I also feel it makes a contribution towards the more controversial 

findings of the Sutton Trust report (Higgins, Kokotsaki, & Coe, 2011) that rates 

TAs as having very low impact for high cost, and linking that directly to the 

dissatisfaction experienced by TAs and the extent to which this is also having 

an impact on pupil progress (as explored extensively and determined in the 

work by Blatchford and colleagues).  

 

 



44 

Strengths and Limitations 
The methods through which I have chosen to conduct this research were based 

on my methodological stance of social constructionism placing qualitative 

approaches as the most appropriate fit. The interpretative nature of qualitative 

findings analysis is somewhat subjective and hence this could be described as 

a limitation of the research presented. I am acutely aware that during the 

process of analysis, my personal characteristics, preconceptions and 

awareness of the RQs may have led to a limitation concerning the objectivity of 

the analysis. 

 

The small sample size and homogeneity within it could also be viewed as 

limitations. FGs within the two schools I worked with were very different and 

hence provided me with a rich qualitative set of findings, however the findings 

would not be appropriate for generalising to wider sample of TAs (although this 

was not the intention). This would therefore suggest a lack of homogeneity 

within the sample of TAs included in this phase of the research, highlighting the 

notion caution should be taken when drawing generalised conclusions.  

 

Within the literature I have reviewed, smaller-scale pieces of research (Graves 

(2012); Symes & Humphrey (2011)) have tended to report more positivity as 

expressed by TAs, with larger-scale, more systematic and objective research, 

like that of Blatchford and colleagues (Webster et al. (2011); Blatchford, 

Russell, & Webster (2012); Blatchford et al. (2011);	  Blatchford et al. (2007)) and 

Higgins, Kokotsaki and Coe (2011) in the ‘Sutton Trust Report’, offering more 

negativity about the role from greater numbers of school staff (as well as the 

findings of the detrimental impact of TAs). However, as Burman and Whelan 

(2011) assert, a good piece of qualitative research can be one that is small 

enough to explore in depth an example of a wider issue, therefore it is my view 

that despite some of the limitations outlined here, this smaller scale research 

should not be overlooked, having an important contribution to make to the field. 

 

I am also aware of the limitations regarding the use of FGs. FGs were used 

here as a means of stimulating a conversation with a purpose between both 
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TAs and pupils. I believe one-to-one interviews would not generate the same 

level of conversation and interactions between participants as a FG, however, I 

am also aware that for more introverted participants, speaking out in front of 

others may have been difficult and may have led to conformity with a more 

dominant or popular participant (as explored in Appendix 14). 

 

Finally, as Reay (2001) states, power differentials within research exist between 

the researcher and the participants with a risk that this is compounded when 

participants are children. However, I do feel that the pupil participants involved 

here all contributed to the research process and this was facilitated by the 

inclusion of the drawing tool, reducing the demand for verbal communication for 

more introverted participants.  

 

Future Directions 
Although not a specific RQ in this phase of the research, I feel the pupil 

drawings (used in the FGs) are of real interest both to this topic and in response 

to listening to the voice of children generally. I feel that there is further scope to 

work with children and primary-aged pupils using drawings as a communicative 

tool such that demand to communicate verbally (and face to face) is diminished. 

In future I would therefore like to extend this area of work through the use of 

alternative methods of communication with children and young people, as a 

means of approaching topics pupils may not have considered before or may 

find challenging.   

 

As explored in the findings section of this paper, an element merited of only 

minor importance within the WPR model is that of ‘characteristics’. The model 

proposed by Webster et al. (2011) attributes importance to the major three 

elements of the model (practice, preparedness and deployment) with 

‘conditions of employment’ and ‘characteristics’ considered somewhat 

subordinate. Given that only a single male TA was part of the FGs (being the 

only male TA employed within the two schools included within the research) the 

rhetoric by TAs and pupils reminiscing in regards to the rare occasions they 

have had male members of staff within their schools as well as the gender 

preferences shown within the pupil drawings, serves to render this element of 
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the WPR model of significant importance. Gender biases were evident within 

the rhetoric both by pupils and TAs (e.g. male TAs being good at football and 

science and not taking TA work due to the low pay) as well as rhetoric regarding 

societal expectations and prejudices towards male staff working in primary 

schools, which, for me, requires further exploration. 

 

Thus, paper 2 of this research aims to explore the issue of TA gender within 

primary schools in more depth, by working with those who are seemingly 

underrepresented; male TAs. 
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Section 3 

PAPER 2: 
Illuminating the impact of gender for male TAs in primary schools 

 
Abstract 

 
Extending the findings from the first phase of the research and in light of 

literature regarding males (predominantly teachers and TAs) missing from 

primary education in particular (Thornton & Bricheno, 2006) have led to this 

phase of the research aiming to explore the meaning made specifically by male 

TAs working in primary schools whilst directly contributing to the gap identified 

in the literature. 

 

Multiple methods of data collection were used within this phase of the research 

(in-depth, semi-structured interviews as well as observation and an online 

questionnaire) to elicit the views of nine male TAs, as well as to gather an 

understanding of the day-to-day role of the male TA. An Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach was used to analysis in-depth 

interview data and findings from the questionnaire and observations presented 

accordingly. 

 

Following the IPA procedure, twelve superordinate themes emerged from the 

data set including those concerned with the significance of gender, stereotyped 

attitudes/behaviours of others, the difference between male and female TAs, 

ambivalence towards the TA role, change within the profession as well as ideas 

in regards to best practice. Gender-matched support was only evident during 

half of the observations and a lack of longevity within- and access to the TA role 

for men was identified and explored. 

 

Strengths and limitations within the research were clarified as well and future 

directions for work of this kind identified. The thesis concludes with 

recommendations for future practice and an exploration of the impact of the 

entire two-phase research for the role of the EP. 
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Introduction and Literature Review 
 
The following serves as both an introduction to the area of focus within this 

research phase as well as a review of the literature. The section concludes with 

a rationale for exploring this topic, the aims of the research and the RQs.  

 

The direction of this paper has changed substantially from the proposed area of 

focus explored in my literature review (see document C in the Section 7: 

Additional Documents). Appendix 35 explains the change in direction and the 

underlying reasons in detail. 

 

The literature was sought during both the summer and autumn term 2013 and 

spring term 2014 (June – April) via the University library and electronic library 

resource, including literature from peer-reviewed journals, library and personal 

textbooks, as well as online publications. Searches were conducted using the 

terms ‘gender’, ‘masculinity’, ‘males’, ‘men in education’, ‘primary education’, 

and ‘gender bias’ with the references in some articles providing links to 

subsequent relevant literature. 

 

Men in Education 

Due to an on-going imbalance between the genders within the teaching 

profession, men have been actively sought and recruited for teaching posts 

(Thornton & Bicheno, 2006; Carrington, Tymms & Merrell, 2008; Mills, Haase & 

Charlton, 2008; Skelton, 2009; McGrath & Sinclair, 2013). It is fair to assert that 

men are underrepresented within education compared to their female 

counterparts, with females outnumbering males as much at a ratio of 5:1 in 

primary schools (Skelton, 2002). Recruitment of males into primary education 

and teaching generally is thought to fulfil certain roles, such as men 

representing appropriate male role models (Cushman, 2008), men being used 

to manage behaviour (Haase, 2010) and as a means of tackling a culture of 

‘laddism’ among school boys (Ashley & Lee, 2003; Carrington, 2002) - most 

famously referred to by former Education Secretary David Blunkett in 2000. 
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Rhetoric in regards to the difference between the genders in terms of academic 

achievement has been reported, with boys achieving less than girls (Skelton, 

2001; Liu, 2006) and innate differences between the genders (e.g. the extent to 

which males are systemisers and females empathizers in the work of Baron-

Cohen, 2003). Arnot (2006) asserts that it is the job of education systems to be 

respectful of such differences between the genders, interacting with pupils in a 

manner that matches their gender. 

 

Male Teachers as Role Models 

In addition to males employed in schools to combat male pupil ‘laddism’, within 

the literature it is suggested that there is a need for male teachers in primary 

schools to reflect wider society’s gender balance (Liu, 2006; Skelton, 2009). 
When asked what makes a desirable male role model, principals in Cushman’s 

study (2008) reported characteristics such as ‘strong’, ‘fatherly’, ‘assertive’, ‘firm’ 

and a ‘leader’, with Martino (2008) stating that being a male teacher and role 

model in Canadian elementary schools appears synonymous with being a ‘real 

man’. Cushman quotes one particular principal as stating the need for a range 

of male role models in primary schools to allow boys to see different ways of 

being ‘male’ (2008). 

 

In Cameron, Moss and Owen’s study (1999), parents felt that their children 

benefitted from being cared for by both men and women, as well as feeling it 

was important, particularly for girls, to experience male teaching staff at primary 

schools to increase their understanding of men generally. In this study parents 

also felt it was important for girls to gain realistic expectations of men before 

transferring to secondary school, (given the increase in male teachers there), 

becoming aware of and appreciating a softer side of males, as well as dispelling 

myths of girls needing to be fearful of authoritative males (McGrath & Sinclair, 

2013). 

 

Interestingly, despite a perceived neglect for the consideration of girls’ role 

models in schools (Ashley & Lee, 2003), girls are reported to have higher levels 

of relatedness than boys, particularly to teachers (Furrer & Skinner, 2003). 



50 

However, from a list of those they felt they related to most, pupils ranked their 

teachers last, rating their parents and peers first (Furrer & Skinner, 2003). This 

therefore challenges the emphasis that has been placed on providing 

appropriate male teacher role models for boys at all. 

 

Men and Abuse 
Piper and Smith (2003) report that professionals of both gender pre-empt an 

assumption of guilt by onlookers when working with children, thus making 

themselves highly visible in their role. This finding is corroborated by the work of 

Cameron, Moss and Owen (1999) where it is reported that men pursuing a 

career in childcare received ‘patchy’ support from family and friends. 

Participants reported confusion, disbelief and ridicule from those closest to 

them, coupled with encouragement to get ‘a proper job’. Despite this negativity, 

Cameron et al. state that none of the male participants wanted to leave the role 

(1999). 

 

Further to potential suspicion regarding a man’s motive for working with 

children, a number of authors within the literature refer to both homophobia and 

paedophilia (Cushman, 2008; Renold, 2006; Cameron et al. 1999; Thornton & 

Bricheno, 2006). These authors all refer to male teachers either experiencing or 

discussing the idea of male ‘hidden agendas’, encompassing perceived 

sexuality or criminal intent as a reason for wanting to work with children, 

particularly in primary schools. As Ashley and Lee (2003) assert, in the past 

there have indeed been instances of child abuse by members of school staff, 

however the cases reported are disproportionate to the amount of suspicion 

and resultant ‘moral panic’. Despite this, the idea of male hidden agendas 

appears salient within the thoughts of those in education and may influence 

their decision to pursue a career in education. 

 

McGrath and Sinclair (2013) assert that in part, the reason for the desired 

increase of males into primary schools is due to a political backlash in favour of 

boys education, following a period of focus driven by feminism in regards to 

female oppression and disadvantage within the education system.  
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Feminisation of Schools 

The ‘feminisation’ of schools has been referred to by various researchers in the 

field of gender and education (Skelton, 2001; Maynard, 2002; Harnett & Lee, 

2003; Liu, 2006), being identified as a potential cause for boys’ 

underachievement. However as further explored by Harnett and Lee, female 

teachers have largely dominated the profession since the introduction of state 

schooling, reminding the reader that concerns in regards to the 

underachievement of boys have been long-standing. As well as the female 

domination of the teaching profession (particularly in primary settings), there is 

also a larger proportion of men in more powerful roles, such as Headships 

(Robinson, 2003; Thornton & Bricheno, 2006; Mills, Haase & Charlton, 2008). 

However according to the work of Thornton and Bricheno, the style in which 

schools are currently operating, (e.g. a results-focussed manner, with a focus 

on logic and problem solving skills) would be more suited to the male brain, 

hence going against the idea that schools are not equipped to meet the need of 

male learners and in turn being ‘feminised’. 

 

However Renold (2006) refers to the decline in feminisation of schools and 

settings as pupils progress through the schooling system. Renold asserts that 

throughout the phases of education, female staff transition from ‘feminized’, 

‘caring’ early years practitioners, through to more ‘masculinised authoritarians’ 

within secondary settings, suggesting that younger years of schooling would be 

more suited to female teachers and that to be authoritative is to be more 

masculine. Skelton (2009) argues that the feminisation of schools, coupled with 

a drive for male primary school teachers, serves to diminish the worth of female 

teachers, despite their competence, with Haase (2010) corroborating this notion 

stating that as more male members of school staff are recruited, the effect of 

gender inequality is continued, again undervaluing female contribution. 

 

Masculinity 

Ashley and Lee (2003) suggest that primary teaching is a caring profession, 

however the authors illuminate a succinct difference between types of caring by 

those in different educational roles. Ashley and Lee posit a difference between 
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caring about children and caring for them. The authors identify that women 

typically express the former in roles as primary teachers and men demonstrate 

the latter, typically in more authoritarian roles. This would therefore mean that 

for men entering primary teaching, the perception of the role may be at odds 

with societal expectations of caring about children and go against their 

perceived masculinity.  

 

As a result, and as stated by Skelton (2001), traits of masculinity in primary 

schools are limited due to the presence of fewer men. Male primary teachers 

may feel the need to show a commitment to such masculinities within their role; 

a commitment to a hyper-masculine ideal (Maynard, 2002). Further, Cushman 

(2008) reports some primary principals viewing male teachers working within 

female environments as being ‘real men’ and outlines typical masculine 

qualities (listed above) as distinctly at odds with being ‘feminine’. Butler (2004), 

writing from a feminist standpoint, refers to gender norms within society, 

asserting that norms can often be indiscernible and implicit within society. Butler 

further states that in fulfilling expected gender norms, human beings embody 

the role of ‘social actors’ becoming blinded by the presence of norms and 

excluding those who may not fit within them. From the above literature it 

appears that the issue of gender, particularly with regards to men working in 

primary schools, is one that goes against the norm of males and masculinity, 

yet is both implicit and explicit within the attitudes and behaviour of others. 

 

Missing TAs 

A pattern is evident within literature which included support staff, for example in 

her study, Moyles (1997) did not include any male TAs out of a sample size of 

81 with Blatchford et al. (2012) reporting that of the TAs included in their large- 

scale research, only 2% were male. Despite these two studies perhaps showing 

an increase in male TAs over a 15-year period, males continue to represent a 

very small minority within the field. Blatchford et al. report on only the 

qualifications and experience that the TAs had, stating that TA characteristics 

were distal explanations of TA impact for pupils, therefore deeming gender 

largely irrelevant. Furthermore, as stated by Goss (2003) there is a real 
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possibility of male support staff remaining as the exception within educational 

settings rather than the norm. 

 

When discussing the extent to which boys identify a range of people they would 

be most likely to talk to about their feelings, Ashley and Lee (2003) make 

reference to support staff in schools. The authors report that boys prefer talking 

to their parents about their feelings, however teachers and other professionals 

were rated much lower (lower than the children choosing not to speak to 

anybody at all). Ashley and Lee posit that if boys are only choosing to express 

their feelings to teachers some of the time, then learning mentors may have a 

valuable role to play. Where boys had rated teachers and youth mentors as 

important, males were ranked above females, which, to me, identifies a need 

for male support staff to be available. 

 

From the literature presented here, it seems the rhetoric regarding males in 

primary education centres almost entirely on those in teaching roles. The 

‘feminisation’ of the workforce and the idea of male primary school staff as role 

models neither includes TAs nor considers their perspective.  

 

Rationale and Research Aims 
The central idea of this phase of the research will concern male TAs in primary 

settings, due to their limited inclusion within the literature regarding gender and 

education. As illustrated by Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009), ‘the lived 

experience of being a body-in-the-world can never be entirely captured or 

absorbed, but equally, must not be ignored or overlooked’ (p.19). 

 

The following are therefore the aims of this phase of the research: 

• To explore the role of the male TA from their own perspective; 

• To contribute to the literature concerning male TAs as (although it 

recognises the lack of male staff in primary settings) it does not explore 

these issues in relation to support staff; and 

• To explore whether there is a role EPs can play in enabling schools to be 

more mindful of issues of gender imbalance where appropriate. 
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Research Questions 
 
1. How do male TAs in primary schools make sense of their role? 

2. What are the observable duties and behaviours of male TAs in primary 

settings? 
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Design and Method 
 
Methodological Approach  
This phase of the research is exploratory in nature and is viewed through a 

social constructionism epistemological stance. The perspective from which the 

findings will be considered is that of interpretivism (see Appendix 36 for a wider 

discussion regarding my epistemological stance). Further, the method via which 

I aim to explore the experience of the participants is Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), described by Smith, Flowers and Larkin 

(2009) as an examination of the sense people make of their experiences.  

 
 
It is important to note that I am including a small number of participants and 

exploring their personal experiences and as such am not expecting to be able 

to make generalisations to wider groups of participants – this phase of the 

research is therefore idiographic. I recognise that the findings here will 

represent the perspectives of those included in the research (pluralistic and 

multi-faceted in nature), however may help to inform thinking in regards to the 

topic and be of interest to others in the field. 

 

Participants and Sampling 
As this phase of the research is concerning the experiences of a specific 

population, I employed the following inclusion criteria: 

 

Figure 7: Phase 2 inclusion criteria 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recruitment and data collection spanned a total of five months. My initial search 

for participants began with the schools with whom I have been working on TEP 

placement. Of these, only two primary schools employed male TAs, resulting in 

three potential participants. Other schools were approached following 

Inclusion	  Criteria	  	  

• Male	  
• Employed	  as	  a	  TA	  /	  HLTA	  
• Working	  in	  a	  primary	  seJng	  



56 

discussion with EP colleagues via email and follow up telephone calls, resulting 

in the recruitment of two further participants. 

 

The second phase of recruitment involved widening my search to the two 

remaining EP teams in the authority. EP colleagues provided me with contact 

details of senior management staff within those schools whom I contacted. As a 

result I was able to recruit a further participant and meet another following a 

delayed expression of interest (bringing my total to seven).  

 

Finally, I approached a separate team in the local authority specialising in the 

provision of educational support for children in care. This team employ HLTAs 

who support children in young people in settings throughout the authority; two 

of whom met the criteria for involvement and agreed to participate.  

 

I met with a total of nine participants for this phase of the research, visiting eight 

primary settings. The sampling technique is ‘convenience’ sampling as I 

included schools and approached members of staff with whom I was already 

familiar (Robson, 2002). However I would also say the sampling technique is 

‘opportunistic’ as at the outset I did not consider or plan to involve HLTAs from 

the children in care education service, yet took advantage of this unexpected 

lead (Miles & Huberman, 1994 as cited in Creswell, 2013; Smith Flowers & 

Larkin, 2009). 

 

Participants in this phase of the research were approached via their senior 

managers initially and then personally contacted. For the HLTAs from the child 

in care education service, I met with the staff to explain the research, as the 

circumstances for them were somewhat different from TAs employed directly by 

primary schools. I provided all interested participants with three documents; 

information regarding the completion of the online questionnaire (Appendix 37), 

an information and consent form for the observation (Appendix 38) and an 

information and consent form for the interview (Appendix 39). Participants were 

free to decide if they wished to take part in the research and, if so, were 

instructed to contact me to arrange a convenient date and time to meet.  
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Where participants did not wish to take part in the research they were invited to 

complete the online questionnaire without taking part in the observation or 

interview (see Appendix 40) however no additional TAs did so. On agreeing to 

take part, participants were invited to fill out in the online questionnaire prior to 

meeting with me, as well as to read and complete the information and consent 

forms. Upon meeting with each participant, I collected both consent forms 

before conducting the observation and interview. 

 

Methods 

In order to capture breadth and depth, I collected data via three means: self-

report online questionnaire, observation and in-depth semi-structured interview.  

 

Online Questionnaire 

I utilised the tool ‘Survey Monkey’ to construct, distribute and collect 

questionnaire data. The authority at which I am on placement already had an 

established and secure Survey Monkey account I could use. The password to 

this account changed on a monthly basis and upon requiring access I actively 

sought the new password from a member of authority staff. The questionnaire 

was live for five months (November 2013 – March 2014). I provided participants 

with a web link to the site, enabling them to access the questionnaire and 

complete at their leisure (see Appendix 41 for a copy of the questionnaire as it 

appeared to participants). 

 

The online questionnaire acted a means of gathering initial participant 

background data such as age, previous experience and years in post (see 

Appendix 42 for a summary). Questionnaire data will be analysed in conjunction 

with other data gathered. 

 

Observation 

Observations lasted approximately one hour. I did not specify that the 

participants did anything in particular, rather to simply go about their day as 

they would normally. I used an observation schedule to note specific 

information regarding the types of interactions the participants engaged in both 

with staff and pupils as well as the duties they undertook. The observation 

schedule was based on the work of Moyles (1997) - see Appendix 43.  
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In-depth, semi-structured interview 

The interview began with open and general questions participants may have 

already answered on the online questionnaire. This was deliberate and included 

as a means of commencing the interview in a non-threatening manner and 

putting participants at ease. The initial questions required short, simple answers 

(on which participants were free to elaborate) before I invited participants to 

complete a card-sort activity. The interview concluded with more open-ended 

questions, giving the participants the opportunity to reflect deeply on their 

experiences, in light of having read a number of statements regarding their role 

(see Appendix 44).  

 

The card-sort activity was taken from the paradigm of Personal Construct 

Psychology (Kelly, 1955; Ravenette, 1999) and was designed as a tool to aid 

the flow of the interview, making participants feel at ease and allowing topics 

and issues to become salient, at times preceding related questions (see 

Appendix 45 for the card sort statements and Appendix 46 for each participants’ 

completed card sort). The statements included as part of the card-sort activity 

were all either taken directly as quotations provided by TA participants in paper 

1 of this research or were selected by me as statements or ideas ‘of interest’ 

regarding the topic taken from the reviewed literature. Only the participants’ 

verbal responses to the statements (captured as part of the in-depth, semi-

structured interviews) will be analysed using IPA and included as part of each 

interview transcript, with the actual card sorts being included as photographs for 

interest and reference  

 

Finally, I noted whether or not the participants’ responses to the interview 

questions were ‘prompted’ or ‘spontaneous’, adding to a richer picture of 

participants’ responses and engagement with the interview content (see 

Appendix 47). See appendix 48 for further discussion regarding the justification 

of the other methods employed in this phase of the research and appendix 49 

for a number of extracts taken from my research diary. 
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Procedures 
The following depicts the procedures I undertook for this phase of the research: 

 
Figure 8: Summary of procedures 

 
 

Ethical Considerations  

As before, ethical approval was gained from the University of Exeter Ethics 

Committee in March 2013. As the focus of the research shifted upon completion 

of paper 1, I resubmitted my research proposal for paper 2 to the local 

authority’s Research Governance Framework panel in October 2013 (see 

document B in Section 7). As with paper 1, the British Psychological Society 

Code of Human Research Ethics was followed stringently and principles of 

confidentiality and anonymity were emphasised to all participants. 

 

Participants were also asked to give verbal assent to participation in the 

research on the day. At this stage, I reiterated to participants the principles of 

confidentiality, anonymity, and the right to withdraw, and explained the 

procedure for protecting their data. 

 

Data Analysis 
Data analysis for this paper will be in two parts: first an in-depth analysis of 

interview and qualitative questionnaire data using IPA to inform RQ1 and 

secondly illustrating descriptive quantitative data from both observations and 

questionnaires to inform RQ1 and RQ2. 

 

1	  
• Par)cipants	  given	  access	  to	  online	  ques)onnaire	  to	  complete	  

2	  
• Par)cipants	  observed	  in	  their	  seJng	  (up	  to	  1	  hour)	  

3	  
• Par)cipants	  interviewed	  (up	  to	  1	  ½	  hours)	  
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IPA is a technique that allows exploration, analysis and interpretation of the 

data in the richest way possible, providing both individual accounts of 

participant experiences before drawing conclusions about the nature of the 

entire sample. For this process I will be following the direction of the IPA 

process as described and explained by Smith et al. (2009).  

 

Firstly, following my transcription of interview data I will familiarise myself with 

the content before commenting on the transcripts in three ways: descriptively, 

linguistically and conceptually. I will then move on to developing emergent 

themes from the data and searching for connections across themes. This 

process will be the same for all nine transcripts, before I look for patterns across 

cases, as described by Smith et al. (2009). The final stage of the process 

involves applying a level of interpretation to the findings. 

 

In order to answer RQ2, descriptive data will be provided in regard to observed 

findings, such that the nature of the male TA role (for the participants included 

in this sample) is identified. 
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Findings 
 
I return to the RQs posed in the introduction to this paper and will explore the 

findings in relation to both. 

 

RQ1: How do male TAs in primary schools make sense of their role?  
Questionnaire 

The online questionnaire provided a forum for the participants to answer 

questions related to this RQ via self-report. It is clear from this method that 

participants (with an age range of between 25 and 50+) had a variety of 

aspirations for their future career, with only two, out of seven who completed 

the questionnaire seeing themselves as working at the same school in their 

current role and three seeing themselves as teachers in five years time. In 

addition, none of the TAs identified themselves as working as a HLTA in five 

years time. Despite this, the range of years working as a TA ranged from ‘less 

than 2 years’ up to ‘10 years’.  

 

None of the participants identified supporting pupils of high ability as part of 

their role with the most popular type of support being on a one-to-one basis for 

a specific pupil. Four out of seven respondents agreed that the TA role is 

different for males and females, with all respondents seeing themselves as a 

role model. Appendix 50 shows the answers given for each of the questions 

contained in the online questionnaire. 

