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Research on the Deployment and Impact of Support Staff in Schools

A briefing for Parent Partnership Services
Background

Over the past ten years there has been a large increase in the number and FTE of support staff employed in schools. One of the principle functions of support staff is assisting children with a disability or SEN to access learning. The Deployment and Impact of Support staff in Schools project at the Institute for Education is the first large scale study of the impact of these support staff running from 2004 until 2009. This briefing outlines their key findings published in August 2009 as they relate to children with a disability or SEN.

Background findings

The research found:

· A continued increase in the number of support staff in schools between 2004 and 2009, especially in the Teaching Assistant (TA) category;

· One of the main reasons for change in support staff numbers given by schools was the increase in the number of pupils with SEN;

· The vast majority of support provided by TAs, both in and out of the classroom, was for low attaining pupils and those with SEN.

· 35% of support staff had qualifications above GCSE level and 65% had qualifications at GCSE level or lower;

· The average wage for support staff was £9.71 per hour; 

· The vast majority of support staff were white females, aged 36 or over; and

· Support staff satisfaction was lower than in other aspects of their employment in regards to training, development and still less with their pay.

Interaction between support staff and pupils with a disability or SEN

Positive outcomes of contact with support staff

· Support staff had a positive effect on teachers’ level of job satisfaction – teachers perceived that support staff helped to meet the individual needs of their pupils, enhanced pupils’ learning and achievement, and increased the time available for teaching leading to more personalised learning programmes.

· Teachers also reported that they saw improvements in pupils’ attitudes and motivation to work, their willingness to play an active part in lessons, and in their behaviour.

· Although there was little evidence that the amount of extra support received by pupils over a school year improved their ‘Positive Approaches to Learning’ (PAL) (e.g., distractibility, motivation, disruptive behaviour) at primary level, there was a strong relationship between additional support and all eight of the PAL outcomes at Year 9.

Negative outcomes of contact with support staff

· Particularly at secondary level, the more contact pupils had with support staff the less individual attention they had from teachers.

· TAs interactions with pupils, compared to teachers’ interactions with pupils, tended to be more concerned with the completion of tasks rather than learning and understanding, and TAs tended to be reactive rather than proactive.

· Throughout the study there was there was a consistent negative relationship between staff ratings of the amount of support a pupil received and the progress they made in English, mathematics, and, in the second wave of research, science. 

· The research is clear that the more support pupils received, the less progress they made, even after controlling for other factors that might be expected to explain the relationship such as pupils’ prior attainment, SEN status and income. 

Observations made within schools about the work of support staff

· There tended to be little opportunity for support staff to meet with teachers beyond brief and ad hoc handovers before, during or after lessons. Opportunities for support staff and teachers to communicate and plan, prepare for and feedback on lessons and intervention sessions, and the effect this had on how prepared support staff were for the tasks they undertook were limited.

· The majority of support staff felt under-prepared for the tasks they carried out, picking up important subject and pedagogical knowledge ‘in the moment’. Whether support staff are prepared for their roles is a key factor in effective deployment.

· There is often a lack of clarity regarding the exact role of support staff, and it often depends on the practices of individual teachers.

· There is little consistency in the line management of support staff, with teachers, other support staff, SENCOs, deputy heads and head teachers all having management responsibilities depending on the school.

· TA’s explanations of concepts were sometimes inaccurate or confusing; teachers used prompts whereas TAs more frequently supplied pupils with answers rather than helping them understand the questions.

· Many TAs were solely responsible for planning the learning intervention sessions they delivered to low ability / SEN pupils. The teachers of the pupils involved in these programmes were detached from this day-to-day planning, delivery and assessment process

Conclusion
The research clearly identifies that the more support pupils received from support staff the less progress they made, including when taking into account factors such as SEN. The possible reasons for this are alluded to in the report: the more time a child receives from support staff the less time they receive from the teacher; support staff are not well qualified despite increasingly taking on a teaching role; support staff are often under-prepared because of a lack of contact with teachers; and there is too much responsibility placed on support staff without a corresponding level of support.
The full report can be found here:

http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/research/data/uploadfiles/DCSF-RR148.pdf 
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