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Abstract

This paper revisits a previous publication which questioned how Teaching Assistants (TAs) manage
behaviour in mainstream English primary schools (Clarke and Visser, 2016). That paper highlighted the
lack of specific research in the area and noted, that despite increases in research on TAs work, there
remained a lack of understanding in relation to how TAs supported children’s non-academic or ‘soft
skills’. Following on from that, this paper details the findings of a doctoral research project that
investigated factors that constrained and supported TAs’ management of behaviour. Using the
findings from that research, this paper offers suggestions to the to the question | outlined in the
previous paper ‘Teaching Assistants managing behaviour - who knows how they do it?’ (Clarke and
Visser, 2016). Concepts including TAs’ understanding of their ‘place’, the impact of agency and how
consistency in a range of areas influenced the agency TAs experienced in managing behaviour will be
discussed.
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Introduction

Teaching Assistants (TAs) in English primary schools have seen a significant change in their
working lives in school - most evident in expectations of their work with children. Ofsted (2004) raised
the first note of caution about TAs’ increasingly direct pedagogical role and suggested that it required
investigation. Nevertheless it continued to increase, outweighing any other aspect of their
deployment (Blatchford, Russell, Bassett, Brown and Martin, 2007; Trent, 2014). Rose and O’Neill

(2009) proposed that;

It is evident from the data that many [TAs] now perceive themselves to be part of a
teaching partnership engaged in collaboration with teachers on a range of pedagogical
activities. (p.225)

The evolution from historic descriptions of TAs’ role as ‘a bit of money for housewives’ (Smith, Whitby
and Sharp, 2004) to current definitions of TAs as both para-professionals and pedagogues has resulted
in a lack of a cohesive understanding of the role. Quicke (2003) suggested TAs were ‘left in an
ambiguous position with no clear boundaries’, supported by later research suggesting a lack of clarity

on ‘roles’, ‘autonomy’ and ‘professional identity’ (Blatchford, Bassett, Brown and Webster, 2009).

Research on TAs’ work has seen a significant increase, in the main utilising data collected for
the ‘formidably extensive’ (Fletcher-Campbell, 2010) Deployment and Impact of Support Staff report
(Blatchford, Russell and Webster, 2012). Nevertheless, there has been little investigation of how
children’s ‘soft-skills” including behaviour are supported, despite calls for research in this area (Clarke
and Visser, 2016; 2017; Giangreco, Suter and Doyle, 2010; Graves, 2013; Howes, 2003; Rubie-Davies,
Blatchford, Webster, Koutsoubou and Bassett, 2010; Sharples, Webster and Blatchford, 2015). The
paucity of specific study is concerning given expectations in government publications that TAs play a
key role in managing behaviour (DfES, 2002; 2003; 2006; DfE, 2013, 2016). Others have also reiterated
the ‘pivotal role’ TAs have in managing behaviour (Blatchford et al., 2007; Groom, 2006; Groom and
Rose, 2005; HMI, 2002; Kerry, 2005). Mansaray (2006) contended that TAs provided invaluable

‘support for behaviour issues’, and were often ‘the extra eyes and ears’ for teachers. Groom and Rose



(2005) also found many schools had an ‘overwhelming perception’ that part of TAs’ role was

supporting the management of behaviour;

Implicit in this role is the support for promoting classroom rules, reminding pupils of
expectations, dealing with conflict and keeping individual pupils on task. (p. 25)

This reflected Mansaray’s (2006) assertion that TAs’ ‘surveillance function is implicitly assumed’ - by
both TAs and teachers. It can be argued that the range of roles TAs fulfil, even when not unequivocally
associated with managing behaviour, often encompass aspects of it. This makes understanding how
TAs engage with the role and how they can be facilitated in managing behaviour an important

consideration.

Research project

The suggestions this paper outlines are based on the findings of my (used in reference to the
first author) doctoral research, undertaken to answer the question: How do TAs view their role in
managing behaviour in relation to a whole school behaviour policy and what are their points of tension
in fulfilling this role? The study involved two discrete groups of TAs working in mainstream English
primary schools. Group one were all employed in the same primary school, whilst the second group
of TAs were employed across a range of primary schools. The research was qualitative and conducted

from a social constructionist, feminist viewpoint using a pragmatic, pluralist methodology.

The research was rooted in social constructionism, as it understood knowledge to be ‘socially
and culturally constructed’ (Savin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013). Burr (2003) proposed this
recognition that individuals constructed ‘social meaning and shared reality’ through ‘interactions’
naturally lent itself to research with a focus on the exploration of individual’s ‘construction of meaning’
(Savin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013). The study also adopted a position that did not ‘add’ women in

‘but begins from their perspective’ and was ‘grounded in the daily experiences of women’ (Letherby,



2003). The desire to ‘highlight the overlooked experiences and practices of women’ (Kohli and
Burbules, 2013) also provided a feminist context for the research as well as the entirely female cohort
of the first group of TAs (sample 1) and the largely female dominated role (with ninety five percent of

all TAs being female [DfE, 2017]).