 

Interview IPA 

The following demonstrates a visual representation of the super-ordinate 

themes that emerged from the IPA following in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews with each participant (see Appendices 51-55 for detail regarding the 

IPA process). 
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Figure 9: Twelve super-ordinate themes following IPA of interview transcripts.  

 
 

Each of the above superordinate themes emerged from the interview transcripts 

during the IPA for more than one participant. Appendix 56 provides a 

comprehensive table of the super-ordinate themes, sub-themes and illustrative 

quotations, with Appendix 57 providing an overview of the recurrence of each 

superordinate theme amongst the participant group; identifying that two themes, 

‘The Irrelevance of Gender’ and ‘Presence of Positive Male Discrimination’, did 

not appear in half of the sample. In order that the most pertinent themes are 

explored I will examine the remaining ten super-ordinate themes in detail, with 

the exception of ‘best practice’ and ‘change’ as the content of these themes 

substantially overlaps with some of the findings from paper 1 of this thesis. 

 

‘Role Ambivalence’ 

The most abundant of all super-ordinate themes is that of role ambivalence, so 

called for its inclusion of positive statements about the TA role, as well as 

negativity about the role shared by almost all participants (eight out of nine). 

TAs identified enjoyment within the role, positive regard for it, a sense of 
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appreciation and worth, as well as feelings of inclusion and working as part of a 

team, illustrated by quotations such as “I absolutely love it…I leap out of bed” 

(TA1), “I go home feeling good” (TA3) and “it’s a class team now rather than a 

class teacher” (TA4). 

 

Conversely, ambivalence became ever clearer with the frequent mention of 

dissatisfaction and negativity within the role “…I don’t like the confinement of 

the classroom really…very directed, you know, I know that’s the curriculum now 

but I believe in seeing by doing” (TA3), “there’s enough time in the day to get 

everything done’ – there isn’t. Ever. Like, it’s awful” (TA5) and “until the pay at 

least gets decent, it’s not even decent at the moment I don’t think, like I live 

on…horrible amounts of money” (TA5). Limitations within the role were 

identified, with particular regard to male status, where TA8 stated, “the pay is 

not sort of enough to be…I’m not saying a breadwinner ‘cos if they’re married 

there may be someone else there, but if you’ve got mortgages and bills to pay 

and that lot then the pay could do with being a little bit more”. TA8’s quotation 

states the notion also implied by other TAs; the idea that men would only be in 

a position to become a TA if they were not the main earner or ‘breadwinner’ in 

the family, positing therefore that there are additional considerations for men 

before taking up a TA position than there are for women. 

 

‘Evident Gender Difference’ and ‘Additional Masculinity’ 

I have chosen to group these super-ordinate themes as they are closely related 

and convey interesting, subtle differences. 

 

Eight out of nine TAs referred to distinct differences between males and 

females physically, emotionally and in regards to being a TA. Quotations 

regarding gender differences include, “it would be foolish to deny it wouldn’t it? 

Men and women are different” (TA1), “male attitudes to down time is probably 

different” (TA4) and “males are usually stronger than females ‘cos of the way 

the body is made up” (TA5). Differences were also outlined in regards to the 

impact upon children in primary schools, “sometimes women can be a bit 

overprotective of boys going ‘oh my boy!’ and I think, ‘don’t do that, we don’t like 

it!’” (TA8). For me, this quotation is of real interest, as the participant conveys 

the female approach as being too nurturing, yet doing so via aligning himself 
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with boys in the class, as opposed to with his fellow staff members. Here an 

evident ‘us and them’ narrative is evoked, highlighting the difference in 

approaches employed by males and females working with primary-aged pupils, 

however this viewpoint was not indicative of the views held by all participants.  
 

Going further than simply identifying a difference between the genders, eight 

out of nine participants referred to the contribution of the male TA within a 

primary school as additional, stating, “…less dads around, you know for lots of 

children so just having a solid positive male role model to look up to and to 

speak to, you know. I think it’s important” (TA4) as well as TA2’s thoughts in 

regards to pupils’ reactions, “I think boys sometimes do react differently. They 

get physical and stuff…if you raise your voice it’s big and deep isn’t it?” Again it 

is important to state that not all participants held the same view, with TA9 

asserting, “What I don’t want it to be is “oh, because I’m a male it’s better” it’s 

not that at all” (TA9). 

 

‘Gender Stereotyping’ and ‘Reflections and Contradictions’ 

Within this theme participants spoke about the issue of stereotypes in two ways; 

firstly in relation to the observation they have made of themselves in their role 

and secondly regarding the stereotypical views held by others.  

 

In relation to the way in which the participants reflected on their own views, an 

awareness of self-protection was evident, particularly in the following quotation, 

“you have to think ahead of how you put yourself in those situations with female 

students particularly…you have that extra worry don’t you?” (TA4). However 

TA5 presented with the strongest emotional reaction with regard to stereotypes 

stating, “I’m quite stubborn when it comes to stereotypes I just refuse to even 

acknowledge them ‘cos I hate stereotypes…um, so yeah but I go on the general 

rule if I can smash a stereotype then I will ‘cos I think they’re stupid so, I can’t 

stand them as I’ve probably mentioned!” This reaction is of particular interest as 

it acknowledges the existence of stereotypes, however whilst refusing to 

engage in them, this TA is also trying to rid society of them. 
 

The kinds of stereotypical beliefs held by others about male TAs ranged from 

somewhat minor assumptions such as, “I mean the classic is, people expect me 
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to be all rough and tumble” (TA1) to wider-reaching views with the potential to 

be damaging, such as, “you could surmise that perhaps they think, ‘is there a 

hidden agenda there?’ which you know, you can perhaps think that there might 

be…” (TA7) with TA6 concurring, “…‘what do you wanna do that for?’ although 

I’ve never had that said to me but…people think, ‘why’s a male working there?’” 

Most powerfully, TA3 spoke of his worry when taking on the role of TA in a 

primary school and protecting himself through union membership stating, “I was 

really paranoid about how one accusation can ruin everything.” These 

quotations and indeed the generation of the super-ordinate theme suggests the 

salience of these issues for male TAs including the potential for negative impact 

on their ability to fulfil the role effectively due to societal pressures and the 

substantial emotional investment they make as a result of taking on the role in 

the first instance. 

 

Although not explored in detail here, the theme of ‘reflections and 

contradictions’ is related to gender stereotyping, with some participants stating 

stereotypes were not an issue, before evidently talking about one, or conversely 

identifying a stereotypical behaviour before quantifying it. TA5 provides a good 

example of this stating, “…I’m hauled out of the classroom occasionally 

because something needs lifting or moving which happens quite often which is 

fair enough ‘cos there’s a lot of older people here who wouldn’t be able to do it”. 

A further example provided by TA5 is, “maybe I might get asked occasionally by 

the boys to go out and kick a football around ‘cos they grow up watching the 

football which is all men, I suppose which is why that happens…” For me these 

sorts of statements are of interest as they imply an implicit stereotypical 

understanding of male behaviour and an implicit allowance and response to 

such requests. However, TA5 is clear in his challenge of stereotypical views, as 

presented previously. 
 

‘Gender-Based Deployment’ and ‘Circumstantial and Pupil-Led Difference’ 
These themes featured in only five of the nine participants interviews, yet I feel 

demonstrate importance within the research as they directly relate to the above 

themes of ‘gender stereotyping’ and ‘evident gender difference’.  
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The participants recalled times where they had been placed to support a child 

of the same gender stating, “things like supervise groups of males if they’re all 

going to the loo if we’re on a school trip” (TA5) and “I’m pushed towards 

energetic noisy 11 year-old boys who’ve got issues with their behaviours” (TA1). 

However, some participants did refer to gender-matching between TA and pupil 

as effective and worthwhile, with TA7 stating “I applied for the job and I didn’t 

know the child was female and so I think under those circumstances, a male 

wouldn’t have been the ideal person”. As such it is evident that decisions about 

the participant’s deployment had been directly concerning their gender. When I 

asked one of the participants whether or not he thought the same level of 

consideration is given to the deployment of female TAs, he replied, “um…I’ll just 

think on that…no” (TA1). 

 

However, male gender-based deployment was not always thought to be a 

decision made by senior management within primary schools. Some 

participants referred to pupils recognising difference between male and female 

TAs and, at times, requiring a different kind of support. TA9 clearly states “if it’s 

a boy and a man has been proved in the past as the one to get the best results 

from the relationship then that should be considered”, whilst TA8 asserts, “I 

think it’s important to get some male TAs in there so they can see a different 

side…a gender side. Because if they haven’t got a normal, what you call, 

‘family’ then you’re losing that bit of it”. TA1 quantifies the influence of the child’s 

home life on their need for male figures at school by stating, “of course certain 

children will respond to males and females differently depending on their family 

set up.” It therefore seems that male TAs feel they are filling a gap in the child’s 

experience of male figures, both at home and at school. 

 

‘Importance of Modelling Behaviour’ 

Linked to the notion identified in the previous theme, six out of nine participants 

identified the significance of modelling appropriate behaviour to the children 

whom they support. TA2 likens TAs to a number of familial roles children need 

to observe, “to reflect, you know, the nuclear family but it’s long since gone that 

hasn’t it, but to reflect society…we’re male and female, we’re mum and dad, 

we’re all of those things”. 
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Conversely, TA3 stated, “they all have negative ideas about men and I think it’s 

good to show that not all men are in the window that they might have been 

placed in by their family”, implying that male TAs have a specific role in 

dispelling myths about fellow males and counteracting negative attitudes. 

Similarly, TA5 states, “…I always worry that children are taught just not to touch 

anybody because no ones allowed to touch anyone and something might 

happen whereas…I think if those children can see happy, healthy relationships 

between men and women who are adults then that can only be a good thing”, 

again emphasising the importance of dispelling misunderstandings about males 

and challenging the assumption of guilt associated with males in education. 

 

In summary, the participants made sense of their role in a variety of ways. Most 

strikingly, ambivalence towards their role was evident, with feelings of 

enjoyment and passion coupled with a sense of being undervalued and the 

identification of certain conditions under which males were only able to become 

TAs. A large proportion of rhetoric in regards to gender-based distinctions 

between TA staff was clear and rendered important, as well as an 

acknowledgement of the importance of male TAs as role models for children in 

primary settings, for the most part due to an increase in single parent families. 

 

For the purposes of completeness, please see Appendix 59 for findings related 

to RQ2: ‘What are the observable duties and behaviours of male TAs in primary 

settings?’ (including Appendix 58 which shows an example of a completed 

observation schedule). As I consider these findings as secondary and 

complimentary to the main findings rendered through the IPA approach, they 

will not be explored here, however can be considered in conjunction with the 

findings and for giving a sense of entirety to this phase of the research. 
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Discussion 

 
This section provides a summary of the findings at both a descriptive and 

exploratory level as well as reference made back to the literature. The section 

concludes with an identification of the strengths and limitations of this phase of 

the research and a consideration of potential future directions. 

 

Summary of findings and links to the literature 
Participants displayed evident ambivalence towards their role forming the most 

substantial superordinate theme. Although participants postulated that the 

support they give is ‘different’ and in addition to that of females (having received 

such recognition from parents), it could be the shadow of societal gender biases 

and stereotypes, as well as poor pay and conditions, that serve as substantial 

barriers to longevity within the role and job satisfaction. In short, it seems that 

the male gender itself may be a barrier to becoming a TA in a primary setting. 
This is somewhat at odds with the work of Cushman (2008) where masculine 

qualities (in male primary teachers) are highly desirable and are not identified 

as a barrier.  

 

Findings from the interviews show that all participants mention the negative 

aspect of pay within their role, suggesting that it is too low for males, particularly 

given their traditional status of ‘breadwinner’. The implicit assertion that males 

should or would be the breadwinner within a family remains alive for the 

participants, with a few further stating that men generally ‘prefer’ roles that 

involve less ‘care’ towards others. This finding aligns with the work of Ashley 

and Lee (2003) where it is posited that male teaching staff tend to care about 

pupils and females care for them in less responsible roles. The issue of gender 

difference is therefore salient for these participants, possibly being compounded 

by their minority status in the workplace and therefore corroborating the work of 

Goss (2003) where the possibility of male support staff remaining as the 

exception within educational settings rather than the norm is explored. However 

as stated by Thornton and Bricheno, “social structures help shape and form our 

occupational choices but they do not determine them” (pp.142, 2006). 
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In regards to the importance of male role models and adding to the prominent 

theme of stereotype use, participants regularly referred to their observations 

and understandings of a gender dichotomy amongst TAs and amongst males 

and females more generally (as in the work Baron-Cohen (2003) explored 

earlier in this paper). Male TAs awareness and often implicit demonstration of a 

gender dichotomy may serve to perpetuate such an idea within the primary 

classroom; the environment in which participants here mentioned as the only 

forum in which a number of pupils have access to both male and female role 

models. As Francis (1998) states, such implicit beliefs could be serving as a 

gender category maintenance process, presenting little challenge to 

stereotypical gender attitudes and beliefs held and developed by pupils. It 

would certainly seem that within this phase of the research male TAs did 

appear to hold some implicit beliefs about what it is to ‘be’ male as well as some 

of the societal roles and values associated with the male gender, however this 

was not true for all participants. 

 

A parallel can be drawn between male TA participants’ meaning of ‘adding’ 

masculinity to the TA role and the idea of the feminisation of primary schools 

within the literature. As Skelton (2001) reports, male teachers in primary 

settings identify themselves as ‘masculine’ in order that they fit traditional views 

and meet role expectations. Although the idea of masculinity was evident 

throughout the analysis, the participants did not report needing to show 

masculinity within their role, however one participant did relay the notion of 

supporting the class teacher “in his manliness” (TA3). I therefore postulate that, 

for this sample, demonstrating manliness for themselves was not of importance. 

It could therefore be asserted that for these participants, simply being male 

within the their settings (often being the only male TA) was enough to display 

what it is to be ‘masculine’, with little need to show additional masculine 

qualities. 

 

One particular participant in his interview stated that children ‘pick up on’ 

everything they see and experience in regards to the adults around them. 

However Francis (1998), whilst exploring the literature in regards to gender 

discourses, states the argument against this notion made by Davies (1989, as 

cited in Francis, 1998) suggesting that individuals are not passive recipients of 
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socialisation, rather actively construct their world and views. Francis (1998) 

asserts a post-structuralist view is more suited, where individuals position 

themselves within discourses of gender, for example, with gender identity being 

described as an unstable narrative by Dillabough (2001). That is not to say that 

pupils do not learn by what they observe; Francis iterates that pupils learn 

about gender discourses within their setting both behaviourally (e.g. the games 

played) and visually (e.g. the clothes worn). Hence I feel the notion suggested 

that pupils are passive receivers of information somewhat dismissive of pupil 

ability to actively construct meaning in regards to gender, however I accept the 

point regarding pupil awareness of their gendered surroundings.  

 

It is evident from this phase of the research that male TAs were not working 

with more male pupils than females, which is in contrast to the rhetoric by some 

participants pointing to the use of gender-matching being favoured by senior 

management. These findings would therefore go against the assertion of 

combatting ‘laddism’ in schools through the use of male role models as 

discussed by Ashley and Lee (2003), Carrington (2002) and Skelton (2009).  

 

I would say, however, that there is evidently still a leaning towards male TAs 

being given ‘certain’ roles within their school settings, and this may not be a 

stance employed by school management that is entirely stereotypical of gender, 

but rather of ability. As Ashley and Lee state, it may be less about gender of 

school staff accounting for stereotypical roles, but rather a lack of ability in 

certain areas of the curriculum (e.g. females with under-developed skills in sport 

and males displaying little competence in dance or drama) that force the 

stereotypical deployment of both genders of staff in primary settings. 

Furthermore, where pupils are made aware of the member of staff’s lack of skill 

in a given subject (e.g. a male member of staff during a dance lesson) it 

reinforces the stereotype that female staff are required, when in actual fact, 

further training for the male member of staff may be more appropriate (Ashley & 

Lee, 2003). 

 

As stated previously, the male TAs in this phase of the research talked about 

being role models for the pupils they supported, particularly in regards to 

children who may not have a male father figure at home. This finding links back 
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to the work of Cameron, Moss and Owen (1999) where parents expressed their 

wish for their children to be cared for by both men and women when at school, 

feeling too that it is important for girls to experience male staff at primary 

schools to increase their understanding of men more generally. The findings 

here are in line with the thoughts expressed by the parents in Cameron et al’s 

work (1999) however the male TAs included in this phase of the research did 

not assert that their presence was any more beneficial for girls than it was for 

boys.  

 

In summary, the findings from this phase of the research are highly relevant and 

contribute directly to the limited field of literature regarding the topic of gender 

specifically within primary schools and concerning TAs. It is my view that this 

research has given male TAs a platform from which to voice their views about 

being a minority within a female dominated profession and being significantly 

outnumbered (as regards gender) within the TA role. The very idea that male 

TAs have had a forum in which to voice their views regarding the role is entirely 

original in respect of other research in this field. It could be conceived that this 

research is incorrect or biased for focusing on the male gender specifically, 

however in regards to gender studies more generally, some might also feel that 

it is unfortunate that the gender of the TAs working in primary schools needs to 

be considered at all. For me, the sheer lack of the inclusion of male TAs within 

major studies regarding education (Moyle (1997); Blatchford et al. (2012)) is 

somewhat alarming and therefore I have simply added to the field of literature 

by plugging a gap concerning the voice of males TAs and widened the debate 

regarding the impact TAs have, whilst being transparent about their everyday 

lived experiences. 

 

Within these findings it is evident that the majority of male TAs feel that a 

difference does exists between genders, specifically in regards to being a TA, a 

notion that in my view highlights the importance of TA characteristics for the role 

they undertake; an element of the Webster et al’s (2011) WPR model (as 

explored in paper 1 of this thesis) that is vastly overlooked. I am not suggesting 

that one gender is more effective as a TA than the other, however I simply wish 

to highlight the idea that the characteristics of TAs are, in my view, worthy of 

more exploration than has previously been undertaken, as the findings from this 
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thesis highlight. I am therefore proud that this phase of the research has made 

a unique contribution the otherwise limited field of qualitative, in-depth research 

concerning TAs, particularly those whose voice was largely absent prior to this 

work. 

 
Strengths and Limitations 

Thornton and Bricheno (2006) state that gender matching between researcher 

and participant could distort or inflame aspects of gender-based research (e.g. 

belittling or over-emphasising certain notions), stating that a difference in 

gender between researcher and participant may be conducive to a more 

balanced and objective research process. I have explicitly acknowledged this 

idea within my work by addressing the idea of reflexivity, first within the planning 

of the research and more explicitly during the interviews, where participants 

were asked if they felt my gender had made an impact on their answers to 

interview questions; an idea that was met with contrasting responses (see 

Appendix 36 for a comment on feminism). However merely naming and 

exploring the issue does not necessarily mean it is rectified therefore I cannot 

be certain of the true impact my gender (amongst other characteristics of mine) 

had on the participants.  

 

I feel this phase of the research, although not emancipatory, has provided male 

TAs with a voice in regards to their profession; a voice that has been both 

hidden and in some cases missed entirely. I return to the idea posited by 

Dillabough (2001) that states that it may not be enough to correct biases in the 

feminisation of primary education systems by studying females alone, which is 

advice I have heeded in this phase of the research.  

 

A limitation within this phase of the research lies within my sample. As Arnot 

(2006) states, there can exist a danger of listening only to marginalised voices 

as opposed to generating a full understanding of a setting and the impact of 

potential power relations and social standings. By gathering the perspectives of 

only male TAs, I may have limited the understanding of the issue of gender and 

marginalisation that may or may not exist. As Braun (2011) states, ‘gender as a 

concept is defined in relation terms (where what it means to be female is read in 
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relation to what it is to be male and vice versa)’ (pp. 284) as such rendering it 

near impossible to focus on one gender without considering the other 

concurrently. I do feel that despite this limitation, the question regarding the 

participants’ understanding of the female TAs perspectives towards their role, 

included within the in-depth semi-structured interview, alludes to the notion of 

the existence of contrasting view points, if not exploring it in its entirety.  

 

Further, despite embracing the positive notion of employing multiple methods 

within this phase of the research, to promote triangulation and ensure I gained 

as rich a picture of the male TA role as possible, I feel that the abundance of 

data collected may have overshadowed the importance of gaining an in-depth 

understanding of the phenomena through a pure IPA approach.  

 

Future Directions 
I feel there are a number of directions future work of this nature could take. One 

direction is in regards to exploring the meaning pupils make of gender 

stereotyping and imbalances within their setting specifically concerning TAs. It 

would be of interest to compare the meaning pupils make and the extent to 

which they are aware of, or have considered, gender imbalances within support 

staff and the potential impact that may have. This could be extended further 

with pupils designing their own questions to ask potential TA employees at 

interview regarding stereotypes and equal opportunity, should that rhetoric be of 

importance to them. I feel that actively including pupils within future research in 

this manner, and perhaps within the approach of participatory methods, is 

worthy of exploration. 

 

I feel it would also be of interest to extend this work to secondary schools where 

typically more male support staff are employed, such that the rhetoric can be 

explored, as it is evident through my literature search that the voice of male TAs 

at secondary schools is also limited. This would serve as a means of comparing 

the way in which men within the different settings make sense of gender and its 

impact. Finally, a comparative study of teaching staff and support staff rhetoric 

in regards to gender imbalances within settings would be of interest, to explore 

whether or not the voice of ‘the marginalised’ is in line with the majority and 

reasons for any potential differences. 
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Section 4 
 
Implications for EP role 
 
This two-phase research has explored the constructions and meanings made of 

TAs working in primary settings, by TAs themselves and the pupils they 

support. This section aims to identify the resulting implications of the research 

for EPs to consider in their practice, as well as for the profession generally. 

 

I feel that EPs would do well to encourage TAs, as the member of staff often 

working the closest to a pupil, to attend all relevant EP consultation and review 

meetings. This would be a way of both increasing TA knowledge of the pupil 

they support, as well as giving TAs the opportunity to share with the EP valuable 

information and insight they have gained through supporting the pupil. Some 

TAs in this research expressed a need for more training, which is a 

consideration for both senior school staff and EPs when discussing areas of 

need for the school and planning systemic work. 

 

It is my feeling that EP services are well placed to share information such as the 

consortium of work by Blatchford and colleagues, as well as Higgins et al. 

(2011), in order that current research in regards to the way schools make best 

use of their TAs is disseminated; particular reference should also be made in 

light of the new SEN Code of Practice and the recent article by Webster 

suggesting that TAs are used for supporting the majority of pupils in a class with 

teachers targeting those with SEN (Webster, 2014). EPs should also be active 

in the dissemination of findings from research such as that by Cremin, Thomas 

and Vincent (2005) where ‘reflective teamwork’, (teachers and TAs discussing 

and developing strategies together) was most favoured. It is the 

recommendation of such interventions to increase the outcomes for pupils that I 

feel could be the responsibility of the EP. 

 

I feel the Implications for the role of the EP lie also with encouraging the 

consideration of gender biases within primary settings and ensuring a 

commitment to change. Renold (2006) talks of the ‘hidden curriculum’ of gender 
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biases and oppression and it is suggested that teaching staff can often be the 

ones who, however unconsciously, perpetuate and reproduce biases in the 

ways they relate to gender, often failing to challenge stereotypical views and 

actions. It is these areas of focus that I feel, as a profession on the outside of 

primary schools looking in, EPs should be exploring with school staff. As 

Francis (1998) purports, schools would do well to be encouraging a pro-equality 

perspective facilitating the debate and reconsideration of gender as not different 

and I envisage such work to be best placed within primary Social Emotional 

Aspects of Learning (SEAL) materials or equivalent, delivered as a whole-

class/school intervention both raising awareness to the topic and encouraging 

discussion.  

 

The following quotation by Liu (2006) is of importance when considering gender 

imbalances in educational settings, “the gendered classroom environment, like 

the overall gendered school culture, may have important implications for 

students’ evolving identities and future lives” (pp.434). Primary schools 

therefore need to recognise the subtleties of the gendered culture they portray, 

including implicit biases and reinforcing behaviours as well as an appreciation 

of the meaning pupils may make of the gendered culture in which they are 

immersed. As Maynard (2002) asserts, attention should be paid to the ways in 

which individuals acquire a sense of who they are as a gendered ‘being’ and 

the implications of gender for academic attainment. It therefore falls to EPs to 

be noticing gendered cultures within the schools they visit and naming any 

inconsistencies or biases, should they exist.  

 

I also feel, as EPs work ever closer with primary settings at a systemic level, 

there is potentially a role for closer involvement in the recruitment and 

deployment of support staff, as asserted by Farrell, Balshaw and Polat (2000). 

As stated by Carrington, Tymms and Merrell (2008) high calibre individuals 

should be sought and EPs could facilitate senior management staff to cast aside 

any ‘gendered’ requirements. As Skelton (2009) asserts, for potential applicants, 

gender is often not a conscious part of the decision making process when 

choosing a career in teaching. I feel it is potentially the role of the EP to ensure 

the same freedom for career choice is available for male TAs to work 

successfully within primary settings. In addition to this, I also feel that EPs are 
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well placed to encourage and facilitate school staff to listen to the voice of the 

pupils, particularly when appointing and deploying support staff; an assertion 

similar to that made by Harding and Atkinson (2009). 

	  
TAs included in this research commented that becoming a TA was the end of 

their career, as well as identifying the lack of qualifications needed to do the job. 

