An introduction to VUWBO Teaching Assistants
TAs are an indispensible part of the school workforce, yet research has found that the
support they provide has no effect on pupil attainment. The reason for this has little to do
with TAs. Instead, the evidence shows that schools tend to use TAs in ways that inhibit their
potential, rather than release it.
For school leaders, the message is clear: TAs should be deployed in ways that ‘add value’ to
what teachers do, not replace them. Essential to informing school leaders’ decisions about
more effective TA deployment are good quality data on the current situation in classrooms
and how effectively teachers use this valuable resource.
When in a lesson the observer should have in mind the decision-making behind what they
are observing in relation to TA use. It is likely that SLT will observe with Ofsted in mind, the
key point about TAs from the new framework is this: ‘Inspectors must evaluate the use of
and contribution made by TAs’.
It’s worth noting that ‘use of’ and ‘contribution made’ are not terms that are further defined
by the framework, so this is arguably a positive thing for school leaders. The message from
the DfE is one of autonomy: headteachers should decide on the employment and
deployment of TAs – not the DfE. So this, in a sense, is what is behind the Ofsted framework:
what is the quality of decision-making connected to the use of and contribution made by
TAs?
At one level, the question has to be asked of SLT: what are the strategic school-level
decisions that have been taken to ensure best use of TAs? This provides a context for
evaluating teachers’ decisions at the classroom level.
The job for school leaders, then, is to provide the justification for the uses of TAs inspectors
might observe, and provide evidence of TAs’ contribution. The framework does not support
inspectors’ personal prejudices (e.g. how they think TAs should be deployed), so school
leaders can set the agenda: ‘This is what we do here, and this is the impact it has’.
It’s worth noting that an example of this would be the decision to use TAs to do teachers’
admin tasks, so that teachers could spend more time planning, teaching booster groups,
assessing, etc. The TA impact on learning, therefore, is indirect; teacher impact is direct.
Coming back the slider user, our observer ought also to have in mind what the school’s
position is on the role, purpose and contribution of TAs. That is to say:
•

What are the broad roles TAs have in school (e.g. delivering structured
interventions; support in classrooms, etc.) and what the finer-grained features of
these roles; specifically, what do we mean by the term ‘support’? What does it look
like in the various context we deploy TAs?

•

What is the purpose of these roles? Why do we need TAs to perform these roles?
This has to be driven mainly by the needs of the students (all of them; not just those
with SEN). So, if for example, we have a school where reading levels of the children
are dangerously near the floor level, a specific purpose might be to deploy TAs in
ways that prioritise opportunities to develop reading skills. This might be by (in part)
having TAs skilled up in delivering reading interventions, reinforcing reading all the
time in the classroom, and/or freeing up teachers to spend more time with
strugglers (another example of the indirect effect).

•

Finally, contribution. What this relates to is the all-important impact. So as
mentioned before, SLT have a clear sense of where they are likely to see impact as a
consequence of their TA deployment decisions.

Importantly, if the school doesn't have a clear vision in relation to these three things, it will
most likely be the reason for variations in classroom practice, or high incidences of less
effective practice, picked up by evident in the observation data.
I think it is essential for observers to, in effect, put school policy regarding TAs under the
microscope when they use the slider. We are increasingly of the view that this really
matters. In the work we’ve undertaken, teachers are very quick to point to the broad school
level factors that maximise or inhibit what they do, and over which they tend to have much
less control. The same goes for TAs; more so as they are more removed from decisionmaking than teachers.
SLT need, therefore to critique their own decision-making, as well as what the teacher is
doing. If the slider is to be used to talk to teachers and TAs about their practice, the observer
needs to be prepared to address comments that address issues with school-level barriers.
Also, the language of responsibility and accountability in relation to TAs needs to be
carefully considered. I think the slider ought to avoid suggestions that TAs are responsible
for progress and outcomes, when it is teachers who are accountable for the provision and
progress of the all pupils in their class.
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