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The Evidence Around Teaching Assistants
Week 1 – Working with Teaching Assistants

Slide 1 – Title
Welcome to Week 1 of our Working with Teaching Assistants series.
Teaching assistants make an enormous contribution to school life and to the pupils they support.
But research gives us an important message: simply having more adult support doesn't automatically result in better learning.
What matters is how that support is used.
Across this series, we'll think about how teachers, TAs, SENDCos and leaders can work together to make additional adult support as effective as possible.
And that's important from the outset.
This isn't a series about what TAs need to do differently.
It's about how all of us work together to create the conditions for effective support.

Slide 2 – Safeguarding Spark
As always, we begin with safeguarding.
Consider this scenario.
A pupil works closely with a TA every day.
One afternoon, while the teacher is busy, the pupil quietly tells the TA:
“I don't want to go home today.”
The TA wonders whether to wait and tell the teacher later because:
“They know the family better than I do.”
Take a moment to discuss:
What should happen?
Think particularly about whether somebody's role or how well they know the family should influence what happens next.

Slide 3 – Safeguarding Spark: Response
The TA should respond in line with the school's safeguarding procedures.
They should listen calmly, avoid investigating or asking leading questions and reassure appropriately without promising confidentiality.
The pupil's words should be recorded accurately and the concern reported promptly through the agreed safeguarding route.
Crucially, the TA shouldn't assume that somebody else will pass the information on.
TAs can spend significant amounts of time alongside pupils.
That means they may notice changes, behaviours or comments that other adults don't see or hear.
So the message is simple:
Safeguarding is everyone's responsibility.
Role, responsibility or job title should never delay reporting a concern.

Slide 4 – Our Journey
This is the first week of our six-week Working with Teaching Assistants journey.
Today, we're starting with the evidence around TA deployment.
In Week 2, we'll look at preparing TAs before lessons.
Then we'll explore supporting without over-supporting and developing independent learners.
Week 5 focuses on effective teacher and TA partnerships.
And finally, we'll reflect on deployment more widely.
Across all six weeks, one idea will keep returning:
The effectiveness of TA support isn't simply about the individual TA.
It depends on preparation, deployment, communication and the way teachers and additional adults work together.

Slide 5 – By the End of This Spark
By the end of today's Spark, you'll have a clearer understanding of what research tells us about TA deployment.
We'll consider why simply increasing adult support doesn't automatically improve learning.
We'll identify some of the unintended consequences that can arise when deployment isn't carefully planned.
We'll also begin to explore the importance of teacher–TA collaboration.
And finally, we'll ask everyone to reflect on how additional adults are currently being used within our own setting.
This isn't about judging current practice.
It's about becoming curious about what our support is actually enabling pupils to do.

Slide 6 – More Adult Support = Better Learning?
It feels completely logical.
A pupil is struggling.
We give them more adult support.
They make more progress.
But the research suggests that relationship isn't quite so straightforward.
The impact of TAs depends on how they're deployed, what they're asked to do, how prepared they are and the quality of the interactions they have with pupils.
It also depends on how closely their work connects to classroom teaching and whether that support develops independence.
So perhaps we need to change the question.
Instead of simply asking:
“Does this pupil have support?”
ask:
“What is the support enabling this pupil to do?”
That's a much more useful conversation.

Slide 7 – A Key Finding
Large-scale UK research into TA deployment raised an important concern.
Unsurprisingly, pupils receiving the greatest amount of TA support were often those with the greatest levels of need.
But those pupils could also experience less interaction with their teacher.
An unintended pattern can develop.
Greater need leads to more TA support.
More TA support leads to less teacher interaction.
And gradually, the pupils who most need access to high-quality teaching can become more separated from it.
This does not mean TAs cause poorer outcomes.
That's an important distinction.
The message from the research is that we need to think carefully about the model of deployment surrounding that support.

Slide 8 – Supplement – Don't Replace
Consider these two models.
In Model A, the teacher teaches the class while the TA remains permanently beside a pupil with SEND.
The TA re-explains, prompts, checks, corrects and manages the task.
Over time, the pupil's main instructional relationship can gradually become the TA.
Now consider Model B.
The teacher retains responsibility for that pupil's learning.
The TA helps the pupil access the teaching, scaffolds strategically and enables participation.
Both adults interact with the pupil.
The TA's support supplements the teacher's teaching rather than replacing it.
That distinction matters.
Additional adult support should help pupils remain connected to high-quality classroom teaching – not unintentionally create a separate learning experience.