However, it is my view that there is an additional career path not readily 

considered; psychology graduates working as TAs prior to enrolling on the EP 

professional training doctorate. In my personal experience and following the 

cessation of the requirement to possess Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) in 

order to enrol on the EP doctorate from 2006, becoming a skilled and 

competent TA as a psychology graduate poses two main benefits. Firstly, 

following this route psychology graduates receive the good quality experience 

they need prior to beginning the EP training course and secondly, schools 

benefit from skilled graduate TAs applying psychology when supporting pupils. I 

therefore feel that a subsidiary, yet important role of the EP is to promote this 

realistic and achievable career path for TAs as opposed to a role with 

apparently very few discernable options for progression. 

 

My final reflection is in regards to the impact this thesis has had upon me 

personally. As a white, middle-class female having been a TA myself and 

enrolled upon the EP doctorate, I had both a vested interest in the subject 

matter and a desire to hear the voices of those with whom I was once aligned 

and with whom I now work. The findings of the work have impressed upon me 

the value of truly listening to those around me regarding education, the implicit 

and entrenched views still held in society today as regards gender, and the 

importance of my role as a soon-to-be-qualified EP for listening to others and 

challenging them where needed. I remain convinced that the best way of 

uncovering the ‘reality’ of knowledge and truth is by interacting with those for 

whom it is of concern (much like the school consultation approach championed 

by Wagner, 1995) as opposed to assuming the role of expert, thus I will take 

this approach forward into my future practice as a qualified EP. 
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Section 6 
 

APPENDICES 
 

PAPER 1 
 
 
1. Epistemological Stance 
In order to provide clarity in regards to the way in which I have approached this 

research I have chosen to explore separately the epistemological stance taken: 

social constructionism.  

 

Crotty (1998) describes constructionism as the idea of knowledge not simply 

being discovered, rather being constructed through our engagement with the 

world, with the ‘social’ element of constructionism reflecting the influence of the 

wider society and culture with which we are endowed (referred to as 

‘enculturation’, pp.79). Further, Willig (2001) states that social constructionism is 

mediated historically, culturally and linguistically and therefore asserts that there 

are ‘knowledges’ as opposed to a single knowledge; the ontological idea of 

pluralism, as reinforced by Creswell (2013). As such Willig states that research 

based on social constructionist view of the world is one that is concerned with 

identifying the way reality is constructed and applying this to social practice. 

 

As a result of the above discourse, and taking a means of displaying 

epistemological considerations to research employed by Crotty (1998), the 

following illustrates the underpinnings of phase one of this research: 

 

Table 3: Table to show methodological stance - Paper 1 

Epistemology Theoretical 
perspective 

Methodology Methods 

 
Social 

constructionism 

 
Interpretivism 

 
Exploration 

 
Focus Groups 
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2. Reflexivity 
Within a piece of research, specifically one that gathers qualitative data and 

employs a method of thematic analysis, it is imperative to give consideration to 

the idea of reflexivity, one of the most distinctive features of qualitative research 

(Tindall, 2000; Marshall & Young, 2006). Tindall asserts that both the 

researcher and the researched are active collaborators in the construction of 

knowledge, an idea that fits within my epistemological stance of social 

constructionism and method employed.  

 

As described by Creswell (2013), researchers place themselves in qualitative 

research and therefore include elements of their background within it (i.e. 

culture, history and experiences) by allowing them to have some level of 

influence over the research design and the interpretations of the findings. My 

experiences of being a young, white, middle class female who worked as a TA 

within both mainstream and specialist secondary provisions prior to beginning 

this doctorate has surely impacted on my desire to research this topic. Further, 

my experiences of being both valued and dismissed on occasions during my 

role as TA has also had bearing on my desire to give voice to those in the 

profession. These experiences may mean that certain biases are included 

within the interpretation of my findings, however simply acknowledging the 

importance of reflexivity within the research will hopefully ensure that 

conducting the research, analysing and interpreting the findings are done so 

appropriately and with these considerations in mind. 

 

As well as acknowledging the type of personal reflexivity I have described 

above, Tindall (2000) and Robson (2002) make the point that within qualitative 

research knowledge is constructed, with the researcher playing an active part in 

this construction, coining the term ‘researcher-as-instrument’ (p.172, Robson, 

2002). This therefore means that the findings of any piece of qualitative 

research are open to change and subsequent processes of reconstruction. For 

me, this links in with the notion that the findings of my research, by their very 

nature, are not intended for generalising to other groups, and are instead 

designed to explore the perspectives of a small representative sample of TAs 

for whom I believe these issues are pertinent.  
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3. School Demographics 
 
Table 4: Table to show summary of school demographics 
 
 School 1 School 2 

Number of pupils 96 380 

Number of teaching staff 
(of which are support 
staff) 

20 (14)     45 (27) 

Location Semi-rural village Residential area in small 

town 

Latest Ofsted result Good Good with outstanding 

leadership 
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4. TA Information and Consent Form 
 
 
 
 

Information – TA Focus Group 
Thank you for expressing an interest in taking part in my research. This 
information sheet is designed to inform you of what exactly the research 
involves and what you would be expected to do.  
 
What is the purpose of the research? 
The purpose of the research is to investigate your perception of your role as 
Teaching Assistant (TA) / Higher Level Teaching Assistant (HLTA), including 
the impact you feel you have on outcomes for children and young people, the 
extent to which you feel valued in your role and the challenges you may face.  
 
What will I have to do? 
If you wish to participate, you will be required to take part in a focus group 
activity which means you and your colleagues will be asked a number of 
questions regarding your role as TA / HLTA. 
  
How long will it take? 
The focus group session should take no longer then 1 hour 30 minutes. 
 
Will it be confidential and anonymous? 
You will not be asked to provide any personal details other than the specific 
nature of your role. I will not be asking you to provide your name; instead I will 
provide you with a code. Anything that is said or discussed during the focus 
group will be completely anonymous and all responses will be entirely 
confidential. The sessions will be recorded via Dictaphone and later written up. 
The content of the focus group sessions will be entered onto a password-
protected computer and all data will be destroyed once the analysis and final 
research write-up has taken place. 
 
Can I withdraw? 
You have the right to withdraw from the research at any point without 
judgement and can specify that your data be destroyed. 

 
Who do I contact if I have questions? 
If you have any further questions regarding the research process feel free to 
contact me, Stacy N’jie, at: sn270@exeter.ac.uk or on: _____. You can also 
contact my university supervisors regarding the research process on: 
T.Maxwell@exeter.ac.uk or K.L.Harris@exeter.ac.uk  

Please retain this sheet for your information. 
If you are still interested in taking part, please fill in the attached consent 

form. 
Thanks you once again for your time, Stacy N’jie (Trainee Educational 

Psychologist). 
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Please 

Tick (✓) 

 
The purpose and nature of the research has been made clear to 
me and I know what will be expected of me as a participant. 
 

 

 
I understand that my input during the focus group session will 
remain entirely anonymous and completely confidential. 
 

 

 
I understand I am free to withdraw from the research at any point. 
 

 

 
If I have any questions, I know whom to contact. 
 

 

 
I therefore consent to taking part in this research. 
 

 

 
NAME: 

 

 
SIGNATURE: 

 

 
DATE: 

 
 

 
Please return your completed consent form to the school SENCo or 

directly to Stacy N’jie. 
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5. Pupil information and Consent Form 
 
 
 
 

Dear Parent / Carer, 
 
I am writing to inform you that, as the Trainee Educational Psychologist working 
with _____________ School, I am carrying out a piece of research as part of 
my training.  
 
I am interested in pupils’ experiences of working with support staff (e.g. 
classroom Teaching Assistants - TAs). In order to gain the voice of the pupils at 
_________ School, I will be carrying out a focus group of up to 6 students in 
Key Stage 2. A focus group is designed to be a safe and informal means of 
discussing a topic, and is a process that I will facilitate.  
 
The focus group discussion will be recorded by Dictaphone and later 
transcribed by hand. Pupils will not be identifiable when the final study is 
written-up. ________ School will be briefed as to the findings of the research 
once all data analysis is complete. 
 
In order to carry out this research, I have gained consent from the University of 
Exeter ethics committee as well as the Research ethics committee at ______ 
Council. I am also subject to an enhanced Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) 
check. 
 
If you consent to your child taking part, I will also ask for their personal assent 
before involving them in any aspect of the research, as participation is entirely 
voluntary. Please note that at any time, you can choose to withdraw your child 
from participation in the study and any contribution they have made will be 
destroyed. 
 
If you consent to your child taking part in the focus group at _________School, 
please complete the consent form attached to this letter and return it to your 
child’s class teacher. 
 
The focus group is planned to take place on INSERT DATE HERE at 
_________ School. 
 
If you have any further questions regarding the research process you can 
contact me on the details provided below. Thank you in advance for your 
cooperation and I hope that your child will enjoy the process of taking part in an 
important piece of research.  
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
Stacy N’jie 
Trainee Educational Psychologist 
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Please 

Tick (✓) 

 
The purpose and nature of the research has been made clear 
to me and I know what will be expected of my child as a 
participant. 
 

 

 
I understand that my child’s input during the focus group 
session will remain entirely anonymous and completely 
confidential. 
 

 

 
I understand I am free to withdraw my child from the research 
at any point. 
 

 

 
If I have any questions, I know whom to contact. 
 

 

 
I therefore consent to my child taking part in this 
research. 
 

 

 
CHILD’S 
NAME: 

 

 
PARENTAL 
SIGNATURE: 

 

 
DATE: 

 
 

 
 

Please return your completed consent form to the school SENCo or 
directly to Stacy N’jie. 
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6. Copy of Letter Sent to Parents by School 1 
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7. Piece Written for Newsletter – School 1 
 
 
 
 
________ School newsletter 

4th June 2013 
 
A big thank you to all staff and pupils at _______ School who volunteered to 
take part in the focus groups I facilitated before half term. I really appreciate the 
time you gave up to come along and get involved! Although I couldn’t include 
everybody, it was great to have such a keen interest in the research from so 
many parents, pupils and staff. Your contributions were very helpful to my 
research and I thoroughly enjoyed working with you all! 
 
Stacy N’jie 
Trainee Educational Psychologist 
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8. Pupil Characteristics Table 
 
Table 5: Table to show code, gender and year group of pupil participants 
 
 School 1 pupil 

participants 

School 2 pupil participants 

 

Pupil code P1 P2 P3 P4 P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 

Gender 
 

F M F F M F M M M 

Year group 

 

6 3 5 5 4 3 5 4 3 
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9. Pupil FG Confirmation Letter  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
To the parent / carer of  
 
 
Thank you for returning the consent form regarding the research I am 
conducting at ______________ School regarding Teaching Assistants.  
 
I am pleased to inform you that                                          has been selected to 
take part in the focus group. 
 
Please see below for details regarding the focus group session: 
 

DATE:  
 

 

TIME: 
 

 

 
 
Please note that your son / daughter is not required to bring anything along to 
the focus group. Before starting the session, their consent will be sought and 
they will only take part if they are happy to. 
 
If you have any further questions please to do not hesitate to contact me using 
the details below. 
 
Thank you once again for agreeing to take part in this valuable research.  
 
Kind regards, 
 

 
Stacy N’jie 
Trainee Educational Psychologist 
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10. Pupil FG Reserve List Letter 
 

 
 
 
 
 

To parent / carer of  
 
 
Thank you for returning the consent form regarding the research I am 
conducting at ________ School regarding Teaching Assistants.  
 
                           has been selected to be on the reserve list for participation in 
the focus group and will be called upon following the absence of another pupil 
on the day. 
 
Please see below for details regarding the focus group session if your son / 
daughter’s participation is required: 
 

DATE:  
 

TIME:  
 
 
Please note that your son / daughter is not required to bring anything along to 
the focus group. If they are required to take part on the day, their consent will 
be sought at the start of the session and they will only take part if they are 
happy to. 
 
If you have any further questions please to do not hesitate to contact me using 
the details below. 
 
Thank you once again for agreeing to be part of this valuable research.  
 
 
Kind regards, 
 

 
Stacy N’jie 
Trainee Educational Psychologist 
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11. Pupil FG Letter of Thanks 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Dear parent / carer 
 
 
Thank you for returning the consent form regarding the research I am 
conducting at ____________ School regarding Teaching Assistants.  
 
Unfortunately your son / daughter has not been selected to take part in the 
focus group and their participation will therefore not be required. 
 
Thank you once again for expressing an interest in this valuable research.  
 
 
 
Kind regards, 
 

 
 
Stacy N’jie 
Trainee Educational Psychologist 
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12. TA FG Schedule  

 

1. Can you provide me with 
an overview of how TAs are 
used within this school? 

 1. P ☐ S ☐  

 
2. Can you tell me about the 
main roles and duties of TAs 
at this school? 

 
 
 
 

2. P ☐  S ☐ 
 

 

 Which pupils are 
supported 

 
P ☐ S ☐ 

Resource development / 
maintenance 

P ☐ S ☐ 

Direct instruction of 
students / front line role? 

P ☐ S ☐ 

Carry out work in 
isolation (outside of 
class) 

P ☐ S ☐ 

 
3. To what extent do you, 
as TAs, feel prepared to be 
able to do a good job? 

 3. P ☐ S ☐  

 Training 

 
P ☐ S ☐ 

Planning with the teacher P ☐ S ☐ 

Feedback to teacher P ☐ S ☐ 

Subject knowledge P ☐ S ☐ 

Knowledge of the pupils 
you support (e.g. IEPS / 
statement) 

P ☐ S ☐ 

Necessary equipment 
needed 

P ☐ S ☐ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

P	  =	  prompted	  
S	  =	  spontaneous	  
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ANY OTHER COMMENTS? 
 

 
4. What do you think or feel 
about the conditions of your 
employment as TAs? 

 
 

4. P ☐ S ☐  

 Management 

 
P ☐ S ☐ 

 Support and supervision 
 

P ☐ S ☐ 

Career progression P ☐ S ☐ 

 Performance 
management process 

P ☐ S ☐ 

 
5. What do you think are the 
characteristics a TA needs 
to have in order to be 
successful?  

 5. P ☐ S ☐  

 Personality (humour, 
kind, caring, thoughtful, 
reflective)  

P ☐ S ☐ 

Age/ gender / ethnicity 
 

P ☐ S ☐ 

Qualifications / 
experience 

P ☐ S☐ 

Undesirable qualities? P ☐ S ☐ 

 
6. What are the best 
aspects of being a TA? 

 
 

6. P ☐ S ☐  
 Specifically at this school 

 
 

P ☐ S ☐ 

The worst? 
 

P ☐ S ☐ 

 
7. Are there elements of 
your practice you would like 
to be better at? 

 7. P ☐ S ☐  

 Knowledge of pupils 
 

 
P ☐ S ☐ 

Knowledge of role 
 

P ☐ S ☐ 

What do you think are the 
best ways in which you 
can go about improving 
your practice? 

P ☐ S ☐ 
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13. Pupil FG Schedule 
 

 1. Can you tell me about the 
TAs at this school? 

 
 
 
 

1. P ☐ S ☐ 
 

 

 Which pupils get help?  P ☐  S ☐ 

Do they help with 
displays in the class? 

P ☐  S ☐ 

Do they teach you? P ☐  S ☐ 

Where do TAs work? 
(e.g. In class / corridor / 
other room) 

P ☐  S ☐ 

 
 
2. How well do you feel 
TAs help pupils at this 
school? 

 
(What can you tell me 
about…) 

2. P ☐  S ☐  

 Equipment they might use 
to help 

 P ☐  S ☐ 

Planning / talking with the 
teacher 

P ☐  S ☐ 

How much TAs know 
about the topics you study 

P ☐  S ☐ 

How much TAs know 
about the pupils in your 
class? (e.g. ones that 
need help) 

P ☐  S ☐ 

 
 
3. What would a really good 
TA be like?  

 
(What can you tell me 
about…) 

3. P ☐  S ☐  

 Personality (humour / 
kind / caring / thoughtful / 
reflective etc.) 

 P ☐  S ☐ 

 Age 
 

P ☐  S ☐ 

Gender P ☐  S ☐ 
 Ethnicity P ☐  S ☐ 
 
 
 

Qualifications / 
experience 

P ☐  S ☐ 

 
 
 
 

Draw	  your	  ideal	  TA!	  (provide	  resources	  
as	  needed)	  

P	  =	  prompted	  
S	  =	  spontaneous	  



100 

 
 
ANY OTHER COMMENTS? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What do you think TAs at 
this school are good at? 
 

 4. P ☐ S ☐  

 Personality (humour, 
kind, caring, thoughtful, 
reflective) 

 P ☐  S ☐ 

Planning / talking with 
teacher 
 

P ☐  S ☐ 

Know about topics you 
study 

P ☐  S ☐ 

Know about you? P ☐  S ☐ 

 
 
5. Is there anything you 
would like TAs at this school 
to be better at? 
 

 5. P ☐  S ☐  

 Knowledge of pupils 
 

 P ☐  S ☐ 

Knowledge of role 
 

P ☐  S ☐ 

How do you think they 
could get better, what 
would they need to do? 

P ☐  S ☐ 

  
 
6. What would school be like 
without TAs? 

(What can you tell me 
about…) 

6. P ☐  S ☐  

 How much help you 
might get? 

 P ☐  S ☐ 

How well you would do at 
school? 

P ☐  S ☐ 

 Would it be good or bad? P ☐  S ☐ 
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14. Justification of Method Used 
 
I chose to employ the use of focus groups (FG) within this phase of the 

research for the following reasons: 

• As my methodological stance from the outset of the research has been 

one of social constructionism, I felt it important to allow participants to 

express their views via a means that would allow them to socially 

construct meaning with others, regarding a topic I also considered them 

to be familiar with; 

• I was keen for the participants to feel comfortable to be able to express 

their viewpoints in response to the questions I asked, by being amongst 

familiar peers and colleagues. Speaking with me on a one-to-one basis 

may have rendered a different level of participation as participants would 

not have been aware of the view points expressed by their peers and 

colleagues which may have had an impact on the extent to which they 

felt able to express their views honestly; 

• I expressed to all participants prior to the start of each FG that there were 

no right or wrong answers to my questions, simply a personal view about 

which I was interested. The FG allowed participants not only to agree 

with others, but also to question what they meant, to clarify, to come to a 

consensus, to better understand, as well as to be able to express 

differing viewpoints. This process would not have happened if I had 

worked individually with each participant or if they had self-reported (e.g. 

via a questionnaire); 

• With specific regard to the pupils I worked with, FGs ensured that I 

included a range of pupils (in terms of age, gender and ability) and that 

pupils were able to learn from each other. Examples included some 

pupils clarifying the role of particular members of staff and whether or not 

staff were ‘training to become teachers’ as opposed to being TAs. Again, 

if I had interviewed individual pupils I would not have been sure of their 

level of understanding of the questions asked and they may not have 

necessarily felt able to express that to me as an unknown, outside 

professional; 

• For me, FGs were useful in creating a sense of ‘togetherness’ for the 

participants, particularly when working with the TAs where contentious 

issues arose. If I had chosen to use an alternative method such as an 
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interview or a self-report questionnaire I am not sure of the extent to 

which TAs would have been open and honest regarding issues of 

contention within their workplaces; and 

• I consider FGs one of most efficient way of collecting data as I was able 

to meet with a number of participants and gain a number of views at 

once. 

 
 
In addition to the above justification for my use of FGs, I also recognise that 

there are a number of potential limitations when using this method, as I will now 

detail; 

 
• FGs could feel somewhat intimidating for participants with a more timid 

disposition due to the requirement of speaking out in front of others; 

• As an outside researcher, I may not necessarily be aware of any prior 

positive or negative relationships between the participants, meaning that 

for some, sharing their opinion with others could prove difficult and in 

worse cases, even detrimental; 

• Because I am asking for multiple opinions at once, there could be a 

tendency for less opinionated participants to shy away from providing 

their true beliefs and instead opting to agree with the consensus; 

• There is a risk with FGs that participants would offer a multitude of 

viewpoints without reaching a general consensus rendering the general 

view of the group difficult to ascertain; 

• Within a FG there is the risk of a more dominant participant taking over 

and speaking on behalf of others; 

• Equally, there is potential for less dominant participants becoming bored 

and disengaged with the FG due to the presence of one outspoken 

participant; and 

• There is potential within a FG for the group to became over-enthused 

with a particular topic or idea and hence steer the FG accordingly. It is 

therefore important for the researcher / FG facilitators to keep the group 

focussed and achieve the objectives. 
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Despite the above limitations, I feel that from a social constructionism 

perspective, it is important to get a sense of participants’ understanding and 

sense of the RQs via the FG itself (e.g. through discussion). As noted in 

Appendix 31, a number of observations about the use of FGs with pupils were 

also made by the research assistant, specifically in regards to turn-taking, 

dominance and the actions of myself as the FG facilitator, as these were all 

areas I felt could have a significant influence on the dynamic of the FGs. Hence 

I feel that I was able to overcome the majority of the limitations listed above with 

my own skills of consultation with others (through my role as TEP) and with the 

help of the research assistant. 

 
 
These methods (encompassing the use of drawing as a facilitative tool), 

together with the combination of both TA and pupil participants, makes this 

phase of the research original in its scope and delivery of findings both for the 

participants and those in the wider population. 
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15. TA FG Transcript - (sample) 
 
 
Interviewer: Myself, Stacy N’jie (SN) 
 
Interview Setting: Primary School 1  
 
This interview was recorded via Dictaphone and later transcribed. 
 
(Start of focus group) 
SN: So the first of my questions is really open and general…can you 
provide me with an overview of how TAs are used within this school? 
 
4: Well ‘cos I’m a HLTA I’m used to…um…I do… cover all the PPA for the 
teachers and often we’re put in the classroom to support children, especially 
amber children to try and sort of…bring them on, yeah. 
 
1: It’s quite a difficult question…we’re used in so many different ways from 
supporting individual children with their learning, there’s a nurturing role, 
sometimes having to toilet children that have had problems so a real sort of mix 
of everything…um, groups… 
 
2: Yeah, well we’re actually…well we’ve introduced, well, we’ve not introduced, 
but the school have introduced and taken on a new literacy programme which is 
called [name of literacy programme] and actually, the 4 of us and [5] we’re 
actually all teaching our own literacy groups at the moment, it just so happens 
you’ve chosen the five of us…there are more of us but… 
 
4: I think most, key stage [number] TAs have done [name of literacy 
programme] training and most of them actually are taking groups…everyday… 
 
2: …So we’re all taking…I have nine children, so we, we have an hour slot and 
we actually take the literacy session now, we’re all doing that now aren’t we? 
Yep…my role is a …I was employed by [LA] traveller education when [name of 
professional] way back, 2 year contract that finished, but [name of Head] kept 
me on to support the travellers in the school. 
 
SN: Ok, so slightly different role… 
 
2: Yeah slightly different. 
 
1: And I started 20 years ago, I came as…before that as a volunteer because 
my children had come to the school and then I was employed to work with 
traveller children who had just come to the [name of site] site, they were the first 
ones that came, and I’ve been here ever since in various roles and different 
classes so… 
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16. Pupil FG Transcript (sample) 
 
Interviewer: Myself, Stacy N’jie (SN) 
Interview Setting: Primary School 2 
This interview was recorded via Dictaphone and later transcribed. 
 
(Start of focus group) 
SN: Ok, so the first question is; can you tell me about the Teaching 
Assistants at this school please? Tell me anything about them. It looks 
like [2] is going to say something… 
 
2: They help you if you’re stuck and…they don’t really…um…they always would 
help you but they don’t tell you the answers to your work. 
 
SN: Aah, ok. Anybody else? 
 
4: And um Miss [name of TA] who’s a really good artist, if you’ve got like a 
scene that you want her to paint, she’ll paint it for you. 
 
SN: Wow, so because she’s good at art, she helps you with some of the 
art things. 
 
5: Um, Mrs [name of TA], if you’ve got a secret and you don’t want to tell 
anyone and you’re having trouble to try and...not trying to say it, she’ll take you 
out the room and say “what’s the matter”…she won’t say… 
 
4: …the TAs won’t say it like to anyone else outside of the class. 
 
SN: That sounds good. What else do they do? What else can you tell me 
about them? 
 
3: They’re kind. 
 
SN: They’re kind. Do they teach you? 
 
5: Sometimes, it depends what groups you’re in. 
 
3: This morning our teacher’s teaching us…our TA is…’cos uh our original 
teacher Mr [name of teacher] I don’t know why but I think he’s marking books or 
something in another room so Miss [name of TA] who’s a year [number] TA is 
helping, uh, working with us. 
 
SN: So they sometimes teach you? 
 
1,2,3,4,5: Yeah. 
 
3: Depends really. So if your original teacher’s not there then they go up a 
rank… 
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17. TA Extra Information Sheet 
 

 
 
 

 
I would be very grateful if you could provide the following information. The 
details you provide will be used within the final write-up but not attributed 
to your input during the focus group. 
 
Age: 
 
 

 

Number of years 
experience working as a 
TA/HLTA:  
 

 

Any further comments 
you wish to make that 
were not covered in the 
focus group that you feel 
may be important to the 
research? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Feedback / comments on 
the focus group 
experience: 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The following question relates to the second stage of my research. 
 
Would you consider taking part in a TA/pupil 
coaching programme? (please tick) 

    Yes   ☐ 
    No    ☐ 

 
If you answered ‘yes’ to the above, please give your name to Stacy 
at the end of the session. You will be contacted in September (2013) 
to confirm your participation and further details will be provided. 
 

Once again, thank you for taking part! 
 

Stacy N’jie - Trainee Educational Psychologist 
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18. TA Characteristics 
 
Table 6: Table to show code, gender, age and years experience of TA participants. 
 
 School 1 TA 

participants 

School 2 TA 

participants 

Average 

Code TA1 TA2 TA3 TA4 TA5 TA1 TA2 TA3  

Gender F F F F M F F F  

Age 52 50 37 56 39 59 57 46 54 

Years 

Experience 

as a TA 

16 9 3 20 10 21 20 8 13.37 

(Range 3 

-21) 
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19. Extracts Taken From my Research Diary 
 
01/11/12 
Perhaps, due to the somewhat negative impact of TAs on outcomes for children 
and young people (CYP) AND due to the changing nature of SEN funding in the 
near future, training should be given to TAs in regards to building self-efficacy in 
CYP they support…? 
 
20/02/2013 
Half Term week – I have worked on the re-draft of my research proposal for 
most of the week so far (Wed 20th) and feel a lot more confident about my 
proposal now. The next goal, once I get the ‘ok’ from my supervisors is to 
submit university and [name of authority] ethics forms. Whilst I wait for these to 
clear I can put dates in the diary and pilot some materials.  
 
I aim to begin data collection straight after the Easter holidays with the aim of 
getting data collection for paper 1 complete in time for the summer holidays. 
 
19/03/2013 
I have spent today finalising my university and [name of authority] ethics forms 
so they can both be submitted tomorrow. I have had to put together a few 
documents tonight for the [name of authority] ethics application but I do feel I 
have achieved a good deal as a result. 
 
I know that my next move is to get my literature review in AND talk to schools 
about my research. It’s important that I get participants! 
 
07/05/2013 
I tested out the pupil FG schedule today with a 7-year old pupil and feel I need 
to clarify my questions slightly and make more use of open questions rather 
than questions requiring a 1-word answer. I also realised how much explaining I 
might need to do (e.g. explore what they know about TAs and if they use that 
term). I’ve also now included the prompt, “what can you tell me about [x]?” as to 
avoid a closed answer. 
 
09/05/2013 
I shared my research plans with TAs at one school today (approximately 25 
TAs. They seemed a little reluctant at first and asked a lot of questions about 
how the data will be used / reported / destroyed etc. 
 
I ran through the questions with all TAs – no problems identified. However, 
some clarification provided around the fact that TAs fulfil the cover supervisor 
role and pre-warning that this may come up. 
 
Also, I know one of the TAs who works at this school. Will she feel obliged to 
take part? Will she avoid participation? What are the implications of this? 
 
23/05/2013 
Thoughts following my first TA FG: 

-‐ Great group; 
-‐ Surprised at their honesty; 
-‐ They appreciated the confidentiality; 



109 

-‐ I feel they learned from each other; 
-‐ Seems it will take me a while to write up the FG – very long; 
-‐ I amended the question order to end on a positive; 
-‐ Found it difficult to explain paper 2 as this idea is not yet set in stone; 

and 
-‐ Ideas became evident I hadn’t expected (e.g. TAs as ‘dogs bodies’ and 

teachers not caring). 
 
24/05/2013 
Thoughts following first pupil FG: 

-‐ Some difficulty managing group; 
-‐ Some pupils not wanting to take part; 
-‐ Good insights; 
-‐ 4 seems a good number to have; 
-‐ Some interrupting although difference of opinion was evident; 
-‐ Drawing was good, broke up the verbal discussion; 
-‐ Research assistant helpful; and 
-‐ Needed to be more attentive to the group than I had imagined. 

 
18/07/2013 
Thoughts following second TA FG: 

-‐ Not as easy to engage (only 3 TAs); 
-‐ Less in-depth responses perhaps?; 
-‐ One TA dominated discussion; 
-‐ The TA I knew volunteered participation; 
-‐ All participants were of similar age – bias?; 
-‐ Some interruptions; 
-‐ Influence of friendships among participants, always in agreement; and 
-‐ Less participants meant for a quicker session however less discussion. 

 
Thoughts following second pupil FG; 

-‐ Some issues with keeping pupils on task; 
-‐ Need for low-level behaviour management; 
-‐ Pre-conceptions about timid pupil was wrong; 
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20. FG Observation Sheet  
 
Focus Group – qualitative observations 
 
Pupil    ☐ 
TA         ☐ 
School:__________________________________________ 
 
 

 
 
 

Area of Focus Comments 
Turn taking: 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 

Dominance 
within the group: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Facilitator 
actions: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Any other points 
of interest: 
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21. Observations Made by Research Assistant – Pupil FGs 
 
Table 7: Table to show collated observations of pupils during FGs 
 
Area of Focus Comments 

School 1 School 2 
Turn taking Good, very little interrupting 

[P3] interrupted a few times. 
 
[P2] was actually confident, 
just waiting for her turn. 
 

Took a while to get into the 
swing of things but generally 
good. Turn taking had to be 
enforced towards the end. 

Dominance in 
the group 

[P3], [P4] and [P1] all 
contributing. [P3] very chatty.  
 
[P2] quiet at the start and 
remained quiet. 

[P5] quite quiet at start. 
 
[P1] was very dominant. 
 
[P1], [P2] and [P3] all very 
chatty. Pupils turned to [P3] 
for re-assurance 
occasionally. 
 

Facilitators 
actions 

SN mentioned ‘all the good 
things TAs do at your 
school’. 
 
Good encouragement of 
[P2]. 
 
SN prompted a lot for 
characteristics of perfect TA. 
 

SN very good at 
encouraging turn taking. 
 
Noticed that [P5] was quiet. 
 
Coped well with period of 
hysterical laughter! 

Any other 
points of 
interest 

[P2] listened well to drawing 
instructions and included a 
bit of every element that SN 
mentioned (i.e. personality, 
equipment, gender etc.).  
 
[P3] lost interest towards the 
end. 

[P1] did not stay on topic and 
began describing her Mum. 
 
[P3] said that sometimes 
their afternoon TA does not 
sound like she knows the 
pupils. [P3] also mentioned 
that an ideal TA would be a 
good communicator. 
 
Sets are named after shapes 
(pupils aware of this and the 
set each shape 
represented). 
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22. Sample of Initial Coding Process by Hand Using Microsoft Word ‘Track 
Changes’ (TAs) 
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23. Sample of Collated Initial Codes from TA FG Analysis (61 of 611) 
 

1 TA / HLTA DISTINCTION 
2 HLTA ROLE 
3 HLTA TA ROLE – INSIDE 

CLASSROOM 
4 PUPILS SUPPORTED 
5 SUPPORTING LOW 

ABILITY PUPILS 
6 SUPPORTING HIGH 

ABILITY PUPILS 
7 DIFFICULTY DEFINING 

HOW TAS ARE USED 
8 VARIETY OF ROLES 

FOR TAS 
9 NURTURING TA ROLE 
10 PERSONAL CARE TA 

ROLE 
11 SUPPORTING GROUPS 

TA ROLE 
12 PROGRAMMES 

INTRODUCED TO 
SCHOOL 

13 TAS TEACHING  
14 TA TRAINING 
15 TA SPECIALISM 
16 LENGTH OF SERVICE 
17 VOLUNTARY TA ROLE 
18 LINKS TO SCHOOL VIA 

OWN CHILDREN 
19 TA 

INTERVENTION ROLE 
20 1:1 

 WORK WITH PUPIL 
21 INDIVIDUAL NEEDS OF 

PUPILS 
22 VARIETY OF PUPILS 

WORKED WITH  
23 TAS DOING ANY JOBS 
24 TA LIKING ROLES 
25 ENABLING PUPIL TO 

SOCIALISE 
26 TA BEHAVIOUR 

MANAGEMENT 
27 MYTH OF TA ROLE 
28 TAS PICKING UP 

WHAT’S LEFT AFTER 
TEACHING 

29 TAS BELOW TEACHERS 
/ STAFF 

30 ROLE LABEL 
31 TAS AS DOGS BODIES 
32 TAS BELOW OTHER 

STAFF 
33 KNOWING / 

SUPPORTING PUPILS 

OUTSIDE OF SCHOOL 
34 TA PUPIL 

RELATIONSHIP 
35 TA CONSTANTLY 

AROUND PUPILS 
36 HELPING TEACHERS TA 

ROLE 
37 TAS WANTING TO HELP 
38 CHARACTERISTICS OF 

TAS 
39 DISSATISFACTION WITH 

ROLE 
40 TA COMPLIANCE 
41 TAS HAVING TO CARRY 

OUT CERTAIN ROLES 
42 TA CONTRACTS 
43 TEACHERS 

DELEGATING 
44 TAS RECOGNISING 

THEIR ROLE IN 
RELATION TO 
TEACHERS 

45 TAS RECOGNISING 
TEACHER DUTIES 

46 TEACHERS BEING 
THERE FOR CHILDREN 

47 TAS NEVER SAYING NO 
48 TAS REMINDING 

TEACHERS 
49 TEACHERS BUSY 
50 SIMILARLITY BETWEEN 

TEACHER AND TA ROLE 
- BUSY 

51 TAS FEELING 
RESPONSIBLE 

52 TA ROLE CHANGE 
53 DIFFERENT FEELINGS 

AMONG TA GROUP 
54 TA KNOWLEDGE OF 

OTHER SETTINGS 
55 ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

OF BEING MORE THAN 
JUST A TA 

56 TAS WORKING 
HARDEST 

57 TAS MOST COMMITTED 
58 TAS LOWEST PAID 
59 TAS POOR WORKING 

CONDITIONS 
60 CARING TA ROLE 
61 ACKNOWELDGING OWN 

CAREER PATHS 
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24. Generation of Initial Themes – TA FG Analysis 
 
 
Table 8: Table to show frequency of codes included in initial themes. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Initial Themes 

 

 
Frequency of Generated 

Codes Included 
 

Dissatisfaction 79 
Character 46 
Compliance 16 
Career  54 
Disempowerment 16 
Motivation 90 

Gender 18 
Leadership 12 
Change (positive and 
negative 

15 

Pupils 40 
Self-evaluation 20 
Stereotypes 4 

TA impact 14 

Teachers? 10 
TAs vs. staff 68 
What we do 53 
Total Codes Comprising 
Initial themes: 

 

555 
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25. Reviewing Initial Themes – TA FG Analysis Concept Map 
 
Figure 10: Initial themes concept map - TAs 
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26. Final Refinement of Major Themes – TA FG Analysis 
 
Table 9: Table to show illustrative quotations for each minor theme comprising all six 
major themes. 
 
Major Themes 

 
Minor Themes Illustrative quotations 

TA Career Path Career 
 

“…there is no career career, I would say in 
in teaching assisting…” 
 
“If I’m honest, um…other work that I do 
supplements this…” 
 
“If this was my only income then I’d…it 
simply wouldn’t happen.” 
 
“If your child left, you could, that would be 
it, a week and that’s in your contract.” 
 
“But that’s sort of how I started ‘cos my 
youngest one came to school and I helped 
out in a class and then I was actually 
offered a job and I did go for an interview.” 
 
“Yeah, and actually most of the people 
walk in the door, stay actually.” 
 
“I think we should be of a standard 
really…” 
 
“I did my teaching degree and was that 
close to doing the teaching all the time and 
I just thought, ‘I just can’t do this’” 
 

Teachers? 
 

“I do feel actually that anybody employed 
as a TA should have some sort of training 
before they come”. 
 
“Saying that, I think that you don’t have to 
be wonderfully academic to be absolutely 
brilliant at what you do.” 
 
“Yes, we do assist a teacher but we also 
teach…” 
 
“It’s not just sort of sitting in a class and the 
teacher teaching…” 
 
“Well I had a class on my own…no one 
else in there for an hour and a half…” 
 

Dissatisfaction Dissatisfaction “Considering the amount of work that I see 
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with TA Role  TAs put in and the amount of thanks that 
they don’t get and the amount of support 
they don’t get, um…and the voice they 
don’t get I think is awful.” 
 
“I don’t think people appreciate quite how 
hard we do work”…”’Cos I’ve had it before 
people say “oh, all you do is stick…you 
know stick a bit of paper up, stick displays 
up and that’s your job” oh, and what was 
the other one, not cleaning toilets or doing 
something or whatever, and I’m like “no, 
we do a lot more”” 
 

Negative Change 
 

“I don’t think it’s seen as ‘ooh, a nice little 
job to go and help in a school’ anymore…” 
 
“I think that’s something that’s getting 
worse as well isn’t it? It’s the parents…” 
 
“No, don’t like…I don’t actually like the title 
‘teaching assistant’. Yes, we do assist a 
teacher but we also teach…” 
 

TAs vs. Staff “…when we have teaching staff who 
obviously don’t love children…” 
 
“…it’s our break time let the teaching staff 
do it, they’re paid huge salaries. We’re 
paid, 6, 7 quid an hour…” 
 
“We were supposed to be given planning 
time, you always say ‘oh yes, everybody’s 
going to have planning time here’ or ‘you’re 
going to have planning time there or 
whatever but after a couple of weeks it 
disappears and doesn’t happen.” 
 
“…’cos she was saying ‘you should be 
back here at such and such a time’ and I 
said ‘no’ ‘cos I have to have my time to do 
that so you will not have me’.” 
 
“I’ve got a bit of an issue with teaching as a 
profession…um…which is why I’m not 
going to become a teacher now…” 
 
“…we have teaching staff who obviously 
don’t love children…” 
 
“It’s a hornet’s nest you’re opening up 
here…” 



118 

 
Motivating 
Factors 

Motivation 
 

“Twinkle in the eye, when you get the 
sparkle in the child’s eye, don’t even bother 
paying us.” 
 
“I feel extremely valued and that’s why they 
get the extra time out of me.” 
 
“…yeah and you look at what she’s done 
then from like September to now and you 
think “look what she can do now”  
 
“…You feel so appreciated by the child…” 
 
“ …they’ve got us over a barrel, ‘cos we’re 
here ‘cos we love children and that’s why 
we’ll be here anyway, regardless of them 
paying us little and cutting hours ‘cos we 
do it for the children.” 
 
“I am, though, I’m thanked every day…” 
 
“I think we have quite a unique role really 
being able to really get to know each child, 
very, very lucky.” 
 

Leadership 
 

“…but if I find she’s starting to have a bit of 
a melt-down or anything like that I can take 
her off on my own…” 
 
“…it’s a bit miserable when the children go 
there and there are 3 grotty little pencils to 
choose from, so I go to [name of shop] 
and…” 
 
“…I’ve actually gone and bought things, 
that I think she’s needed…” 
 
“I have to find a time to do that and the 
feedback and sometimes that is when all 
the children have gone home.” 
 

Pupils 
 

“And sometimes with those children like 
you say the ambers and all, they just need 
that little bit of extra help and then they’ll fly 
won’t they?” 
 
“No, and it’s just nice to see the 
progression even those children who come 
in with the lowest expectations…” 
 
“Each year that goes by more children with 
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problems…” 
 
“Well when we see a child we are not just 
seeing, ‘you’ve got to do this work, come 
and sit down and do it’, we’re seeing them 
as a whole person.” 
 

TA Impact “Without this massive network of TAs 
behind everyone…um behind the schools I 
think the schools would fall to pieces.” 
 
“It’s just that you’ve given them the tools to 
do that and the strategies to do that.” 
 
‘”Cos I think there would be a lot of children 
who would be failing if it wasn’t for the like 
of us…” 
“…yeah if it was just the teacher” 
 
“…and you can also think then you’ve 
made a difference can’t you, us personally, 
we’ve made a difference to that child’s 
life…” 
 
“…we help them stay in the classroom…” 
 
“It’s given them the confidence to think for 
themselves.” 

Feelings of 
Disempower-
ment 

Compliance 
 

“…but I mean in every school I visit it 
would seem that the teaching assistants 
…you can’t…I wouldn’t say ‘dogs 
bodies’…but we’re pretty much the…we’re 
the, um…we’re the odd job people we’re 
everything to everybody…” 
 
“But they seem to…it’s like TAs don’t 
always seem to matter”…“No, we’re just 
the ones that work with them” 
 
“…but we don’t…we’re not in a position to 
say no either are we really?” 
 
“Yeah, so there are things here that you 
don’t, well you just don’t say anything 
come the end.” 
 

Disempowerment 
 

“…and we’re not listened to.” 
 
”…I’d imagine we’re more expected than 
the teachers because we’re not as 
important as them so “yeah, they’ll do it”. 
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“…well what was said was ‘your opinion 
doesn’t count because you’re not a 
teacher’…” 
 
“I always get the feeling we’re not always 
high enough up the ladder to be told those 
things.” 
 

Stereotypes “It begs the question of gender 
stereotypes, I know that…not so much this 
time, but every school I’ve ever been in, as 
I walk in, the second I get there I get all the 
energetic 11 year old boys pushed at 
me…” 
 
“You have to still remain…that distance…” 
“Yes, definitely.” 
“…especially now in such a culture…” 
 
“The young girls and you know they need 
the money don’t they?” 
 

Role 
Progression 

Positive Change 
 

“…there used to be a lot more pencil 
sharpening and now there seems to…it 
seems there’s a lot more teaching.” 
 
“…‘cos it always used to be the older 
mums” 
  
“…there are still the one-to-ones but I think 
you tend to be working more within the 
classroom now…” 
 

Self-Evaluation “I’m very prepared because I make a point 
of coming in in my own time and spend 
time to talk to the teacher” 
 
“I think I personally can see there always 
improvement in what I do, I really do.” 
 
“…and I think…I just wasn’t able to teach 
them very well today…” 
 

What it Takes 
to be a Good 
TA 

Character 
 
 

“Sense of humour, oh gosh…” 
 
“A nurturing nature, I think you’ve got to 
be…caring…” 
 
“Firm but fair.” 
 
“…that’s what I was going to say, 
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commitment, empathy, you have to be very 
empathetic.” 
 
“Thick skinned by the sounds of it, man.” 
 
“…and we’re in this with passion” 
 
“…like we sometimes stay past our 
contracted hours because we want to help 
that child…” 
 

Gender “We have had a few men over the years 
but it’s very rare ‘cos the pay is so 
ridiculously low…” 
 
“It is, it’s used as a stepping-stone for the 
males.” 
 
“Definitely when I first applied it was very 
much mums…I think that’s changed 
now…” 
 

Roles and 
Responsibilities 

 

“So we’re just given basically “oh can you 
do this, this and this with them?” and, to 
the best of our ability, we do it.” 
 
 “…and we do manage behaviour.” 
 
“…getting out the pencils…” 
 
“…I mean I’ve cleaned up sick…” 
 
“I then work with the gifted and talented.” 
 
“We’re used…there are some TAs who are 
specifically working 1:1 with SEN 
children…” 
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27. Similarities and Differences Between WPR and Qualitative Findings 
 
Table 10: Table to show similarities and differences between the findings and the WPR 
model (TAs). 
 
Element of WPR 
model 

Findings similar to WPR 
model 

Findings different from 
WPR model 

PRACTICE 

Prioritising task 
completion over 
learning 

 ✓ 
“…that light bulb goes off! 
You’ve been working and 
working for 2 or 3 months 
and suddenly…ding! It’s 
there…” 
 
“It actually goes back to 
what you were saying 
about targets, you know, 
teachers are unfortunately 
looking at targets.” 
 
“We’re not just seeing a 
target being achieved.” 
 

Reactive - not 
proactive 

✓ 
“But we just pick up the fall 
out from teaching” 

 

Close down 
discussions 

Not discussed 

DEPLOYMENT  
TAs have direct 
instructional 
role 

✓ 
“Well we all teach, we teach 
literacy if nothing else in your 
day to day…” 
 

 

Routinely 
support low 
attaining pupils 

✓ 
“…We’re used…there are 
some TAs who are 
specifically working 1:1 with 
SEN children” 
 
 

✓ 
“…yeah so I did all the 
way through so I went 
from the gifted and 
talented…to the reds…to 
the SENs…” 
 

Support pupils 
1:1 and in 
groups, in and 
away from class 

✓ 
“My role is a one-to-one with 
a child with Autism, 25 hours 
so, all day, everyday, just that 
one-to-one.” 
 
“But I think it has changed 
over the years more that way, 
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that we’re more working 
within the class now…” 

Pupils 
separated from 
teacher and 
mainstream 
curriculum 

 ✓ 
“…there are still the 1:1 
but I think you tend to be 
working more within the 
classroom now…” 

CONDITIONS OF EMPLOYMENT  
Goodwill of TAs 
and other 
support staff 

✓ 
“I certainly think there is an 
element of ‘yeah, oh I’m sure 
they’ll do it, they’re a good lot’ 
but sometimes we don’t 
always want to give up our 
own time” 

 

Line and 
performance 
management 
processes 

✓ 
“Well we have a 
support…yeah…we’ve got 
a…” 
“…support people…” 
“…oh, what’s [name of staff 
member]’s role?” 
“SENCo.” 
“Yeah she’s the SENCo and 
she’s the next in line…” 
 
“You’re asked what you 
would like to do and I’ve said 
the same thing for the last…” 

 

✓ 
“We have performance 
management every 
year…and I would say 
that’s quite good really” 

PREPAREDNESS 

Little training 
for teachers 
working with 
TAs 

 
Not discussed 

Lack of 
planning/prepar
ation/feedback 
time with 
teacher 

✓ 
“I think the money and the 
lack of time within the day for 
the planning and the 
feedback, the talking to the 
teacher about what’s 
happening day to day” 
 
“I don’t think I’ve ever had 
planning…” 
 
“No, I don’t think there’s one 
person who actually has time 
in their timetable to speak to 
the teacher…” 

✓ 
“I’m very prepared 
because I make a point of 
coming in in my own time 
and spend time to talk to 
the teacher…” 
 
“…no as a person there’s 
no way I could go in cold I 
would beg to say anyone 
that could do that actually” 
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Limited subject 
pedagogic 
knowledge 

✓ 
“…I didn’t feel myself that it 
was the best thing for me to 
do anyway ‘cos I’m not very 
good at numeracy” 
 
“Although I know occasionally 
sometimes if I know 
something’s coming up, I’ll go 
home and just look it up on 
the computer just so that I 
know what I’m talking about” 
 

 

CHARACTERISTICS  
Typology ✓ 

“No, don’t like…I don’t 
actually like the title ‘teaching 
assistant’. Yes, we do assist 
a teacher but we also 
teach…” 
 
“…but the word assistant is 
on the end there…” 
 
“…but it’s non-teaching 
assistant now…” 
 

 

Age, gender, 
ethnicity, 
qualifications, 
experience 

✓ 
“…‘cos it always used to be 
the older mums” 

 
“I think we should have more 
male TAs, I really do…” 
 
“…it’s used as a stepping-
stone for the males” 
 
“Yes we have had Polish…” 
“Have we?” 
“We’ve had [name of 
TA]…was it [name of TA]?” 
“Yeah…um…she was just…” 
 
“…and we don’t need any 
qualification at all, no GCSEs 
or anything.” 
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28. Sample of Initial Coding Process by Hand Using Microsoft Word ‘Track 
Changes’ (pupils) 
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29. Sample of Collated Initial Codes from Pupil FG Analysis (47 of 154) 
 
1 TA PERSONALITY – 

POSITIVE 
2 TA PERSONALITY – 

NEGATIVE 
3 TA PERSONALITY – 

IMPROVE 
4 NEGATIVE IMPACT OF 

NO TAS ON SCHOOL 
5 NEGATIVE IMPACT OF 

NO TAS ON PUPILS 
6 NEGATIVE IMPACT OF 

NO TAS ON TEACHERS 
7 NEGATIVE IMPACT OF 

NO TAS ON LOW 
ABILITY / DISABLED 
PUPILS 

8 TA PROVIDING HELP 
FOR ALL PUPILS 

9 TA HELPING 
INDIVIDUAL PUPIL 

10 TA HELPING WITH 
WORK 

11 TA HELPING 
ALONGSIDE TEACHER 

12 TAS HELPING IN 
GENERAL CLASS 

13 TA ROLE FOR ALL 
PUPILS 

14 TAS BEING AVAILABLE 
15 TAS BEING FLEXIBLE 

WITH HELP 
16 TAS NOT TEACHING 
17 TAS SOMETIMES 

TEACHING  
18 PUPIL KNOWLEGDE 

OF TA / TEACHER 
DISTINCTION 

19 TAS STEPPING IN TO 
REPLACE TEACHERS 

20 PUPIL KNOWLEDGE 
OF STAFF WHO 
SUPPORT / TEACH 
THEM 

21 TEACHERS ASKING 
TAS TO TEACH 
TEMPORARILY 

22 TA ROLE 
23 TA ROLE SHARED 

WITH OTHERS 
24 TAS WORKING INSIDE 

CLASSROOM 
25 TAS WORKING 

OUTSIDE THE 
CLASSROOM 

26 TAS BEING FLEXIBLE 
27 TAS WORK 

ENVIRONMENT 
28 EXAMPLE OF TA HELP 
29 TAS NOT GIVING HELP 
30 RESTRICTION OF 

ROLE 
31 PUPIL 

UNDERSTANDING OF 
TA HELP 

32 TAS SPENDING LITTLE 
TIME WITH TEACHERS 

33 TAS SPENDING TIME 
WITH TEACHERS 
WHEN IN THE 
CLASSROOM 

34 TA SUPPORT IN 
SPECIFIC 
CLASSROOM 

35 TAS SUPPORTING 
LOW / HIGH LEVEL 
PUPILS 

36 TAS SUPPORTING 
LOW LEVEL PUPILS 

37 TA KNOWLEDGE OF 
PUPILS – POSITIVE 

38 TAS KNOWLEDGE OF 
PUPILS – IMPROVE 

39 PUPIL KNOWLEDGE 
OF THOSE NEEDING 
SUPPORT 

40 TAS SUPPORTING 
PUPILS LONG TERM 

41 TA KNOWLEGDE OF 
SUBJECTS – POSITIVE 

42 TA SPECIFIC SKILL – 
POSITIVE 

43 TAS SUPPORT OF 
HIGH LEVEL PUPILS 

44 IDEAL TA – 
KNOWLEDGE OF 
SUBJECTS – POSITIVE 

45 IDEAL TA – GOOD 
MEMORY OF PUPILS 
PERSONALITY 

46 IDEAL TA – GOOD 
MEMORY OF 1PUPILS 
LEVEL 

47 IDEAL TA – GOOD 
MEMORY 
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30. Minor Themes – Pupil FG Concept Map 
 
Figure 11: Initial themes concept map - pupils 
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31. Major Themes – Pupil FG Analysis 
 
 
Table 11: Table to show major and minor themes and the frequency of codes within 
them. 
 