Slide 9 – The “Velcro TA”
You may have heard the phrase “Velcro TA” – an adult who remains constantly beside one pupil.
This can be entirely well-intentioned.
We want the pupil to succeed.
We want them to feel safe and supported.
But it's worth considering the possible unintended consequences.
Could the pupil interact less with their peers?
Receive less teacher attention?
Wait for adult prompting?
Become reluctant to attempt something independently?
Have fewer opportunities to make decisions?
Or become dependent on adult reassurance?
Sometimes effective support isn't about providing more.
It's about knowing when to step in – and when to step away.

Slide 10 – What Does Effective TA Support Look Like?
So what might effective support look like in practice?
It could mean scaffolding rather than completing.
Prompting rather than telling.
Allowing processing time.
Encouraging pupils to use classroom resources before turning to the adult.
Supporting interaction with peers.
Reinforcing teacher explanations.
Providing useful feedback to the teacher.
Delivering structured interventions when appropriately trained.
And gradually reducing support where appropriate.
But there's an important point here:
None of this sits solely with the TA.
Teachers and leaders create the conditions in which effective TA practice becomes possible.

Slide 11 – Preparation Matters
Imagine entering a lesson and being told:
“Can you work with this group?”
But you don't know the learning objective.
You don't know the key vocabulary.
You don't know what successful learning looks like.
You aren't sure what support the teacher wants.
You don't know the likely misconceptions or what pupils already know.
And perhaps most importantly, you don't know when you're expected to step in and when you're expected to step back.
Even an excellent TA is now being asked to improvise.
Effective deployment therefore requires communication.
That doesn't necessarily mean lengthy additional meetings or separate planning.
Even a very brief conversation can help:
“This is what we're learning.”
“This is where they may struggle.”
“Try this first.”
“This is what I want them to do independently.”
A small amount of preparation can make support much more purposeful.

Slide 12 – TAs Have Valuable Information Too
And communication shouldn't only travel in one direction:
Teacher → TA.
TAs often observe learning incredibly closely.
They may notice:
“They could do it when the visual remained available.”
“They didn't need me after the first example.”
“The vocabulary was the barrier.”
“They understood it orally but struggled to record it.”
Or:
“They needed fewer prompts today.”
That's valuable assessment information.
It can help the teacher decide what should happen next.
So effective deployment creates a loop:
PLAN → SUPPORT → NOTICE → FEEDBACK → ADAPT.
Teachers provide TAs with useful information before and during learning.
TAs bring useful information back.
And together, adults use what they've noticed to adapt what happens next.

Slide 13 – A Whole-School Responsibility
This means we need to ask different questions at different levels.
For leaders:
How are TAs deployed across the school?
For teachers:
How do I plan for and communicate with additional adults?
For TAs:
How does my support promote thinking and independence?
For SENDCos:
Is support matched carefully to identified barriers?
And for everyone:
Are pupils with the greatest needs still receiving meaningful interaction with their teacher?
Effective TA deployment isn't a TA initiative.
It's a whole-school approach to inclusion.

Slide 14 – Spark Forward
This week, we're not going to introduce a complicated new system.
We're simply going to notice.
Teachers and TAs, choose one lesson and observe.
Who is the TA supporting?
Who is the teacher interacting with?
Who does the pupil turn to first?
How quickly does an adult step in?
How much of the thinking is being done by the pupil?
And:
Could the pupil manage any part of this without adult support?
Then have a two-minute conversation:
“What did we notice?”
Choose just one small adjustment.
Perhaps the teacher checks in with the pupil first.
Perhaps the TA waits slightly longer before prompting.
Maybe the TA circulates rather than remaining beside one pupil.
Or perhaps the pupil uses a classroom resource before asking the adult.
No complicated initiative.
Just notice, discuss and adjust.
Small steps. Stronger practice.

Slide 15 – Evidence & Research
The evidence and further reading underpinning today's Spark are linked here.
You'll find the EEF's Making Best Use of Teaching Assistants guidance alongside its work on Teaching Assistant Interventions and Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Schools.
We've also included the UCL research into the deployment and impact of support staff.
These are particularly useful because they move the conversation away from simply asking whether TAs are valuable.
They help us ask the much more important question:
Under what conditions can TA support have the greatest impact?

Slide 16 – Final Reflection
Let's finish with the key message from today.
Teaching Assistants matter.
But simply placing an adult beside a pupil doesn't guarantee better learning.
So ask:
What is the adult enabling?
Who is doing the thinking?
Is the pupil still connected to their teacher?
Is the support building confidence – or dependence?
Could we gradually step back?
And perhaps most importantly:
Have we given the TA the information, preparation and opportunity they need to succeed?
Effective TA deployment isn't about asking TAs to work harder.
It's about all of us thinking more carefully about how we work together.
The right support.
At the right moment.
For the right reason.
So that every pupil remains connected to high-quality teaching and becomes as independent as possible.
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SMALL STEPS, STRONGER PRACTICE!