Major 

Themes 

Minor Themes Frequency of Generated 

Codes Included 

 

Who? Positive Characteristics 24 

Shortcomings 9 

Credentials 18 

Staff Structure 16 

What? Roles and 

Responsibilities 

14 

Helpers 13 

Dependency 5 

Why? Need for TAs 6 

Supported pupils 18 

Total Number of generated codes: 123 
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32. Major and Minor Themes with Illustrative Quotations – Pupil FG 
Analysis 
 
Table 12: Table to show illustrative quotations for each minor theme comprising all 
three major themes. 
 
 
Major Theme 
 

 
Minor Theme 

 
Illustrative Quotations 

Who? Positive 
Characteristics 

“…some are gentle and are patient for you to 
try to make you do a good thing.” 
 
“They’re nice and caring.” 
 
“They’re really good at having…they’re really 
good at being fun like when they organise 
trips. They’ve got really fun ideas on where 
to go and what to do when you get there.” 
 
 
“Um the one I’m thinking of is a really friendly 
and nice one that helps people if they’re 
stuck…” 
 
“They help you to learn in every way.” 
 
“…and like some are good at one thing, like 
doing problems with you, and some are 
good at another to like help you to be friends 
with someone else…” 
 

Shortcomings “Um they could be better by…helping us 
more.” 
 
“I think more understanding…” 
 
“I’d like them to be a bit less strict.” 
 
“…they have to be aware of that, they need 
to know what the answer is and be aware of 
if you don’t know what the answer is how are 
the children gonna know what it is?” 
 

Credentials “Just old enough so they know how to help.” 
 
“…the perfect age would be 30-40…” 
 
“I wouldn’t really mind if it was a boy or a 
girl…” 
 
“…every TA in this school has been a girl, 
apart from…there’s probably been like one 
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man.” 
 
“…and it would be nice to have a boy TA.” 
 
“My mum would make a really good TA…” 
 

Staff Structure “…so if your original teacher’s not there then 
they go up a rank… “ 
 
“…and they move our learning on as much 
as the teachers…” 
 
“…but like if the main teachers like gone out 
for a course or something then maybe a TA 
would come in for one part then maybe 
another TA would come in for a different 
part.” 
 
“Sometimes the teachers ask them to do it 
while they, like, go and pick up work from the 
photocopier…” 
 

What? Roles and 
Responsibilities 

“TAs are mostly the first aider as well...” 
 
“…she marks the optional SATs papers…” 
 
“…because only TAs go outside to play for 
key stage [number]…year [number] and 
[number].” 
 
“…’cos they encourage us to move our 
working on.” 
 
“…normally inside the classroom…” 
 
“…like she’ll bring them out and they’ll do 
harder stuff” 
 

Helpers “…and they would come and they would 
help you with whatever you wanted help 
with.” 
 
“…they might say, like, “look at that again”.” 
 
“They sort out like…people on the 
playground, they sort out the problems that 
we have with like someone else or 
with…yeah...” 
 

Dependency “…they kind of need to have a TA with them 
just to make sure they know what they’re 
doing” 
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“Um…they know quite a lot but then if…they 
forget what they’re doing they kind of ask 
next door and they kind of tell them”. 
 

Why? Need for TAs “…they wouldn’t be that good, they would do 
like hardly no work and wouldn’t know what 
to do and they would get all confused” 
 
“…but if there were no TAS then I’d probably 
just like ask my friend who knows…”. 
 

Supported 
Pupils 

“Well we’ve got three children in our class 
that always need help, it’s [name of pupil], 
[name of pupil] and um…[name of pupil] and 
they are a bit stuck on nearly everything”. 
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33. Pupil Drawings 
 
Table 13: Table to show gender of pupil participant and their ‘ideal TA’ drawing. 
 
School Pupil ID 

(gender) 
‘Ideal TA’ Drawing 

1 1 (F)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 (M)  
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3 (F)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

4 (F) 
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2 
 

1 (M)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 (F) 
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3 (M)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4 (M)  
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5 (F)  
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34. Similarities and Differences with WPR model (pupils) 
 
Table 14: Table to show similarities and differences between the findings and the WPR 
model (pupils). 
 
Element of WPR 
model 

Findings similar to WPR 
model 

Findings different from 
WPR model 

PRACTICE 

Prioritising task 
completion over 
learning 

✓ 
“So you could like catch up 
the best…” 
 

✓ 
“They would help you a 
little and help you try to 
work it out and stuff like 
that.” 
 
“…and sort of go over it 
really slowly with you so 
you got it and not just talk 
about it really fast so you 
didn’t really get it and it 
wasn’t helpful…” 

Reactive - not 
proactive 

Not discussed 

Close down 
discussions 

Not discussed 

DEPLOYMENT  
TAs have direct 
instructional 
role 

✓ 
“…and they move our 
learning on as much as the 
teachers” 

✓ 
Me: “Do the TAs teach 
you?” 
Pupil: “No.” 

Routinely 
support low 
attaining pupils 

✓ 
“…they’ll take a few people 
out who are like…below 
their level standard they’re 
supposed to be…” 
 
“Well they only really work 
with the [name of group] 
‘cos they’re the ones who 
need the most help” 

✓ 
“…so then if you’re in a 
higher group still and you 
get hard questions and 
everything they would help 
you still.” 

Support pupils 
1:1 and in 
groups, in and 
away from class 

✓ 
“…and like take a group out 
maybe and talk to them and 
bring them back in and take 
another group out…” 

✓ 
“…normally inside the 
classroom…” 

Pupils 
separated from 
teacher and 
mainstream 
curriculum 

Not discussed 

CONDITIONS OF EMPLOYMENT  
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Goodwill of TAS 
and other 
support staff 

✓ 
“…all, like, TAs they sign up 
and volunteer to go to camp 
with them even if they like 
don’t have to, they still 
volunteer to go, like, have 
their…time being at work or 
something to be with us and 
stay…” 
 

 

Line and 
performance 
management 
processes 

Not discussed 

PREPAREDNESS 

Little training 
for teachers 
working with 
TAs 

Not discussed 

Lack of 
planning/prepar
ation/feedback 
time with 
teacher 

✓ 
“…because they sometimes 
have a phone call saying 
“well we can’t do that ‘cos 
we haven’t got the staff” and 
they might need to do 
something else. ‘Cos we 
didn’t…um we didn’t do 
um…we didn’t do puzzles 
today because we had to go 
out to play a bit earlier.” 

✓ 
“They normally talk when 
they do like um…when 
they go for a meeting or 
something like a break and 
normally talk what we’re 
gonna do tomorrow and 
what we’re gonna do 
next…” 

Limited subject 
pedagogic 
knowledge 

✓ 
“They know 50% ‘cos they 
might be stronger on one 
subject than the other 
subject.” 
 
“…they have to be aware of 
that, they need to know 
what the answer is and be 
aware of if you don’t know 
what the answer is how are 
the children gonna know 
what it is?” 

✓ 
“They know quite a lot.” 
 
“A lot of TAs know about 
different stuff…” 
 

“…‘cos like some have good ideas and some might not 
have a clue so…” 

CHARACTERISTICS,  
Typology ✓ 

“No, he was a substitute 
teacher, that’s not a proper 
TA.” 

 

Age, gender, ✓  
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ethnicity, 
qualifications, 
experience 

“Usually like…teenagers, 
like in their 17s or 19s, 
they’re quite nice and 
helpful.” 
 
“Um…well…around 30-40 
‘cos they know most things 
about maths and literacy.” 
 
“Well my TA…I don’t 
actually think it would matter 
if it was a…male or a female 
‘cos they’re both like kind 
and caring…” 
 
“…every TA in this school 
has been a girl, apart 
from…there’s probably been 
like one man.” 

 
“…It would be good to have 
someone from a different 
country so you could mix 
with different people” 
 
“I think it’s ‘cos they’ve been 
with them for so long they 
started to know why 
someone’s doing this or that 
they should have this or 
that.” 
 
Me: “And is Miss [name of 
staff member] a TA? Is she 
a teaching assistant?” 
Pupil A: “Well sometimes…”  
Pupil B: “…not really but she 
does help.” 
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Paper 2 
 
35. A change of direction 
As can be seen in the literature review (see ‘C’ in the ‘additional documents’ 

section) the direction of paper 2 evolved substantially throughout my thesis 

journey. I chose to pursue the direction of looking at TA gender as it became 

evident within paper 1 of the thesis that there were a number of assumptions 

made about gender by both TAs and pupils. The following identify some of the 

assumptions regarding gender discovered and the observations I made during 

the paper 1 data collection:  

a) Only one male TA was included in the paper 1 TA FGs, representing the 

only male TA working in both primary schools; 

b) It was thought by TA participants in paper 1 that men would not take on 

the role of TA because of the low pay and their long term goal of 

becoming a teacher; 

c) The pupil participants in paper 1 all drew same-gender TAs when invited 

to draw their ‘ideal TA’, despite being supported by an overwhelming 

majority of female TAs. This signalled to the potential ideas that pupils of 

this age identify more with same-gender staff, that the boys were 

potentially expressing a desire for more male TAs in their setting as well 

as the possible idea that, for boys, female TAs were not ‘ideal’; and 

d) The development of staff practice (linking with my initial idea of solution-

focused staff coaching), although present within the FG transcripts, did 

not emerge as a major theme and furthermore, did not appear as 

contentious an issue as TA gender. 

 

For these reasons, and following a review of the literature, TA gender and the 

inclusion of men in the primary classroom became a topic I felt worth exploring. 

I felt I would be able to provide a unique and original contribution to the limited 

literature and explore, in-depth, a topic that has been otherwise overlooked. 

 

I have strived for my thesis to be exploratory in nature and to illuminate the 

perspectives of the individuals included within it as well as wanting it to be 

shaped by the participants themselves and as a result of my findings. 

Therefore, I am confident with the direction I have chosen to take the latter part 
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of my work as I feel the link between the papers is strong and meaningful with 

the aims of paper 2 directly shaped in response to the ideas raised by the 

participants in paper 1.  
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36. Epistemological Stance 
In order that the stance from which I have approached this phase of the 

research is clear I will here discuss here the epistemological stance and the 

theoretical perspective I take, which will in turn have informed the 

methodological choices I have made. 

 

This phase of the research explores the meaning that the participants make, 

although I acknowledge that I will never be able to truly understand another’s 

perspective, via this research I will hopefully be able to better understand it. I 

hold this way of working in high esteem, as it correlates almost exactly with the 

way in which I endeavour to work with young people, their families and school 

staff as a TEP on service placement; trying hard to understand as best I can, 

the issue or problem they face, via the meaning they have made of a presenting 

problem. As Willig (2001) states, the stance of social constructionism looks at 

the cultural, historical and social meaning individuals make. The author further 

stresses the importance of language and the way in which it is used to facilitate 

the construction of meaning. Although this is broadly representative of my 

approach in this phase of the research, I will be delving further into the 

theoretical perspective of interpretivism and the methodology of IPA, leading 

me to a brief discussion and clarification in regards to phenomenology.  

 

This phase of the research is concerned with the meaning individuals make and 

it would be described as idiographic with a commitment to the detail of an 

individual’s personal experience of a phenomenon (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 

2009). The findings will also be hermeneutic in style, where the process of IPA 

allows me to visit and revisit the findings in order to make meaning, acting also 

as a portrayal of the everyday lives of other people – the participants with whom 

I am working, for example.  

 

Willig (2001) states that transcendental phenomenology presents an interest in 

the world as it presents itself to humans. In line with the approach, I will be 

making use of small purposeful samples of participants who are homogenous in 

regards to the similarity of their experiences (and their gender). The ontology 

can be aligned with the idea of relativism, whereby I am invited to consider the 

subject matter from the point of view of the individual (Robson, 2002) - or 
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multiple individuals in this case – and I recognise that these viewpoints will be 

shaped over time and within differing contexts. 

 

It must be noted that, given the nature of this research and the time allotted to 

work with participants in regard to the phenomena (working as a male TA in 

primary schools), I aim not claiming that the study is phenomenological in 

nature. The reasons for the issue of this caveat are in respect of the frequency I 

meet with each participant not being enough to explore their perception of the 

world (both conscious and unconscious) in enough in-depth detail. Secondly a 

major claim of phenomenology is the ability to bracket any prior assumptions I 

may have of the participants and I have not been able to achieve this (due to 

the link made between the 2 papers) and my choosing to explore gender 

explicitly. As such, I do not feel sufficiently able to deduce meaning I gain in this 

study and examine the phenomenon in its entirety. 

 

In addition, I aim to employ three methods of data collection (in-depth 

interviews, observations and a self-report questionnaire), such that my 

understanding of the male TA role is triangulated. Robson (2002) describes the 

use of multiple methods in qualitative research as a way of enhancing 

interpretability with Kvale (2007) also referring to the increasing occurrences 

within qualitative data collection where interviews are used alongside other 

(sometimes quantitative) research methodology. 

 

Although not explicitly attributing this research as one that is based in a feminist 

theoretical perspective, I recognise the need to briefly address feminism, due to 

exploring the issue of gender. I am not professing to bring a feminist standpoint 

to this phase of the research, however recognise that I may have indeed 

expressed concern in this area of research and gained insights into the chosen 

phenomena in a way that may have been different to an equivalent male 

researcher, a notion explored by Crotty (1998). This phase of the research 

could be described as being grounded in the idea of liberal feminism, where I 

am concerned for social justice and equal opportunities (one of the feminist 

distinctions by Tong, 1995 as cited in Crotty, 1998). In this instance my focus is 

on the social opportunities of the male gender, as opposed to females. 
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In summary, I am approaching this phase of the research from a social 

constructionism stand point, viewing the research from a interpretivist 

theoretical perspective and using the approaches of IPA in order to analyse 

qualitative data gathered through multiple methods, as shown in the following: 

 
Table 15: Table to show methodological Stance (phase 2) 

Epistemology Theoretical 
perspective 

Methodology Methods 

 
Social 

Constructionism 

 
Interpretivism 

 
Interpretative 

Phenomenological 
Analysis  

 
In-depth interview 

Self-report 
questionnaire  
Observation 

 

 

Please refer back to Appendix 2 for the reflection on reflexivity as it also holds 

importance for this phase of the research. 
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37. Online Questionnaire Information for Participants 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Teaching Assistant Online Questionnaire 
 
Dear participant,  
 
Thank you once again for agreeing to take part in my research.  
 
Prior to me observing you and meeting with you for your interview, could you 
please spend a moment filling out a short online survey?  
 
The survey contains questions similar to those I will be asking you during the 
interview and concern your role as a male TA. The survey should take no 
longer than 15 minutes to complete. 
 
As with the interview I will be conducting, your responses to the online 
questionnaire will remain entirely anonymous and confidential. All questionnaire 
data will be stored on the secure, password-protected ______ Council database 
and deleted once my research has been written-up. General data taken from all 
completed questionnaires will be contained within my thesis, as well as 
selection of quotations from the answers supplied.  
 
If you are happy to complete the online questionnaire please type the following 
link into your Internet browser: 
 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/HB3M6VX 
 
Once again thank you for taking part in this valuable research. If you have any 
questions or queries feel free to contact me on the details listed below. 
 
Many thanks, 
 
Stacy N’jie 
Trainee Educational Psychologist 
 
Educational Psychology Team 
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38. Information and Consent Form – Observation 
 
 
 
 

TA Observation – Information 
Thank you for expressing an interest in taking part in my research. This 
information sheet is designed to inform you of what exactly the research 
involves and what you would be expected to do.  
 
What is the purpose of the research? 
The purpose of this part of the research is to observe you in practice supporting 
children and young people. I will be looking at the ways in which you are used 
as a TA, the roles you undertake and the types of children and young people 
you support.  
 
What will I have to do? 
If you wish to participate, you are not required to do anything other than agree 
to me observing you. 
  
How long will it take? 
The observation will take no longer than 1 hour. 
 
Will it be confidential and anonymous? 
You will not be asked to provide any personal details and I will not be recording 
any personally identifiable information about you, the school or the pupils you 
support; instead I will provide you with a code such that you are distinguished 
form other participants. The notes I make during the observation will be entirely 
anonymous, will be entered onto a password-protected, secure council 
computer and all data will be destroyed once the analysis and final research 
write-up has taken place. 
 
Can I withdraw? 
You have the right to withdraw from the research at any point without 
judgement and can specify that your data be destroyed. 
 
Who do I contact if I have questions? 
If you have any further questions regarding the research process feel free to 
contact me, Stacy N’jie, at: sn270@exeter.ac.uk or on ______. You can also 
contact my university supervisors regarding the research process on: 
T.Maxwell@exeter.ac.uk or K.L.Harris@exeter.ac.uk  
 

Please retain this sheet for your information. 
If you are still interested in taking part, please fill in the attached consent 

form. 
Thank you once again for your time, 

  
Stacy N’jie (Trainee Educational Psychologist) 
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TA Observation – Consent Form 

 
 

 

Please 

Tick (✓) 

 
The purpose and nature of the research has been made clear to 
me and I know what will be expected of me as a participant. 
 

 

 
I understand that any notes made during the observation will 
remain entirely anonymous, stored on a secure, password-
protected council computer and destroyed once the research has 
been written-up. 
 

 

 
I understand I am free to withdraw from the research at any point. 
 

 

 
If I have any questions, I know whom to contact. 
 

 

 
I therefore consent to taking part in this research. 
 

 

 
NAME: 
 

 

 
SIGNATURE: 
 

 

 
DATE: 
 

 
 

 

 
Please return your completed consent form to the school or directly to 

Stacy N’jie. 
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39. Information and Consent Form – Interview 
 
 
 
 

TA Interview - Information 
Thank you for expressing an interest in taking part in my research. This 
information sheet is designed to inform you of what exactly the research 
involves and what you would be expected to do.  
 
What is the purpose of the research? 
The purpose of the research is to investigate your perception of your role as 
Teaching Assistant (TA) / Higher Level Teaching Assistant (HLTA), including 
the impact you feel you have on outcomes for children and young people, the 
extent to which you feel valued in your role and the challenges you may face.  
 
What will I have to do? 
If you wish to participate, you will be required to take part in an interview with 
me where you will be invited to respond to a number of questions regarding 
your role as TA / HLTA. As well as answering questions you will also be invited 
to take part in a card-sort activity. 

  
How long will it take? 
The interview session should take no longer than 1 hour 30 minutes. 
 
Will it be confidential and anonymous? 
You will not be asked to provide any personal details other than the specific 
nature of your role. I will not be asking you to provide your name; instead I will 
provide you with a code. Anything that is said or discussed during the interview 
will be completely anonymous and all responses will be confidential. The 
sessions will be recorded via Dictaphone and later written up. Photographs will 
also be taken of the completed card-sort activity. The content of the interview 
will be entered onto a secure, password-protected council computer and all 
data will be destroyed once the analysis and final research write-up has taken 
place. 

 
Can I withdraw? 
You have the right to withdraw from the research at any point without 
judgement and can specify that your data be destroyed. 
 
Who do I contact if I have questions? 
If you have any further questions regarding the research process feel free to 
contact me, Stacy N’jie, at: sn270@exeter.ac.uk or on: ___. You can also 
contact my university supervisors regarding the research process on: 
T.Maxwell@exeter.ac.uk or K.L.Harris@exeter.ac.uk  

Please retain this sheet for your information. 
If you are still interested in taking part, please fill in the attached consent 

form. 
Thank you once again for your time, Stacy N’jie (Trainee Educational 

Psychologist) 
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TA interview – Consent Form 
 

 

 

Please 

Tick (✓) 

 
The purpose and nature of the research has been made clear to 
me and I know what will be expected of me as a participant. 
 

 

 
I understand that my input during the interview will remain entirely 
anonymous and confidential, be entered onto a password 
protected council computer and will be destroyed once the 
research has been written-up. 
 

 

 
I understand I am free to withdraw from the research at any point. 
 

 

 
If I have any questions, I know whom to contact. 
 

 

 
I therefore consent to taking part in this research. 
 

 

 
NAME: 
 

 

 
SIGNATURE: 
 

 

 
DATE: 
 

 
 

 

 
Please return your completed consent form to the school or directly to Stacy 

N’jie. 
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40. General Questionnaire Information 
 
 
 
 
 

Teaching Assistant Online Questionnaire 
 
Dear participant,  
 
As a TA/HLTA I am interested in your experiences within your role, as part of 
my wider doctorate thesis. I therefore invite you to complete a short online 
questionnaire. The questionnaire should take no longer than 15 minutes to 
complete. 
 
Your responses to the online questionnaire will remain entirely anonymous and 
confidential. All questionnaire data will be stored on the secure, password-
protected ______ Council database and deleted once my thesis has been 
written-up.  
 
General data taken from all completed questionnaires will be contained within 
my thesis, as well as a selection of direct quotations from the answers supplied.  
 
If you are happy to complete the online questionnaire please type the following 
link into your Internet browser: 
 
 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/HB3M6VX 
 

 
Once again thank you for taking part in this valuable research. If you have any 
questions or queries feel free to contact me on the details listed below. 
 
Many thanks, 
 
 
Stacy N’jie 
Trainee Educational Psychologist 
 
Educational Psychology Team 
 

 
Email: sn270@exeter.ac.uk  

Tel: _________ 
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41. Online Questionnaire Information and Screen Shots  
 
Survey Available at: www.surveymonkey.net 
 
Link provided to participants: https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/HB3M6VX 
 
Screen Shots of Survey: 
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42. Participant demographics 
 
Table 16: Table to show demographics of male TA participants 
 

Participant 
Code 

Age Years in post School / Setting 

TA1 31-40 6-10 years 1 

TA2 41-50 2-5 years 2 

TA3 31-40 2-5 years 3 

TA4 - 2-5 years 3 

TA5 26-30 Less than 2 

years 

4 

TA6 41-50 Less than 2 

years 

5 

TA7 50+ 6-10 years 6 

TA8 50+ 6-10 years CiC 

TA9 - - CiC 
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43. Observation Schedule 
 
Number of adults: Teacher: Gender: 
 TA(s):            Male: Female: 
Number of pupils: Male: Female: 
Observed TA: Gender:  Code: 
Role within the 
class: 

1:1  General  

  
Interactions 
with: 

Tally Notes 

Male Pupils   
 
 
 

Female 
Pupils 

  
 
 
 

 
Learning 
 Observations 
e.g. Helping, 
Answering 
questions, 
Clarifying, 
Testing, 
Explaining, 
Prompting, 
Questioning 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Behaviour 
 Observations 
e.g. Warning, 
Reminding, 
Prompting, 
Instructing, 
Reprimanding, 
Negotiating, 
Explaining 
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Social 
 Observations 
e.g. Using 
praise, Using 
humour, 
Encouragement, 
Rewarding, 
Instructing, 
Unrelated 
conversation 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Duties undertaken: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interactions 
with: 

Tally Notes 

Teacher  
 
 

 
 
 
 

Other TAs  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Times 
called 
upon by: 

Tally Notes 

Male 
Pupils 

  
 
 
 

Female 
Pupils 
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44. Interview Schedule 
 
Thank you once again for agreeing to take part in this important research. Once 
again, I would like to reiterate that your responses to the questions will be 
entirely anonymous and confidential. You are also free to withdraw from the 
interview at any point without judgement and state that your responses be 
destroyed.  
 
I’ll also ask once again, do you consent to taking part in this interview?  Yes ☐ 
No ☐ 
 
1. How long have you worked as a TA at this school? P ☐  S☐ 

 
2. Prior to your role here as TA, what did you do? P ☐ S☐ 

 
3. Can you explain a little about your role as TA at this school? P☐  S ☐ 

 
4. Describe a typical day as a TA… P ☐ S☐ 

 

5. Can you now sort the cards I have placed in front of you? I’ll allow you to 
decide how you would like to sort the cards and we will discuss the way in 
which you have sorted them when you have finished. 

a. Can you describe to me the sorting process you took with the 
cards…? P☐ S☐ 

b. Can you talk through some of the reasons why you placed the cards 
in such positions? P☐ S☐ 
 

6. How, if at all, do you think your role differs from that of other TAs in the 
school? P ☐ S ☐ 

a. And from female TAs specifically? P☐  S☐ 

 
7. What, if any, do you feel is the impact of your practice as a male TA on the 

pupils you support? P☐  S☐ 
 

8. How would you say female TAs view your role as a male TA? P ☐ S☐ 
 

9. Do you feel an increase in male TAs is required? P☐  S☐ 
a. If so, what do you feel could be done about this? P☐  S☐ 

 
10. What do you feel would be the impact on pupils at this school if they were 

not supported by male TAs? P☐  S☐ 
 

11. Do you have any further comments you would like to add…? P ☐ S☐ 
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45. Card Sort Statements 
 
I am in the minority as 
a male HL/TA. 
Male and female 
HL/TAs carry out the 
same duties. 
Male and female 
HL/TAs carry out 
different duties. 
I have experienced 
some stereotyped 
attitudes. 
I mostly work with 
female pupils. 
I mostly work with 
male pupils. 
I work with both male 
and female pupils. 
I prefer working with 
male pupils. 
I prefer working with 
female pupils. 
I am entirely 
comfortable in my 
role as HL/TA. 
I see myself as a role 
model for the pupils 
at this school. 
I see all the HL/TAs 
as role models for 
pupils in this school. 
I think teachers are 
bigger role models for 
pupils in this school 
than HL/TAs. 
Boys needs male 
HL/TA role models 
like me. 
Girls need male 
HL/TA role models 
like me. 
I am satisfied with my 
HL/TA role. 
Male HL/TAs deliver 
something different 
compared to female 
HL/TAs.  

HL/TAs are generally 
‘dog’s bodies’ who do 
all / any jobs for 
teaching staff and 
pupils. 
Characteristics like 
age and gender of 
HL/TAs are important. 
There are 
expectations in 
society of what I 
should and should not 
do in my HL/TA role. 
You won’t often get 
male HL/TAs 
because of the pay. 
HL/TAs used to be 
older mums. 
HL/TAs are called 
upon more to do 
‘extra’ compared to 
teachers. 
I feel able to speak up 
if I do not agree with 
something that 
concerns my role. 
There’s enough time 
in the day to get 
everything done. 
I find I don’t get 
caught up in the 
‘politics’ of schools. 
I see being a male 
HL/TA at a primary 
school as a long-term 
career. 
I see being a female 
HL/TA at a primary 
school as a long-term 
career. 
There is no career 
when you’re a HL/TA. 
A change needs to 
happen in the way 
pupils are supported. 
I am happy with the 
way pupils are 
supported at this 
school. 

I’m here for the 
children. 
You have to be a 
caring and nurturing 
kind of person to do 
this job.  
I knew exactly what I 
was in for when I took 
in the role of HL/TA. 
The role of HL/TA 
was fairly different in 
reality to how I 
thought it might be. 
I have a clear career 
path which does not 
involve remaining in 
this role forever. 
I frequently refer back 
to my contract to 
check the conditions 
of my employment. 
Qualifications don’t 
really matter for the 
role of HL/TA. 
I wonder how 
teachers would cope 
without male HL/TAs.  
I think my gender has 
a big impact on my 
role as HL/TA. 
I think my gender has 
an impact on the 
pupils I support. 
I often don’t even 
consider my gender 
to be important in my 
role as HL/TA at all. 
I feel HL/TAs could 
do with more support. 
Gender is not 
considered when 
employing support 
staff. 
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46. Completed Card Sorts 
  
Table 17: Table to show completed card sorts by participants 
 
TA Photograph of Completed Card Sort Description 

TA1  

 

 
TA1: “There you 
go: ‘agree’ [far 
left], ‘disagree’ 
[columns 3 &4] 
‘in the middle’ 
[column 2], 
‘doesn’t concern 
me’ [far right].” 

TA2  
 
 

 

 
 
 
TA2: “Um, 
agreeing [top] or 
disagreeing 
basically 
[bottom], with a 
bit of 
‘woolyness’ in 
the middle 
where it’s not 
necessarily a 
clear cut 
decision if you 
like.” 
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TA3 

 

 
 
TA3:“Um 
‘disagree’ [left], 
um ‘neither 
agree nor 
disagree’ 
[middle] and 
‘strongly agree’ 
[right].” 

TA4   
 
 
 
TA4: “‘True’ 
[left], ‘false’ 
[right] and kind 
of ‘in the 
middle’.” 
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TA5  
 

 

 
 
 
 
“SN: So ‘agree’ 
on the left, 
‘disagree’…did 
you say 
‘disagree 
more’? 
 
TA5: Um, ‘agree 
with less but 
100% disagree’” 
 

TA6   
 
TA6: “Yeah so 
what I’ve done 
is these are the 
ones I sort of 
agree with and I 
think they’re 
quite apt [left], 
whereas these 
ones I tend not 
to…not saying I 
don’t agree with 
but I don’t think 
they’re…either I 
don’t agree with 
them or they’re 
not necessarily 
what I think is 
right [right].” 
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TA7   
 
TA7: “I haven’t 
really sorted 
them into 
groups I’ve 
just…one or two 
of them I’ve put 
over there [left].” 

TA8   
TA8: These are 
the sort of 
things I agree 
with and these 
are the things I 
don’t agree with. 
 
SN: So ‘agree’ 
[left] and ‘don’t 
agree [right]’? 
 
TA8: Yeah 
there’s sort of 
some fuzzy 
ones down the 
middle too. 
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TA9  
 
 

 
TA9: “So three 
piles, the pile on 
the left are ones 
that I do and…I 
agree with. The 
ones in the 
middle are kind 
of grey areas for 
me, some I 
would agree 
with some I 
wouldn’t…and 
these are ones 
that I don’t 
agree with and 
that’s the 
smallest list.” 
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47. Prompted / Spontaneous responses to interview questions 
 
 
Table 18: Table to show frequency of prompted and spontaneous responses to 
interview questions, as well as frequency of questions not asked by interview 
 

Question Prompted Spontaneous Not asked 
1 IIIIIIIII (9)   
2 IIIIIIIII (9)   
3 IIIIIIII  (8) I      (1)  
4 IIIIII    (6) III    (3)  

5a IIIIIIII  (8)  I      (1)  
5b IIIIIII   (7) I      (1)  
6 IIIIIIIII (9)   

6A IIIIIIII  (8) I      (1)  
7 IIIIIIIII (9)   
8 IIIIIIIII (9)   
9 IIIIIIIII (9)   

9a IIIIIIII  (8) I      (1)  
10 IIIIIIIII (9)   
11 IIIII     (5)  IIII     (4) 

TOTAL 185 8 4 
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48. Justification of methods used 
 

For this phase of the research, I chose to employ three methods of data 

collection; self-report online questionnaire, observation and in-depth interview. I 

chose to use three different methods to ensure, to an extent, I triangulated my 

data (as explored by Robson, 2002). This was also to ensure that I gained 

some consistency within the data I had gathered and would be able to match 

data collected via one method with data collected from another. 

 

Questionnaire 

A link to a self-report online questionnaire was given to participants to complete 

prior to the observation and in-depth interview. This method was employed for 

the following reasons: 

• I wanted participants to feel able to answer some questions about their 

role at their leisure and at a time that was convenient for them; 

• I provided participants with the link to the questionnaire prior to the 

observation and interview such that some of the points I would be 

exploring in the interview with them would be salient. I was conscious of 

the participants having a chance to briefly reflect on the ideas that would 

be raised in the interview (through providing short responses to the 

questionnaire) however I did not want participants to over-think their 

responses. Hence I provided them with an opportunity to respond with a 

‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer with the option of expanding on their response by 

providing more detail if they wished; 

• I was conscious that if I had provided the participants with the 

questionnaire after the interview their responses may have been 

influenced by the content of the interview and any post-interview 

discussion we engaged in. I therefore wanted participants to respond 

personally; and 

• Typing out a response to a question (especially where it could be 

deemed controversial) could be considered an easier way to 

communicate rather than to say it to a researcher face-to-face, so as 

such I wanted participants to first feel comfortable thinking about the 

topics, hopefully deeming the questions I asked during the interview as 

familiar. 



166 

 

Observation 

This method was used to directly observe the types of duties and behaviours 

male TAs engaged with during a typical day. As such, I did not ask the 

participants to do anything different to what they would normally do on the day I 

observed, as I wanted to gain as true a reflection of their role as possible. I 

used observation as a method of data collection for the following reasons: 

• Observation was used as a way of gaining an accurate insight into the 

male TA role as an outsider; 

• The content of the observation schedule was not shared with the 

participants before hand and as such my presence would hopefully not 

have had a profound impact on their practice. It must be noted, however, 

that I can never be certain of the true impact I had on the participants as 

an observer as I conducted just one observation session in total; and 

• Observing for up to an hour provided a real insight into the role of the TA 

as the time spent observing often transcended a period of transition and 

as such it was of interest to see how the participants were used during 

these times also.  

 

Semi-structured, in-depth interview 

The interview was the primary method of data collection I utilised during this 

phase of the research as I felt that this would elicit the most useful qualitative 

data. I had set aside up to an hour and a half to carry out the interview as I 

considered it to be in depth. The following are the reasons why I chose a semi-

structure in-depth interview: 

• I felt that the closeness of the interview to everyday conversation, a 

premise explored by Kvale (2007) was suitable for this phase and a way 

of eliciting meaning from the participants in a non-threatening manner. 

For this reason, I chose not to make use of a FG approach, as I was 

aware that the issue of gender could be sensitive for some participants 

and might not have been an area of discussion of which all would wish to 

be a part. Therefore I felt a one-to-one interview setting provided a more 

comfortable and intimate environment in which participants could 

hopefully freely and honestly express their viewpoint; 
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• The in-depth interview approach fitted well with the IPA data analysis I 

wished to employ;  

• The semi-structured element of the interview method was also in line 

with my aims for this phase of the research. As I wanted the interview to 

also be in-depth, I felt comfortable in allowing participants to temporarily 

go off topic or to explore an element of a particular question in more 

detail if they wished. As such I was able to ask follow up questions where 

appropriate. 

 

As noted previously, I also included an additional card-sort tool within each 

interview, with the aim of making issues salient for participants as well as aiding 

the flow of the conversation. I also felt that the inclusion of this tool would 

temporarily reduce the demand on participants for face-to-face verbal 

interaction, in turn putting them at ease. However the responses to the card-sort 

activity, including the ways participants arranged the statements, were not 

intended for systematic analysis as I considered them simply as a ‘tool’ for 

exploring the topic rather than a means of gathering data related to the way in 

which they were ‘sorted’.  

 

I acknowledge that it was possible for the sorted statements to have been 

analysed as a ‘Q-sort’ type activity however I did not want this section of the 

interview to feel demanding for the participants or contrived in any way. The aim 

of the in-depth, semi-structured interview was to gain as much of a real-life, 

lived insight in to the experiences of being a male TA in a primary school as 

possible (in line with the IPA approach) and as such I did not wish for 

participants to feel that they had to ‘fit’ the statements into certain categories as 

prescribed by me (as a relatively naïve researcher). I instead placed value on 

the idea of ‘free’ sorting of the statements and allowed each participant to 

explore the content of the statements in any way they saw fit, and in line with 

their lived experiences. 

 

Finally, throughout each interview I made note of the instances that participants 

responding spontaneously to a topic I wished to explore later in the interview 

and when questions / new topic areas were prompted. This is in line with the 

‘hierarchical focusing’ approach employed by Tomlinson (1989). 
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49. Extracts Taken from my Research Diary 
The following are observational field notes I made immediately following the 

observation and interview with each participant as well as brief section on 

questions I noted down throughout the entire research process that were not 

specific RQs but may warrant further reflection and exploration in future. 

 

22/11/2013 
TA1 

-‐ Realised how quickly I fill out the obs. sheet and how fast an hour goes 
-‐ Feel like I gained a great deal of info. – how best to sort / analyse? 
-‐ Obs. first feels like a good way to start – almost feel like I should be 

discussing what I gained from the obs…? Wonder if I will be asked? 
-‐ YP aware of my presence 
-‐ Wonder how being observed impacts on behaviour of TA? 
-‐ Realise how much TA does in an hour! 
-‐ Didn’t observe anything typically ‘male’ about TA1 compared to others 

here other than being more interactive and approachable… 
 
28/11/2013 
TA2 

-‐ Unknown school and TA so different dynamic – aware of how nervous he 
seemed about me observing, referred to it being ‘unnatural’ a few times 

-‐ Slightly different observations also (series of 1:1 sessions) – may mean 
my obs. are not as useful (despite them being interesting from an EP 
point of view)?   

-‐ V. different experiences to TA1, different issues coming up (being 
breadwinner in the family and hence TA role for men not necessarily 
fitting that) 

-‐ Not sure about my impact on the situation… 
 
29/11/2014 
TA3 

-‐ Really good level of insight into role and topic of gender 
-‐ Mentioned topics such as heavy duty and IT roles – confirmed 

stereotypes 
-‐ Was interested in my impact on the interview (as a female) 
-‐ Interesting dynamic of it being his final day at work! More free to talk? 

Less concerned about topics due to mind being elsewhere? 
-‐ Aware that he would be leaving behind the one remaining male TA at the 

school 
 

29/11/2014 
TA4 

-‐ Was acutely aware of gender and not wanting to seem ‘sexist’ 
(mentioned more than once) 

-‐ Discussed my impact (e.g. female) 
-‐ Talked about ‘people’ and ‘you would wouldn’t you?’ rather than ‘I 

think…’ 
-‐ Found questions difficult and seemed a little nervous  
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-‐ Good perspective re. more than just gender (e.g. race / religion etc.) 
-‐ Interested to read my thesis once finished! 
-‐ Interesting perspective of thinking female TAs are aware of the ‘pressure’ 

that’s on the male TAs to be role models 
 

13/12/2014 
TA5 

-‐ Keen to tell me about pupils needs 
-‐ Empathic with needs of pupils before meeting me for interview (e.g. 

checking cover arrangements) 
-‐ Class teacher had an interest in me and the research suggesting a few 

things (‘it’s about the £, men as breadwinners, age of male TA important 
as to whether they take on role…’) -  I asked why it is that men have to 
be breadwinners – not strictly part of my research but I was interested in 
this viewpoint! Potential area of future research…?? 

-‐ Difficulty of specifically observing TA and not the pupils (as I am used to 
doing as a TEP) 

-‐ Interesting TA is 1:1 with male pupils with beh. needs. Stereotypical? 
Reasons for his employment? 

-‐ Spoke about intensiveness of working 1:1 with a pupil 
 
06/02/2014 
TA6 

-‐ Lots of reference to background and the impact of that compared to 
gender – are they synonymous? 

-‐ Seemed happy with some stereotyped behaviours / requests? 
-‐ Spoke lots about pupils and his role 
-‐ Felt gender wasn’t important but recognised the impact 
-‐ Really keen and enthusiastic participant! 
-‐ Talked at the end about never having supported a male teacher – 

interesting!  
-‐ Felt my gender didn’t make a difference to his responses 

 
10/02/2014 
TA7 

-‐ Spent more time on card-sort than others – did I explain it well enough? 
-‐ Spoke about issues re. gender (e.g. being employed as a result) 
-‐ Recognition that not all TAs are that good 
-‐ Idea that males such as him are more inclined to speak up rather than 

bottle it up – interesting! 
-‐ Influence of background interesting 
-‐ Observation not as helpful 

 
13/02/2014 
TA8 

-‐ V. welcoming and keen to take part, very complimentary and interested 
in the research process 

-‐ Some interesting views re. gender (e.g. normality of stereotyped 
behaviours) although seemed clear in view that there is very little 
difference 

-‐ Interesting role to compare and contrast 
-‐ Took time over card sort  
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26/02/2014 
TA9 

-‐ Time constraints during interview due to setting  
-‐ Neutral and measured views 
-‐ Expressed further opinion after taping stopped! 
-‐ Felt responses wouldn’t have been different had I been a male 

researcher – interesting insight: suggested if I had been a male 
researcher I may not have asked the same questions – hadn’t 
considered this! 

-‐ Felt male support staff do have something different to offer but not 
necessarily something better 

  
 
 
 
Unanswered Questions… 

• Would TA and teacher views be similar? 
• Do schools consider views of pupils when recruiting staff? Should they 

rely on this? 
• Are staff aware of Blatchford’s work / Sutton Trust Report? 
• What are schools doing to support pupils as well as employing TAs? 
• What analysis can be drawn from pupil drawings (if any)? 
• Similarly, what analysis could be conducted on the card sort statements? 

Q–sort perhaps? 
• Can TAs use their involvement in this research as part of their CPD? 
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50. Questionnaire Output 
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51. Sample of an Interview Transcript 
 
Interview – TA2 
Interviewer: Myself, Stacy N’jie (SN) 
Interview Setting: School 2 
 
This interview was recorded by Dictaphone and later transcribed 
 
(Start of interview) 
 
SN: Ok so the first question is, how long have you worked here as a TA? 
 
TA2: Um, this is my fourth academic year. 
 
SN: And prior to your role here could you give me a bit of background 
about what you did previously? 
 
TA2: Uh…immediately prior to this I was at home looking after our children for 
the first 4 years, something like that anyway. Prior to that I was working as a 
restaurant manager down in [local town], lots of hours. Yes I started off 
originally as a chef then I moved around the country doing various catering 
roles and uh…moved to [name of city] and worked my way back down to [local 
authority], eventually, like a carrier pigeon. 
 
SN: Ok so quite a number of varied roles before… 
 
TA2: Uh, yeah, I ran pubs as well as restaurants. Took off when I was nineteen 
and went to live in [name of city], mother was not best pleased! Said I was 
going for 2 weeks…! 
 
SN: Um, so your role as TA here, can you describe a little bit about what 
you do? 
 
TA2: Uh, on a Monday and a Tuesday I am a specific 1:1 support for special 
learning needs, with a particular child, uh, that involves shadowing basically, 
that child, and helping them with the learning activities throughout those days, 
lunchtime as well outside to keep an eye on him not that I police him but just to 
be aware of where he is and what he’s doing. That’s on Monday and Tuesday. 
Wednesday morning I have a focus for pupil premium contact time, which is 
very similar to the sessions we’ve done today but with a different group of 
people, uh students, and then Wednesday afternoons I’m back again with that 
1:1 support and Thursdays is back with the pupil premium. In the morning I do 
intervention classes. Thursday afternoon it’s maths focus, so I take a small 
group of children, it’s like a booster group, we try and help them with their 
understanding of some of the aspects of maths they’ve been dealing with in the 
classroom. Friday I’m…Friday the upper school year 3 and 4 and 5 and 6, they 
swim, the whole school swims every week, the younger years do Tuesday, and 
I go with my 1:1, he swims on a Tuesday so I go down to the pool and get in, 
get wet and splash around with them. So, the other half of that is the Friday 
swim for the… 
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52. Sample of IPA process STAGE 1 noting exploratory comments 
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53. Sample of IPA process STAGE 2 identifying emergent themes 
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54. Example of Super-Ordinate Themes, Subordinate Themes, Keywords 
and Page Numbers
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55. Photographic example of sorting process 
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56. Master Table of Themes Across Participant Group 
 
Table 19: Table to show themes across all participants 
 
SUPERORDINATE 
AND SUB-ORDINATE 
THEMES  

QUOTATIONS LINE 

A. Additional Masculinity 
 

- Influence of 
Masculinity (TA1): 

I mean the classic is, people expect me to be all 
rough and tumble 

12 

- Masculine Identity 
(TA2) 

They’ll come to me because it’s a bloke football 
thing 

7 

- Male ‘Otherness’ 
(TA3) 

it’s the other qualities are the things you need to 
find 

13 

- Distinctive Male 
Contribution (TA4) 

less dads around, you know for lots of children so 
just having a solid positive male role model to look 
up to 

6 

- The Masculine 
‘Extra’ (TA6) 

sometimes more of an authoritarian figure… 
 

11 

- The Masculine 
‘Other’ (TA6) 

I’m not afraid to say, ‘oi, you stop it and you stop it 
now’. So I think having the male figure in there 
does help 

12 

- Additional Male 
Skills (TA7) 

I think probably male members of staff can be a lot 
more stricter on the children 

12 

- Masculinity Required 
(TA8) 

we can facilitate those sorts of things when they 
just wanna talk about boys’ stuff 

17 

- Male Difference 
(TA9) 

so yes I think it does make a difference in some 
respects 

8 

B. Importance of Modelling Behaviour 
 
- Role Model (TA1) the boys might want me to dress up in dresses, I 

don’t know, whatever the role is, I guess I have to 
acknowledge that it will differ. 

15 

- Importance of 
Modelling (TA2) 

To reflect, you know, the nuclear family 8 

- Social Modelling 
(TA3) 

we’re just setting the bench mark for them I 
suppose so they can grow up to see that 
responsible adults 

6 

- Children as 
Receivers of 
Interactions (TA4) 

children absorb everything don’t they? 6 

- Importance of 
Modelling Behaviour 
(TA5) 

I think if those children can see happy, healthy 
relationships between men and women who are 
adults then that can only be a good think 

16 

- Impact of Role for 
Children (TA8) 

if we can just give something positive over then 
this will be the positive bit in their life and 
sometimes they might think back to it 

17 

C. Evident Gender Difference 
 
- Male Childishness 
(TA1) 

maybe embrace that inner child if you like, 21 
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- Obvious Gender 
Difference (TA1) 

Yeah, it would be foolish to deny it wouldn’t it? 
Men and women are different. 

16 

- Inherent Gender 
Differences (TA2) 

gender to gender we may all do things inherently 
 

11 

- Gender as Different 
(TA3) 

…I think men are as caring, equally as caring as 
women but they are considered to be harder I 
would say 

13 

- Gender Distinctions 
(TA4) 

I just think just generally characteristics of men 
and women are just different 

5 

- Essential Gender 
Difference (TA5) 

males are usual stronger than females ‘cos of the 
way the body is made up 

17 

- Male Impact (TA7) depends on how long a male member of staff has 
been here 

12 

- Disparity Between 
Genders (TA8) 

I just feel that a lot of the time, in a general sort of 
sense, men prefer sport to women 

7 

- Childlike 
Conceptions (TA8) 

sometimes women can be a bit overprotected of 
boys going ‘oh my boy!’ and I think, ‘don’t do that, 
we don’t like it!’ 

12 

- Impact of Female 
Characteristics (TA8) 

it tends to be that women tend to do those caring 
nurturing things which do not pay a lot 

13 

- The ‘Gender Thing’ 
(TA9) 

…I just think the gender thing does mean that we 
operate in a different way. 

5 

D. Gender Stereotyping 
 
- Gender Stereotyping 
(TA1) 

I was being used as male exploitation 2 

- Faulty Gender 
Perceptions (TA3) 

I don’t know if it’s seen as a female’s profession by 
people that aren’t in the education system 

12 

- Gender as a Barrier 
(TA3) 
 

money’s always going to be the issues isn’t it for 
the man being the alpha…you know, money-
earner. 

12 

- Pressure of Societal 
Expectations (TA4) 

and you have to think ahead of how you put 
yourself in those situations with female students 
particularly. 

8 

- Desire that Bias is 
Challenged (TA5) 

boys in the class will be like ‘oh did you watch the 
united game at the weekend?’ and I’m like ‘no, 
sorry, ask me about the rugby and I might know 
something’ which I suppose is quite good ‘cos it is 
challenging their perceptions. 

10 

- Reflection on Gender 
Bias (TA5) 

Cos it’s just not something that occurs to me, so 
the idea that a male wouldn’t apply for a job like 
this 

15 

- On-going Faulty 
Societal Perceptions 
(TA6) 

I don’t think there’s much more they can do, you 
know, I mean they’re never going to get rid 

14 

- Awareness of 
Negative Societal 
Assumptions(TA7) 

you could surmise that perhaps they think, ‘is there 
a hidden agenda there?’ which you know, you can 
perhaps think that there might be, 

9 

- Assumption of Guilt 
(TA8) 
 

males always seem to be the one who’s getting 
bashed, but you can sort of understand that 

16 

E. Presence of Positive Male Discrimination 



190 

 
- Positive 
Discrimination (TA6) 

you said about getting a reference, do you wanna 
work here?’ and I went ‘yeah, too right I would, 
So I think that’s one way 

2 

- Bias Within Role 
Recruitment (TA7) 

pay has got to be one thing if the male is the main 
breadwinner in the house. If they’re not the main 
breadwinner and it doesn’t matter too much, 

11 

- Positive Male 
Discrimination (TA7) 

the Head came up to me and said, ‘do you fancy 
working with this lad who we had the problems 
with?’ and I said, ‘yeah no problems’ and so I got 
that job 

13 

- Positive 
Discrimination (TA8) 

If there was a group of TAs and one of them was 
male out of all females, the male would probably 
get the job 

13 

- Missing Men  
(TA9) 

you go to the school and the majority of the people 
they have contact with are female, 

8 

F. Gender Based Deployment 
 
- Gender Matching 
Amongst Males (TA1) 

I’m pushed towards energetic noisy 11 year-old 
boys 

12 

- Effective Gender 
Matching (TA2) 

I might refer them to a female TA if there was 
something appropriate, you know, something 
gender based. 

8 

- Gender Distinction 
and Use Evident (TA5) 

I’m hauled out of the classroom occasionally 
because something needs lifting or moving 

4 

- Awareness of 
Gender-Based 
Deployment (TA7) 

I applied for the job and I didn’t know the child was 
female and so I think under those circumstances, 
a male wouldn’t have been the ideal person 

4 

- Importance of 
Gender Matching 
(TA8) 

preferably if there’s a female TA, it’s probably 
better to do it that way…and PE with changing that 
sort of stuff 

5 

G. The Irrelevance of Gender 
 
- Irrelevance of 
Gender (TA3) 

Um…and I guess I always suggest different things 
to them, but that’s more me not as a male… 

9 

- Issue of Equality as 
Wider-Reaching (TA4) 
 

that kind of goes beyond just having male and 
females doesn’t it? I mean it goes for race, 
religion, all of those things, I think you should have 
a mix of all of that. 

9 

- Acceptance of 
Stereotypes (TA4) 

I don’t find there’s any real stereotypes, we might 
have to carry heavy boxes but that’s life isn’t it? 

3 

- Gender Equality 
(TA5) 
 

So yeah, we’re outnumbered, but I never notice 
that we’re outnumbered 

11 

- Influence of Age 
(TA5) 

…I think more it’s that I’m a lot younger. Rather 
than the gender I would say 

11 

- Individual 
Personality 
Influencing Role (TA5) 
 

I’ve been told there were a couple of TAs who 
were quite quiet before I came here and then 
because I’ve messed around with them a bit 
they’re a lot more open now 

12 

- Gender Similarities 
(TA8) 

I don’t think there’s any difference, I’ve never been 
put in to do something different and neither has 
any other female, 

7 



191 

 
H. Circumstantial and Pupil-Led Difference 
 
- Pupil Awareness of 
Difference (TA1) 

Of course certain children will respond to males 
and females differently depending on their family 
set up. 

15 

- Pupil-Led Gender 
Distinction (TA6) 
 

at first they might throw up a block when you try 
and speak to them, after a while once you’ve 
broke that down I find that they react to me 
sometimes better than they will to the ladies 

10 

- Pupil Needs (TA7) 
 

it’s just time for children that might have a few 
issues either at home or in school to have a 
chance to talk to another adult 

2 

- Dysfunctional 
Families and their 
Impact (TA8) 
 

I think is important to get some male TAs in there so they can see a different side…a gender side. Because if they haven’t got a normal what you call ‘family’ then you’re losing that bit of it. 16 

- Pupil-Led Gender 
Importance (TA9) 
 

so if it’s a boy and a man has been proved in the 
past as the one to get the best results from the 
relationship then that should be considered. 

5 

I. Role Ambivalence 
 
- Beneficial Aspects of 
Role (TA1) 

I absolutely love…I leap out of bed. 
 

22 

- High Level of 
Dissatisfaction (TA1) 

if the school dropped me today I’d probably wave 
a small flag 
 

14 

- Feeling Separate 
(TA1) 

It sounds awful I don’t find many likeminded 
people in schools, 

2 

- Presence of 
Hierarchies (TA1) 

TAs are trodden all over 
 

11 

- Isolation (TA2) I don’t spend a lot of time in the classrooms which 
I’m kind of noticing 

5 

- Sense of Worth 
(TA2) 

they’ve made a point of using me for a 1:1 contact 
on the Monday and Tuesday which, because of 
the nature of support the child needs 

5 

- Positive Regard for 
Role (TA3) 

I go home feeling good 1 

- Power Differentials 
(TA3) 

I think if there are just male teachers in a school it 
will emphasise the way that being a TA is a 
females job, 

14 

- Dissatisfaction (TA3) yeah ‘cos I don’t like the confinement of the 
classroom really, um…very directed, you know 

3 

- Teamwork (TA4) having that support network, it’s a class team now 
rather than a class teacher 

6 

- Security in Role 
(TA4) 

Yeah, that’s part of my role, yeah I um lead IT 
support or something! 

2 

- Sense of being 
valued (TA5) 

I’ve had parents come up to me and say ‘it’s so 
good the kids have got a male role model in 
school who isn’t a teacher’ so 

6 

- Negativity within role 
(TA5) 

it’s a brilliant job it’s just not sustainable for 
anybody who has a normal life. 

14 

- Inclusion and but on the whole, no, they treat me as though I’m 18 



192 

Acceptance (TA6) just one of the others. 
- Role Limitations 
(TA6) 

I won’t lie when I first started doing the 3 days a 
week I went home physically shattered 

18 

- Problematic Working 
Relationships (TA7) 

I’ve never had any feedback apart from it recently 
being suggested that I was a bully 

9 

- Cynicism Towards 
Role Conditions (TA7) 

it’s just under £8 an hour and when you think 
about it, for what they do that’s not a lot of money. 
Um…teachers are probably…double that, if not 
more 

10 

- Support and 
Aspiration in Role 
(TA7)  

I put in more hours than I get paid for and that’s 
only because I wanna be a professional with what 
I’m doing 

14 

- Contentment with 
Deployment (TA7) 

I will do letters and try to sort out some equipment 
at times. At the moment we’re trying to organise a 
swimming gala 

2 

- Political Shadow 
(TA8) 

That’s a political one and it needs to happen but I 
don’t know how, 

8 

- Enjoyment (TA8) I was lucky enough to support someone in set 1 
for most subjects and it was great 

2 

- Appreciation (TA8) I get a big buzz, 3 
- Sympathy for TAs 
(TA8) 

So when their role as HLTA in that class is for half 
an hour they get paid just that bit which I think is 
unfair ‘cos if you’re qualified as an HLTA you 
should get it all the way through the year 

9 

J. Change 
 
- Possibility of 
Change (TA1) 

It’s got to start much, much earlier. 20 

- Role Evolution (TA2) 
 

In general…well my role has sort of evolved in the 
4 years I’ve been here. 

5 

- Individual as 
Transformative (TA3) 
 

I quite often use jokes and having a laugh with the 
kids, I probably end up winding them up and then 
leaving them, but I do find it’s a good way to break 
down barriers 

6 

- Future Focus (TA4) 
 

now these students coming from here can see that 
there are males TAs and there is that option. 

10 

 - Impact of time on 
role (TA5) 

I think that was back in the day when it was 
sharpening pencils and putting displays up 
whereas now TAs are essentially teachers 

7 

- Balance Within Role 
(TA6) 
 

since I’ve been here I’ve never felt that any of the 
teachers have ever treated me like a dog’s body 

9 

- Desirable 
Adaptations (TA6) 

I think it would be sometimes good if parents could 
come in just to observe 

17 

- Required Actions 
(TA7) 
 

I suppose one of the things you could do is have a 
fly on the wall, a TV programme about male TAs 
which might show it’s not just perhaps working in 
the classroom 

11 

- Impact of Passage of 
Time (TA7) 

This year it has changed as I said earlier, 
uh…from last and previous years 

1 

- Desire for Change 
(TA8) 
 

I would like to see some kind of other structure 
where the HLTA comes into some sort of 
management role 

9 
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- Future Aspirations 
(TA9) 
 

if they’re looking to recruit across the board, in 
different areas set up a workshop where you’ve 
got a group of children from the school and you 
know invite people along just to see how it 
operates, 

10 

- Impact of Time 
Passing (TA9) 

…it’s more intense than it used to be 6 

K. Best Practice 
 
- Strong Passion and 
Desire (TA1) 

I’m sorry, I’m just so passionate. 23 

- Positive Impact for 
Children (TA1) 

what is important is being here and existing with 
the children no matter who I am or who they are, 
just seeing their happy faces. 

12 

- Confidence in 
Capabilities (TA1) 

and I think this sounds so big-headed I think 
schools need me much more than I need them 

14 

- Positive Impact of 
Access to Diversity 
(TA4) 

having yeah equal opportunities to those role 
models, having different styles of support 

9 

- Importance of Pupil 
Knowledge (TA5) 

a boy with significant delays in his learning, no 
particular diagnosis but he’s about 3 years behind 
on everything. 

1 

- Availability (TA5) I think because I am here and I do wonder around 
a lot 

13 

- Influence and Impact 
of  
Background 
Experience (TA6) 

it’s purely my background 
 

11 

- High Self Regard 
(TA6) 
 

my first few weeks here I was having people come 
up to me and say, ‘so-and-so is doing so much 
better, you know he really likes working with you’ 
and stuff like that 

13 

- Pupil Knowledge 
(TA6) 
 

as you start the work, you know, you have to help 
him a lot, you’ll get him to say it, I’ll write it and 
he’ll copy it ‘cos he’ll only write it once. 

6 

- Pupil Understanding 
(TA8) 
 

whereas I think sometimes if you highlight a child 
they get a problem with their peers because they 
know obviously he’s got special needs 

8 

- Inclusion (TA8) So I fit in with the class teachers and how they 
work. 

5 

- Importance of 
Experience 
(TA8) 

So I suppose qualifications don’t matter, it 
depends on your experiences 

6 

- Impact of 
Relationships for 
Learning (TA9) 

…sometimes we have to build a trusting 
relationship before they can move on 
educationally 

3 

- Responsiveness to 
Pupil Needs (TA9) 
 

we decided to look at maybe earlier intervention 
so we started to look at year 5s as well, then we 
would build the relationship up in the last half of 
that term 

2 

L. Reflections and Contradictions 
 
- Contradictory Beliefs I don’t care about the money. 22 
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(TA1) 
- Reflection (TA1) 
 

I’ve got my own philosophies very firmly formed, 
um…and I formed them for a very good reason 

15 

- Indecision and 
Inconsistencies (TA2) 

I think fundamentally it doesn’t…but I suppose that 
if I don’t know…the unknown is if a child chooses 
to come to me instead of somebody else 

6 

- Reflective 
Practitioner (TA7) 

I felt a few years ago that there might have been 
an issue with me being a male in a female world 

10 

- Contradictions 
Regarding Hierarchy 
Presence (TA7) 

I think the only issue I would bring up with that is 
probably, as far as the children are concerned, 
TAs don’t have as much clout as a teacher 

2 

- Contradictions (TA8) 
 

Yeah but relating to gender, I’m terrible relating to 
gender ‘cos I always treat everyone as individuals. 
I have seen butch women that are almost as much 
male as they are female 

15 

- Reflective Practice 
(TA8) 

I thought ‘am I actually doing any good?’ ‘cos you 
are, 

8 

- Reflective Practice 
(TA9) 
 

I can only say from my experience and hopefully 
the extra impact…the impact I’ve had in certain 
situations I feel has been beneficial, not only for 
the one child but for some of the others 

11 

- Indecision (TA9) …and so I think in some respects for me that is a 
grey area 

5 
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57. Identification of Recurrent Super-Ordinate Themes Across Group 
 
Table 20: Table to show recurrent themes and their presence across the sample 
 
Super-
ordinate 
theme 

 
TA1 

 
TA2 

 
TA3 

 
TA4 

 
TA5 

 
TA6 

 
TA7 

 
TA8 

 
TA9 

Present 
in over 
half the 
sample? 

Additional 
Masculinity 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ YES 

Importance of 
Modelling 
Behaviour 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✗ YES 

Evident 
Gender 
Difference 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓ YES 

Gender 
Stereotyping 

✓ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✗ YES 

Presence of 
Positive Male 
Discrimination 

✗ ✗ ✗ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ NO 

Gender 
Based 
Deployment 

✓ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✗ YES 

The 
Irrelevance of 
Gender 

✗ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✗ NO 

Circumstantial 
and Pupil-Led 
Difference 

✓ ✗ ✗ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ YES 

Role 
Ambivalence 
 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✗ YES 

Change 
 
 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ YES 

Best Practice 
 
 

✓ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✓ YES 

Reflections 
and 
Contradictions 

✓ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✗ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓ YES 
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58. Example of Completed Observation Schedule  
 
Number of adults: Teacher: 1 Gender: F 
 TA(s):            Male: 1 Female: 1 
Number of pupils: Male: 8 Female:  10 
Observed TA: Gender:  Code: TA6 
Role within the 
class: 

1:1 ✔  General  

  
Interactions 
with: 

Tally Notes 

Male Pupils 30 “How are we doing?”, extended 1:1 interaction on 
activity (15 minutes), supervision, praise, gave 
instructions, reassurance - “it’s alright”, questioning, 
reminding re. behaviour and task completion 

Female 
Pupils 

12 Use of humour, and checking progress, checking 
understanding and progress towards completing 
task, “what’s the matter?”, reminding of behaviour 

 
Learning 
 Observations 
e.g. Helping, 
Answering 
questions, 
Clarifying, 
Testing, 
Explaining, 
Prompting, 
Questioning 

Doing manipulation of resources (gathering, turning, folding 
etc.), holding number line, writing on white board for it to be 
copied, placing objects for pupil, “How are we doing?”, using 
cause and effect – “if X…then what…?”, “which one’s left?”, 
Structuring activity – “now…then…”, numbering items, 
rephrasing questions, reading questions, breaking down 
spellings, providing alternatives, recapping what activities 
done to show progress, moving on to next activity, 
questioning – “what else?”, checking understanding 
 
 
 

 
Behaviour 
 Observations 
e.g. Warning, 
Reminding, 
Prompting, 
Instructing, 
Reprimanding, 
Negotiating, 
Explaining 

“Foot down…sit forward…sit up” (many times), refocusing by 
using name, gesturing and saying “look”, “shh…”, “come on”, 
monitoring reward tome activity, “put things away…tidy up...”, 
“sit down…stop it…”, reminding of good behaviour, “keep it 
going”, “you can do that at break time” 
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Social 
 Observations 
e.g. Using 
praise, Using 
humour, 
Encouragement, 
Rewarding, 
Instructing, 
Unrelated 
conversation 

“Good…well done…brilliant” – use of praise, use of humour, 
reward needed after work completed, provided options for 
reward time – “do you want…?”, “you’ve done well…best 
work I’ve seen you do!”, checking ok, unrelated 
conversation during reward time, “you’re strong”, showing 
belief – “I know you can do it” 

 
Duties undertaken: 

-‐ 1:1 support as well as general support during literacy (swapping 
with other TA) – Class teacher name TA6 as being available to help 

-‐ Tidied resources 
-‐ Made notes on work 
-‐ Monitoring role during whole class activity 
-‐ Collected numeracy resources in before literacy 

 
 
Interactions 
with: 

Tally Notes 

Teacher   
 
 

Other TAs   
 

 
Times 
called 
upon by: 

Tally Notes 

Male 
Pupils 

10 Rhyming task, “how do you write…?”, wanting to tell 
answer, check work 
 

Female 
Pupils 

3 Wanting to check work 
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59. RQ2: What are the observable duties and behaviours of male TAs in 
primary settings? 

 

I collected data on the types and frequency of interaction between the male TA 

participants and pupils as well as other staff members (see Appendix 43 for the 

observation schedule used and Appendix 58 for an example of a completed 

observation schedule). 

 
Table 21: Table to show frequency of interaction between male TAs and pupils / other 
staff as well as type of support offered 
 

 

As can be seen from the table of descriptive data above, the participants 

interacted with both male and females with the frequency of the interactions 

dependent on the type of support they were giving (either ‘1:1’ or ‘general’). 

Some TAs engaged in extended interactions with only a few pupils in a one-to-

one environment (e.g. TA4) whilst others offered general classroom support 

and hence interacted with a larger number of pupils. Of the nine TAs observed 

in this sample, seven worked on a one-to-one basis with a particular pupil for a 

proportion or all of the time. Three of the seven TAs supported female pupils 

and three supported males, with the final TA supporting both male and female 

  

Support 

 

Pupil Interactions 

 

Staff Interactions 

Called upon 

by Pupils 

TA M F C/T TAs M F 

TA1 1:1 10 4 0 5 16 19 

TA2 1:1 2 3 1 1 6 1 

TA3 General 11 7 2 3 5 1 

TA4 1:1 2 0 1 1 1 0 

TA5 1:1 6 2 2 5 1 1 

TA6 1:1 + 

general 

30 12 0 0 10 3 

TA7 General 25 7 0 5 4 1 

TA8 1:1 11 11 4 0 3 10 

TA9 1:1 5 12 0 1 3 5 
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pupils on a one-to-one basis, suggesting a balance in gender-matched and 

non-gender-matched support. 

 

The following figure displays all of the behaviours I observed male TA 

participants engage in, including duties undertaken and TA behaviour in 

regards to ‘learning’, ‘behaviour’ and ‘social’ opportunities. Although there are 

many observed behaviours outlined here, I feel it is of interest to note that the 

TAs I observed all engaged in humour with the children they worked with and 

most spoke with them about activities and experiences outside of school. 

Despite some participants attempting to diminish negative behaviour displayed 

by some children, action to minimise disruption was infrequent.  

 

As can be seen from the sheer frequency of observations included in the 

‘duties’ and ‘learning’ quadrants of the figure below, a great number of duties 

were observed including both one-to-one and general classroom support, from 

direct instruction given to a whole class through to sharpening pencils. The 

majority of the behaviour I observed male TAs to be involved with was in 

regards to supporting learning, which included differentiating tasks, completing 

part of a task for a pupil and questioning to ensure understanding. All 

participants appeared to have a clearly defined role, through both responding to 

the needs of the pupils and facilitating organised intervention activities. 
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Figure 12: Observed male TA duties and behaviours
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Section 7 
 
Additional Documents 
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B. Local Authority Research Governance Panel Letter of Approval 
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C. Literature review 
 

From Rhetoric to Reality: An Exploratory Study of 

Individual Perspectives Regarding Teaching Assistant 

Support and the Role of the Educational Psychologist 

in Enhancing Classroom Support in_____ Primary 

Schools. 

 

 
A Review of the Literature 

 
Word Count: 6,582 

 
NB: This literature review has been marked and examined separately from the 

examination of this thesis. It is appended here for completeness and to give 
coherence to the whole thesis. 
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1. Introduction 
This paper presents a critical review of the literature regarding the use and 

effectiveness of Teaching Assistants (TAs), the inclusion of participant voice 

within educational research and, finally, coaching to improve practice within the 

education sector. 

 

I will first set the paper within the current political and educational context 

before explaining the means by which I have selected the literature for review.  

 

Sections 3, 4 and 5 will critically evaluate the literature in the field before section 

6 details the direction my research will take, given the literature. I have drawn 

upon personal reflections made during my own experiences working as both a 

TA and a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP) and I have used these to 

inform the development of my thinking and the conceptualisation of my 

research. 

 

1.1 Literature Selection  
Literature was sought between September 2012 and March 2013 although I 

anticipate relevant literature will continue to be discovered and referenced in 

light of the data collection and analysis, as well as through discussion and 

interaction with research participants and professionals. 

 

Literature was selected on the basis of its relevance to the topic areas and was 

sourced via a number of means. Extensive university journal database 

searches were carried out as well as general Internet searches to source 

government documentation. Information from book chapters has also been 

included where relevant. Oftentimes, the list of references within one article 

would lead to the discovery of other papers. The table below states the range of 

sources explored and the key words used. 

Sources Key Words 

EBSCO 

PsycINFO 

British Education Index 

Education Research Complete 

Teaching Assistant 

Classroom 

Education 

Assistance 
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JSTOR 

Web of Science 

Government publications 

General internet searches 

Personal Books 

Educational Psychology in Practice 

Coaching 

Support 

Pupils 

Pupil Views 

 

Figure 1: Table to show sources accessed and key words used. 

 

2. The Wider Political and Educational Context 
 ‘Children and young people with special education needs have a 

unique knowledge of their own needs and circumstances and their own 

views about what sort of help they would like to help them make the 

most of their education’ (p. 27, Department for Education and Skills 

[DfES], 2001). 
 

The Special Educational Needs: Code of Practice (DfES, 2001), a key 

publication to which those working with children, school and families must 

adhere, places emphasis on the importance of ascertaining views from young 

people with SEN however also states the difficulty this may pose for 

professionals when working with young people with severe communication 

difficulties. Involving pupils in the decisions made about their education and 

how best to support them is encouraged throughout the Code of Practice, in 

order to address any anxieties or confusion a young person may have about 

their education, as well as ensuring pupils are aware of the Individual Education 

Plan (IEP) targets they are working towards and planning for times of transition, 

for example. It also makes assurances that pupils will be getting the support 

that works best for them. Now over ten years old, the Code of Practice has 

since been revised to reflect current changes in the educational landscape, 

particularly in regards to the delegation of funding used to support pupils with 

SEN.   

 

The green paper, ‘Support and Aspiration’ attempts to raise the standards 

within the UK education system and indeed the promotion of ‘voice’ for families 

at the heart of decision making processes (Department for Education [DfE], 

2012). The Indicative Draft: The (0-25) Special Educational Needs Code of 
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Practice (DfE, 2013b) represents a working copy of the new SEN code of 

practice, in response to the Children and Families Bill (DfE, 2013a). Within this 

draft, the inclusion of young people with SEN and their families is made clear, 

with schools and settings needing to ensure the full and genuine engagement of 

pupils such that those with SEN have their views represented. The draft also 

outlines the use of person-centred planning, such that those at the heart of 

educational concerns or developments actively engage in decision-making 

processes as well as within the recent development of the ‘local offer’ (DfE, 

2013b). However, little reference is made to the use of TAs within this draft or 

how, with the changing assessment and identification of SEN, TAs will be used 

most effectively.  

 

3. Teaching Assistant Support 
Estelle Morris, former secretary of state for Education and Skills, spoke in 2001 

about the reforms needed in the teaching profession, a speech which preceded 

the signing of the National Workload Agreement (DfES, 2003c) signed by 

national and local government, employers, and school workforce unions. Morris 

defined the role of the TAs as  ‘supervising classes that are undertaking work 

set by the teacher…working with small groups…supervising lunchtime 

activities…giving pastoral and other individual support to pupils and covering for 

teacher absence’ (p. 15, 2001). Although somewhat accurate in her definition of 

the current role, inclusion of the phrase ‘other support’ serves, in my view, to 

leave the role open to interpretation and personal construction of meaning. 

However the subsequent National Workload Agreement recognised the need for 

a highly structured environment within which the TA would be expected to work, 

incorporating regular support from staff with teaching and leadership 

responsibilities. 

 
Despite this contradiction, the National Workload Agreement (DfES, 2003c) was 

accurate in its prediction of the growth in numbers of support staff employed to 

support the needs of pupils, as well as also stating the belief that TAs are 

‘recognised for their contribution to raising standards’ (p. 4, 2003). 
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However, Higgins, Kokotsaki and Coe (2011) throw the effectiveness of TA 

support into disrepute upon the publication of their report. Compiled in 

conjunction with the Sutton Trust education charity, the report addresses the 

ways in which schools choose to spend the ‘pupil premium’ funding to support 

learning, and, of the resources available to schools, which ones fair the best in 

terms of cost and positive impact. From a total of twenty-one possible strategies, 

resources and interventions, the employment of a TA is ranked at eighteenth 

place, and is described as representing ‘very low / no impact for high cost’ (p.7, 

Higgins et al., 2011).  

 
It would appear that despite recent development within the field of education 

and the changing nature of the identification and effective support of pupils with 

SEN, the very resource that is used most often is the resource that is the least 

effective. I turn to the literature on the use of TAs in order to explore this 

discourse in more detail and to see if the findings by Higgins et al., (2011) are 

substantiated.  

 
Schlapp, Wilson and Davidson (2001), following the initiative of Scottish 

government to improve standards within the education system, evaluated the 

deployment of TAs within Scottish schools. It was found, via classroom 

observations and questionnaires, that TAs were perceived as reducing the 

pressure on teaching staff as well as enabling pupils to access a wider range of 

learning experiences (Schlapp et al., 2001). Furthermore, teachers who did not 

have a TA allocated to support their class at this time expressed worry 

regarding the possibility that pupils would be missing out on the support of this 

adult (Schlapp et al, 2001). Because of the nature of this report being an interim 

evaluation, the authors could not provide comment on the impact TAs had on 

pupil achievement.  

 

In response, Blatchford, Russell, Bassett, Brown and Martin (2007) initially 

looked at the deployment, role and effects of the TA on the attainment of pupils 

in Years 4 – 6, between 2000 and 2003. It was found that the role of the TA is 

mainly pedagogical, however little evidence was found in regards to the impact 

the presence of the TA had upon pupil attainment. TAs were, however, found to 
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maximise pupils’ on-task behaviour and increased pupil-teacher interaction. 

Blatchford et al. concluded that ‘there is a lack of clarity concerning the exact 

specification of the work of the TAs when interacting with children’ (p.20) a 

finding that is echoed by the work of Takala (2007) following observations and 

interviews with 14 staff members in Finland. Further conclusions made by 

Blatchford et al. suggest that pupils demonstrating the most ‘need’ receive the 

most attention from the TA who, paradoxically, is the least qualified member of 

staff. Pupils were, however, found to engage in extended dialogue with TAs 

more often than with teachers, whilst attention tended to be paid to teachers 

more often than TAs (Blatchford, Bassett, Brown & Webster, 2009). 

 
Despite these findings, when addressing the perceptions of the work of the TA, 

Symes and Humphrey (in press) found support for TAs sense of feeling valued 

in their role. Interviews conducted with TAs working with pupils with Autistic 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD) found that, despite feeling valued and respected in 

their role, teachers were perceived by TAs as having a lack of awareness and 

understanding of the needs of the pupils with ASD, making it difficult to support 

them (Symes & Humphrey, in press). Mackenzie (2011) provides further 

support for this assertion within her case study research confirming that, upon 

interview, TAs expressed that they felt teachers did not often understand 

enough about the needs of the pupils within their classes. Mackenzie goes on 

to state that, as a result, TAs felt unsupported in a demanding role. The findings 

in the above studies may be in contrast to the work of Blatchford et al due to the 

somewhat small sample sizes and interpretive nature of the research methods 

used, but the lived experiences of these participants is highly valuable none the 

less. 

 

A further phase of research by Blatchford et al. (2011) reports the impact of 

support staff on pupils ‘positive approaches to learning’ and academic progress, 

a study which utilised using teacher report methods and analysis of census data. 

The most important finding here was the significant negative impact TA support 

was found to have on the academic progress of pupils in receipt of that support, 

with Blatchford et al. reporting, ‘in every case, the higher the support, the lower 

the level of attainment’ (p. 453, 2011). The findings are quantified with 

Blatchford et al. reporting that, ‘the effect of support on attainment in three 
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subjects (English, Maths and Science) did not vary between pupils with and 

without Special Educational Needs (SEN)’ (p.454), therefore implying that even 

when pupil characteristics and SEN status are controlled for, pupils supported 

by TAs make less academic progress than their peers. 

 

A positive finding from this research however was the idea that TA presence and 

support go some way toward increasing pupils’ ‘positive approaches to learning’, 

with pupils being ‘less distracted’, ‘confident’, ‘not disruptive’, having more 

positive ‘relationships’ and ‘completing work’ (Blatchford et al., 2011). 

Interestingly, TA support was not seen to increase pupil motivation or 

independence.  

 

Within the key text synthesising their work to date, Blatchford, Russell and 

Webster (2012) make reference to the ‘Wider Pedagogical Role Model’ (see 

Figure 1 below). The model was constructed as a result of the findings from their 

work on the overarching Deployment and Impact of Support Staff (DISS) project 

and demonstrates elements of the TA role that are thought to impact negatively 

on pupil attainment, a model first proposed in great detail by Webster et al 

(2010).  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Diagram to show ‘Wider Pedagogical Role Model’ by Blatchford, Russell and Webster 

(2012). 
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It is of interest for Blatchford et al. (2012) to place emphasis on the 

characteristics of TAs as one aspect of the model, suggesting that there may be 

inherent characteristics within TAs which enables them to be successful, or not, 

within their practice, characteristics which may seem somewhat subordinate to 

the importance of training and time to plan with teachers.  

 

As well as providing suggestions regarding potential reasoning for the negative 

impact of TA support on academic attainment, Blatchford et al. (2012) provide 

key recommendations following their large-scale, longitudinal study. One such 

recommendation is the idea of role-reversal, whereby teachers would support 

low-ability pupils or those with SEN and TAs would support groups of higher 

attaining pupils or indeed the rest of the class. This approach is not often 

observed within mainstream classrooms, perhaps due to the demands placed 

on teachers to be achieving measurable pupil outcomes, and thus focussing 

their attention on the majority of pupils reaching target grades, for example, 

whilst an often unqualified TA supports those with SEN.  

	  
The work of Blatchford and colleagues utilised a large number of participants 

throughout the study, as well as using mixed research methods including 

interviews, questionnaires, observations and time logs. I feel the research is 

therefore robust in light of the multiple research methods utilised, the time scale 

over which the study was conducted and the number of participants involved; 

thus making the total work by Blatchford and colleagues the cornerstone of the 

research in the field to date. 

 

However, a systematic review by Howes, Farrell, Kaplan and Moss (2003) 

investigating the impact of adult support upon pupil participation and learning, 

suggested it can have a positive impact on pupil progress by including pupils 

with SEN within mainstream provisions. This meta-analysis was compiled 

through the employment of strict inclusion criteria, in depth reviews and 

evidence weighting for each paper, again provides a reliable and valid piece of 

research within the field. 
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A second systematic review conducted by Alborz, Pearson, Farrell and Howes 

(2009), relating to the general impact of adult support upon pupils attending 

mainstream settings, also reports that adult support by trained TAs can have a 

positive impact on pupil attainment, specifically with regard to basic literacy 

skills. TAs were also found to maintain positive links between school and 

parents but were found to be largely unsuccessful at delivering therapeutic 

interventions aimed at supporting children with emotional and behavioural 

difficulties (Alborz et al., 2009). 

 

Muijs and Reynolds (2003) looked specifically at mathematical attainment for 

primary-aged pupils when receiving TA support. The authors found that 

‘Numeracy Support Assistants’ (NSA) had no discernable impact on pupil 

attainment, even when examined using a quasi-experimental design (where 

participants were matched for characteristics such as attainment, age and SEN 

status in each condition) and accounting for the effect of teacher differences. As 

the authors suggest, it is difficult to draw direct conclusions to the quality of the 

support given by the NSAs and the authors allude to the idea that the training 

received may not have been sufficient to warrant significant differences 

between the control and experimental groups. Furthermore, the criteria upon 

which pupils were matched was not thorough, a limitation acknowledged by the 

researchers. 

 

Tackling a different research question, Devecchi and Rouse (2010) explored 

features that maximise effective collaboration between teachers and TAs across 

two secondary settings. Factors promoting collaboration were found to be TAs 

sharing their knowledge about the pupils with teaching staff, providing emotional 

support to teachers and TAs having autonomy in regards to supporting pupils 

(Devecchi & Rouse, 2010). Both TAs and teachers provided comment on these 

strategies with the findings quantified by observations of classroom practice. 

 

Thus far, the studies reviewed have their research base within the United 

Kingdom, so I refer to the work of Devecchi, Dettori, Doveston, Sedgwick and 

Jament (2012) for an international comparison. The authors suggest that TAs in 

England present with a lack of appropriate qualification and their role tends to 
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develop in an ad hoc manner, somewhat subordinate to that of teachers. They 

draw stark comparisons with ‘support teachers’ in Italy who, despite having a 

largely similar role in supporting pupils with additional needs, are qualified 

teachers with postgraduate qualifications (Devecchi et al., 2012). The 

comparison of the TA role internationally is of interest, as the value attributed to 

the role of the ‘support teacher’ in Italy appears much greater than that of the 

TA, especially with the level of qualification required to practice. A comparison of 

attainment between Italian and British pupils would be of further interest and 

would also serve to validate the need for graduate level qualifications to be 

undertaken by TAs prior to gaining a post in the UK.  

 
Graves (2013) whilst uncovering positive feelings of autonomy and contentment 

within the role of Higher Level Teaching Assistants (HLTAs) across four 

mainstream settings, emphasises the role of HLTAs as one that allows them to 

be autonomous within the classroom and have the freedom to support and teach 

a number of different classes.  

 
However, I wonder if this feeling of autonomy and the responsibility attached to 

the task of ‘role construction’ could make for blurred boundaries in regards to the 

role and where it fits within the wider staff team. Role construction would provide 

HL/TAs with a substantial task that I do not feel is necessarily reflected in the 

expectations of the role, or indeed the average annual salary, and could also be 

seen as counter-productive to the development of a clear working relationship 

with the teacher. Furthermore, the potential lack of clarity around the role could 

be further detrimental for pupils in terms of the variety of practice they would 

receive and the potential inconsistencies within that support. Particularly given 

the evidence of low pupil attainment for those in receipt of TA support, it seems 

TAs would benefit from increased clarity both nationally and locally, as well as 

from the staff with whom they work. 

 
A study obtaining the views of pupils and parents is that of Williams and 

O’Connor (2012). Specifically, the study, via individual and group interviews 

with parents, looked at the perception of Higher Level Teaching Assistants 

(HLTAs) who teach whole classes. Value was placed on the role of the HLTA by 

parents and pupils as well as the acknowledgement that HLTAs need sufficient 



220 

curricular knowledge and classroom status in order to effectively manage and 

further academic achievement. Despite HLTAs being seen as a ‘soft touch’ by 

some pupils in this study, their worth was recognised by the majority of pupils 

and parents, even if their role within the school was not entirely clear (Williams 

& O’Connor, 2012) 

 

The EP role in relation to this discourse is explored by Farrell, Balshaw and 

Polat (2000) who make the link between ‘Learning Support Assistants’ (LSAs) 

within mainstream schools and the work of the Educational Psychologist (EP). 

The terms ‘TA’ and ‘LSA’ are used interchangeably within the literature I have 

reviewed and indeed within schools themselves, however there is no 

discernable difference between the two labels, with the role of the TA and the 

LSA being identical. Following a series of semi-structured interviews, it was 

suggested that EPs could support staff during the selection and appointment of 

LSAs as well as working with class teachers to help develop an effective 

working relationship between them and their LSA to support their effective 

deployment (Farrell et al., 2000). It was also suggested that EPs would do well 

to include LSAs in the planning and review of pupil programmes as well as 

increasing their involvement in relevant staff training (Farrell et al., 2000) an 

element of practice I feel is often missed out of the work of the EP. Often, the 

teacher is seen as the ‘expert’ and the member of staff who can bring about 

most change for a young person. 

 

School psychologists also have a role to play in the examination of the role 

between the pupil and the teacher according to Koomen, Verschueren and Thijs 

(2006). They suggest it is up to the school psychologist to select appropriate 

tools to examine relationships between staff and students following problematic 

encounters and relationships and the factors that bear influence. The authors 

explore a number of scales by which a measurement can be taken of the pupil-

teacher relationship yet also acknowledge the lack of approaches that take into 

account the pupils perspective on relationships with school staff (Koomen et al., 

2006). This review does omit the relationship between the pupil and the TA and 

does not acknowledge the similarities and differences that may be evident 

between their role with pupils and that of teachers. 
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Despite the largely negative findings regarding the impact of the TA role, as well 

as the variety of perceptions made by school staff and researchers, it is of 

interest to me how the thoughts and feelings of the participants themselves are 

shaped in regards to their work and how, within the literature, this is best 

achieved. 

 

4. Participant Voice 
The idea of eliciting the views of participants about whom the research is 

concerned is a theme that emerges throughout much of the literature I have 

already reviewed. However, gathering pupil views, despite being referred to 

upon the Educational Psychology consultation request forms, is often omitted, or 

viewed as tokenistic. Harding and Atkinson (2009) suggest that EPs are well 

placed to ensure the child’s voice is represented. Their small-scale analysis of 

the practice within one local authority determined that EP recordings often took 

account of the holistic needs of the child, however also stated that a short, one-

off conversation with a child is not enough to gain their perspective in any great 

detail (Harding & Atkinson, 2009). As such, while it is paramount to explore the 

practice by those responsible, I feel it is also imperative to gain pupil voice on 

the support they receive whilst at school.  

 

The Department for Education and Skills (DfES) have made attempts to gain 

the voice of children and young people in recent years. Following the successful 

attempt at obtaining views of young people to inform the production of the Every 

Child Matters agenda (DfES, 2003a), the DfES produced a publication which 

explained the agenda in a manner accessible to young people, entitled Every 

Child Matters: What do you think? (DfES, 2003b). Young people were also 

invited to submit their responses to a number of questions regarding the 

agenda and what it might mean for them and their education. ‘Listening to 

Learn’ (DfES, 2002) also aimed to involve children and young people in the 

development of policy of which they were concerned. One critique of this 

document, however, would be that it is not presented in a child-friendly manner 

and as such I am sceptical of the amount of children and young people it 

reached as a result. 
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Davie, Upton and Varma (1996) state that professionals can have a tendency to 

speak on behalf of children and young people, rather than allowing them the 

chance to voice their own perspectives; an approach based on more traditional 

views of children being seen and not heard. However, having carried out a 

small scale survey of the views schools and settings take about pupil 

involvement, it was found that where pupil views were considered, staff were 

often surprised at the level of sophistication of these viewpoints and the fact 

that issues raised by pupils had not necessarily been considered by staff 

themselves (Davie, Upton & Varma, 1996). 

 
Fraser and Meadows (2008) represent the views of primary-aged children 

regarding their TAs through questionnaires and group interviews. It was reported 

that the children included in this study saw the teacher as having a managerial 

role and TAs as helpers. It is also reported that many children did not show a 

preference for either adult (teacher or TA) when asking for help (Fraser & 

Meadows, 2008). Norwich and Kelly (2005) provide further support for this view 

in their work in gaining the views of pupils in both mainstream and specialist 

settings. Pupils in both settings expressed their dissatisfaction when having to 

wait for help to become available (i.e. from teachers and teaching assistants), 

however pupils expressed the importance of help from teaching assistants 

(Norwich & Kelly, 2005). These studies therefore demonstrate the lack of 

discrimination pupils make between staff but could also be seen as further 

support for pupils not knowing the difference between the adults in the 

classroom, due to blurred roles and responsibilities. 

 
The above authors place emphasis on the importance of obtaining pupil voice as 

demonstrated within their studies. Litosseliti (2003) explores the strengths and 

limitations of using a group interview or focus group as a research methodology. 

The author sets the benefits of gaining a rich, diverse range of opinions in a 

forum where thoughts and opinions often develop as a result of the group 

discussion, against the idea of some individuals dominating discussion and the 

difficulty of the researcher in differentiating between an individual and a group 

view; limitations that are worth considering when utilising such methods. 
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Gaining the perspectives of pupils can be done via a number of alternative 

means, however. Three papers employing alternative means of allowing young 

people to express their point of view via the most appropriate means are those 

written by Humphrey and Lewis (2008), Maxwell (2006) and Ryan (2009). 

 

Including students with special educational needs, as defined by the SEN Code 

of Practice (DfES, 2001), requires the researcher to work with the pupils at a 

level that is appropriate and in line with their abilities. Humphrey and Lewis 

(2008) use multiple strategies to gather the personal perspectives of pupils with 

ASD regarding their mainstream education. Pupils were interviewed and invited 

to keep a diary of their experiences of mainstream education. Humphrey and 

Lewis allowed pupils to choose the medium through which they completed their 

diary (either by pen and paper, electronically or by oral dictation), whilst 

allowing one student to communicate thoughts and ideas via drawings.  

 

In his study aimed at eliciting pupil voice in regards to inclusion, Ryan (2009) 

used participatory methods, meaning the pupils were given the freedom to 

express their views in the manner most meaningful to them. Ryan found that 

pupils reported feelings of exclusion when accessing different areas of the 

school as well as during unstructured social times (two examples from the array 

of findings) and allowed the pupils to present their personal findings via still 

photographs, video footage, PowerPoint presentations and verbal feedback.  

 

Maxwell (2006) employed methods thought to elicit the most meaningful and 

‘deep-rooted’ constructs for the participants with whom he was working. Here, 

specific techniques were taken from the broader approach of Personal 

Construct Psychology founded originally by Kelly (1955) and included 

techniques such as ‘a drawing and its opposite’, as employed by Ravenette 

(1980) as well as triadic sorting, pyramiding and conversation in regard to the 

materials produced. Although only working with a small number of case studies, 

the research highlights the importance and relevance for such techniques, 

particularly where verbal conversations with children with SEN would not be 

appropriate. 
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I feel this freedom for pupils to communicate in a way that is most suitable for 

them allows for the generation of more realistic and meaningful personal 

accounts as well as increasing the positivity of research participation generally. 

 
Gray (2002) puts emphasis on meeting individually with pupils to gain their 

views, particularly those with behavioural and emotional difficulties, such that 

they are provided with the sense that their views are important and they are 

valued. It is also suggested that behaviour in one-to-one sessions can often be 

much different to the disruption and difficult behaviour seen in the classroom, 

with Gray attributing this to the opportunity of engagement and alliance with an 

adult in a one-to-one setting that may not be possible within a more public 

context. 

 
The studies reviewed in this section have explored the views of pupils, parents 

and school staff and have done so via a number of means, often utilising 

methods most appropriate for the participants. The importance of listening to the 

voice of the pupil has been emphasised as well as doing so meaningfully as 

opposed to superficially. Of the papers I have reviewed, none have explored the 

rhetoric from both the TAs and the pupils they support or examined how exactly 

the TA role is viewed and constructed by the pupils. Furthermore, the practice of 

TAs has been said to have a negative impact on pupil outcomes but little 

suggested in regard to how practice can be improved. The following section will 

explore the literature concerning one such approach to improving practice; an 

approach I feel could be applied to the improvement of TA practice when 

working directly with pupils. 

 

5. Coaching 
Originally establishing its identity in the realm of sport, before being adopted for 

use within the business sector, coaching is described by Whitmore (2002) as ‘an 

intervention that has as its underlying and ever-present goal as the building of 

others’ self-belief regardless of the content of the task or issue’ (p. 18). A 

contrasting view of coaching, with the approach somewhat rooted in the 
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negative, identifies it as being concerned with a specific problem which the 

coach helps the client to overcome (Wisker, Exley, Antoniou & Ridley, 2008). 

 
However, little research has been conducting using coaching models within the 

educational sector, despite focus on the importance of continuous professional 

development for staff within schools and settings. Symes (in press) alludes to 

the opportunity for staff supporting pupils with ASD to be given the chance to be 

shadowed by a professional, followed by a period of feedback in regards to their 

practice. Although, not explicitly stated, this professional development activity 

could reflect a coaching’ model.  

 
Where coaching has been used, it has been utilised in a range of ways. From 

using academic coaching to increase pupil’s academic achievement for entry to 

selective high schools or universities (Kenney & Faunce, 2004) to a longitudinal 

study whereby coaching is used to increase teacher efficacy regarding pupil 

achievement (Shilder, 2009). 

 

One way in which a psychological theory has been applied to coaching is 

explored by Spence and Oades (2011). Self-determination theory, founded by 

Deci and Ryan (2000) looks at three basic human needs; autonomy, 

relatedness and competence and it is these needs that Spence and Oades feel 

can be worked upon through a coaching framework. Psychological well-being is 

explored as a potential benefit of coaching as the coach is able to help the 

coachee explore the potential impact of satisfying these basic human needs 

and the positive effect it could have on their performance (Spence & Oades, 

2011). It is suggested that further research could look at the extent to which 

participants feel more committed to their goals following ‘autonomy supportive 

work-related conversations (i.e. coaching)’ (p. 49, 2011) in comparison to 

alternative supportive mechanisms, such that an evidence base for this 

technique may emerge. 

 

Monsen and Cameron (2002) illustrate a model of coaching to be used with 

teaching staff. It is suggested by the authors that coaching not only provides a 

space in which the individual can reflect on their practice, but also acts as a 
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medium through which the coach is able to challenge attitudes and approaches 

to problems attempted by the participant (Monsen & Cameron, 2002). It is 

believed that in challenging current staff practice and raising the problem 

dimensions to a public level, a process of ‘double-loop learning’ (Argyris & 

Schön, 1996) can take place, where alternative processes and solutions to 

problems are explored and considered as opposed to simply amending old, 

existing approaches to problem solving. Monsen and Cameron believe 

coaching staff to work through problems is more likely to effect change as 

opposed to one-off staff training sessions, however do not make explicit their 

reasoning for this assertion. 

 

Another use of coaching, outlined by Swafford (1998) is the reciprocal process 

of ‘peer coaching’. Swafford discusses the application of differing coaching 

styles at particular times in a teacher’s career (e.g. technical coaching when 

they first qualify in order to learn new skills passed on by their colleagues, 

progressing to more reflective coaching practice once these skills have been 

harnessed) but do not suggest the application of such approaches for use with 

TAs. 

 

Carnahan, Williamson, Clarke and Sorensen (2009) provide a brief guide for 

teachers and the supervisory role they could be undertaking in order to support 

the development of the ‘Paraeducators’ working within their classroom (here, 

the term ‘Paraeducator’ is used in place of the term TA). It is recommended that 

teachers draw up supervisory contracts with their staff as well as developing a 

shared philosophy of what it is they would like to achieve as a professionals 

team and throughout the supervisory relationship. It is suggested that more 

formal performance assessments be conducted within the staff team (led by the 

teacher), however I feel that this could serve to diminish the working 

relationship if the TA feels scrutinised by the person with whom they regularly 

work. Coaching in this instance, I feel, may be best conducted with a neutral 

professional, such as an EP. 

 

5.1 Solution-Focused Coaching  
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Founded by colleagues Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim Berg in the 1980’s, 

Solution Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT) is described as a future-focused, goal 

oriented approach to change (de Shazer & Dolan, 2007) in one of de Shazer’s 

last publications, following his death in 2005. The nature of SFBT is somewhat 

understated with key messages being ‘if it works do more of it’ (p. 2, 2007) as 

well as the idea of big changes resulting from small steps. Emphasis within 

SFBT is on the language of solutions, not problems, enabling the client to 

envisage a preferred future and the steps they need to take in order for that 

future to be achieved. 

 
Solution-focused thinking is explored by Rhodes and Ajmal (1995) in terms of its 

application to school practice, whilst Stobie, Boyle and Woolfson (2005) discuss 

the implications of using solution focused practice within the EP profession. 

They suggest solution focused techniques are attractive to EPs as the focus is 

on change rather than searching for a problem, as well as suggesting that goal 

attainment ‘scaling’ can be used as a method for evidencing the impact of the 

solution-focused techniques employed (Stobie et al. 2005). 

 

Metcalfe (1995) refers more simply to the application of Solution Focused Brief 

Therapy as a ‘competency-based conversation’ designed to ‘assist the educator 

in identifying competent behaviour in student and teacher behaviours which 

develop into solutions’ (p. 69, 1995).   

 
‘Working on What Works’ (WoWW) is a solution-focused coaching programme 

designed for use when working with whole classrooms and teaching staff, 

usually focused on increasing positive classroom behaviour (Lloyd, Bruce & 

Mackintosh, 2012). WoWW focuses on elements of positive practice by teaching 

staff and pupil behaviour, following a period of classroom observation and 

individual, as well as group feedback sessions. 

 

Lloyd et al. (2012) found positive outcomes when evaluating the WoWW 

approach within ten Scottish primary schools. Focus groups conducted with 

pupils revealed their positivity about the approach generally, claiming the 

feedback had helped them to work harder as well as improve their listening and 

learning skills (Lloyd et al., 2012). Furthermore, ‘WoWW’ coaching sessions 
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have also been conducted in America and preliminary findings reported by Kelly 

and Bluestone-Miller (2009). Pre- and post-test measures show that teachers’ 

perception of class behaviour as well as their self-perceptions both appeared to 

increase (Kelly & Bluestone-Miller, 2009). A limitation of these studies is the 

direct attribution of the WoWW programme to the positive change reported, 

rather than the acknowledgement of the range of other influential environmental 

factors that may have had an impact. 

 
The Improving Behaviour in Schools (IBIS) programme, as devised in 

conjunction with Bristol Educational Psychology Service, incorporates a solution-

focused coaching programme that has been reviewed by Davies and Hayes 

(2008). Interviews were conducted with participants following the coaching 

programme (consisting of observations followed by individual solution-focused 

feedback sessions). Teachers were reported to value the solution-focused 

nature of the feedback (focusing on what went well and what could be improved 

next time) as well as the strategies suggested by the coach that would go some 

way towards effectuating change. The participants also felt it valuable to reflect 

upon their practice, however it was felt that senior staff ‘buy-in’ to the approach 

was key to its continued implementation and ability to bring about positive 

change (Davies & Hayes, 2008). 

 

In their review of approaches employed by EPs to promote problem-solving 

capabilities amongst school staff, Bennett and Monsen (2011) make reference 

to school staff coaching. The authors make the case that although appearing to 

have an impact, the coaching model does not appear to make use of a clear 

structure in regards to the continuation or cessation of coaching sessions once 

the first round of coaching takes place. Bennett and Monsen also question how 

coaching is discussed and planned for within settings as well as the process of 

identifying potential participants, an area that would require careful thought and 

planning as well as the direct collaboration with participants. 

 
Iveson, George and Ratner (2012) refer largely to the principles of SFBT within 

their brief coaching approach. The book addresses each element of the 

coaching, exploring the relationship between the coach and client, how best to 

end coaching sessions and particular SFBT techniques that a coach might 
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employ. However very little difference is discernable between the structures and 

content of the coaching model and SFBT generally, despite the books title 

(2012). However the publication represents a current mechanism for coaching 

and continually likens the coaching format to that of a therapeutic conversation 

allowing the process to be client-centred. 

 

The coaching models explored above illustrate the effective use of coaching 

through the use of case study methods, outlined by Yin (2009) as being useful 

when the research is to be conducted in a naturalistic, real-life context. Case 

study approaches also fit well with the idea of eliciting the views of TAs, and 

especially pupils, in ways that suit them best within a comfortable setting. 

Robson (2002) suggests that sets of individual case studies can be studied 

where there are common features between participants in a particular setting, 

allowing for a slightly larger group of participants to be included within the 

research. 

 
I feel utilising a similar approach with TAs could help to improve the role, 

fostering a greater appreciation of support staff generally, improving links 

between support staff, teaching staff and pupils, as well as equipping TAs to be 

able to increase pupils’ sense of independence and attainment. As Metcalf 

(1995) states, the idea of solution-focused approaches is to allow educators to 

realise their own abilities to solve problems they face, when often their 

competencies have gone unnoticed. Similarly I feel the approaches would be of 

use with pupils, as the views and preferences for particular types of TA support 

have been missed within the body of literature identified here. 

	  

6. My Research  
Having explored current discourses regarding TA effectiveness in terms of 

outcomes for pupils with SEN, as well as the ways in which views of participants 

regarding TA support can be gathered effectively, I feel there is work to be done 

in regards to exploring the rhetoric of TA use from those at the heart of the 

profession. As previously stated, I have seldom seen the perspectives of both 

TAs and the pupils they support presented together and are, instead, 

considered as separate lines of enquiry. Despite some recommendations for 
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change to TA practice, very few studies have actively sought to increase 

capacity for effective working. Both of these are areas I aim to address. 

 

As a result of these conclusions, I therefore feel it justified and timely to strive to 

examine the rhetoric and reality of TA use within primary settings, gained from 

those for whom it matters the most; TAs and the pupils they support. Secondly, 

an examination of the features explored within the ‘Wider Pedagogical Role’ 

model as illustrated by Blatchford et al (2012), would seek to affirm the reality of 

these assertions from those within the profession. Finally, the employment of a 

coaching framework to provide reflective space for staff and pupils will be 

utilised, allowing each to consider their part in the educational relationship, with 

a view to eventually improving the nature of that relationship and the ensuing 

positive outcomes for the pupil. 
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