Devecchi (2005) stated that her research into TAs traversed ‘diverse areas’ which she noted,
necessitated a range of ‘epistemological requirements’. ‘Casts’ (Savin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013)
or overtones from a range of different methodologies were drawn on for this research. Goodbody and
Burns (2011) noted the challenges they faced in finding a methodology that was ‘epistemologically
and ontologically consistent” with the aims of their research, whilst Frost and Nolas (2011) discussed
how a pragmatic approach addressed some of these issues by allowing them to utilise a ‘combination
of ontological positions’. Under a pragmatic research umbrella it is possible to combine several
different approaches and methodologies (Caelli, Ray and Mill, 2003) and this pluralist perspective was
able to limit some of the issues concomitant with discrete methodologies (Onwuegbuzie and Leech,
2005). In this research, pragmatism was used to connect the constructivist and feminist
epistemological perspective with data collection techniques that enabled a focus on hearing and
maintaining the participants’ voice, and their understanding of the tensions they experienced (for a

more detailed consideration see: Clarke and Visser, 2018; Clarke, 2019).

Data was collected from interviews, a focus group, questionnaires and the analysis of a

behaviour policy. The figure below (figure 1) shows the chronology of data collection.



Figure 1: Chronology of data collection across both groups of participants
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Research depicts the ‘average’ TA as having a specific set of characteristics. Contextual
information collated from some of the questions in the questionnaire given to participants in group 1
was compared with that from published research to ascertain how closely my respondents were
comparable with the wider TA population. The collated data is from TAs in group one is shown in table

two below.

Table 2: Table comparing features of TAs in sample 1 with those from research

Research suggested the average TA was...

(Bach, Kessler and Heron, 2006; Blatchford et al., 2007; DfE, 2017; HMI, | Participants in sample 1 (TAs A — M)
2002; Quicke, 2003; Smith et al., 2004)

Largely female (95%) Female (100%)
21-30= 8%
31-40= 8%
41 -50 years old 41-50= 46%
51+ = 38%
0—-4yrs.=23%
9 or more years’ experience 5-9yrs.=31%

10+ yrs.=46%
Family commitments All mothers




After the data from TAs in sample one was analysed, all identifying initials were replaced by single
letters to provide anonymity. TAs A — M all participated in the questionnaire, TAs A — K took part in

the focus group and TAs A — D were interviewed.

Table two shows that the participants in sample one had many key features in common with
the ‘average’ TA depicted in research. Although it is erroneous to suggest that the findings from my
research are generalizable to all TAs, the representativeness of participants in sample one suggests
that there may be what Sim (1998) considered ‘transfer’ to TAs in other contexts. Bassey (1999)
similarly proposed ‘fuzzy generalisations’ may be more appropriate than generalisability due to their
focus on ‘possibility’ rather than ‘certainty’. It is ‘possible’ that TAs working in other contexts may also
experience some, or all of the tensions TAs in my research did, but it is not a ‘certainty’. As findings
from my research largely mirror the tensions highlighted for TAs by the review of literature, the
‘possibility’ of some of the tensions in managing behaviour being generalisable exists, but they cannot

be a ‘certainly’ due to the impact of TAs’ context.

As noted, there is a scarcity of extant research focused explicitly on how TAs manage
behaviour, consequently generic constraints were gathered from published literature on TAs’ at the
beginning of the research as a starting point. It was anticipated that there would be some alignment
between factors which were generically disadvantageous for TAs, and those which specifically
constrained their behaviour management. Many similarities were identified between the data
collected and extant literature. Table two below details the themes from my data and general

constraining factors from published research.



Figure 2: Table showing key themes emerging from the literature and data

Emerging themes from literature review Emerging themes from data analysis (group 1 and 2) as
as generic constraining factors for TAs constraining factors for TAs’ management of behaviour
Role clarity Role creep, role definition
Training Experience and mothering
Power ‘Know your place’, undermining the teacher, support from SLT
Whole school approaches Communication, consistency
Deployment Deployment, knowing and relationships with children
Social practices Experience, deployment, relationships with teachers
Teacher/TA relationship Relationship with teachers, helping and supporting the teacher

Many of the issues raised by my participants were intertwined and echoed the themes drawn
out from published research. TAs in my research highlighted the range of inconsistencies they
experienced in role clarity, training, deployment, relationships with teachers and children, and the
whole school behaviour policy as constraining their ability to manage behaviour. One new theme,
which will now be discussed, was produced by my participants that was not well reported in the

research reviewed - need for TAs to ‘know their place’.

Findings

One of the key themes that emerged, in the focus group and interviews, was the self-described
requirement for my participants to ‘know their place’. This understanding of ‘place’ was echoed by all
interviewees, with TA D stating that teachers should be shown ‘respect’ and that TAs needed to ‘be
very careful not crossing a line’. All of my participants were conscious of the boundary that they felt

existed between the teacher and TA - expressed as the need to ‘know your place’ - delineating the




difference between the roles in managing behaviour as TAs perceived it. Watson, Bayliss and
Pratchett's (2013) research, which also focused on TAs’ experiences, was alone in including the
concept of ‘know your place’, with the term also being contributed by TAs in their study. This may be
due to the atypical nature of the response which is not generalisable to the wider TA population.
Conversely, it may be that published research has not focused on the experiences of TAs, who remain
‘voiceless’, despite repeated calls to address this (Gilbert, Warhurst, Nickson, Hurrell and Commander,

2012; Lehane, 2016; Roffey-Barentsen and Watt, 2014; Trent, 2014).

Reflecting on the contributions of my participants, specifically their references to ‘place’, a
new theme emerged during the latter phases of the data analysis. This was the concept of agency,
which had not been discussed in published research on TAs (see [Graves, 2013; Lehane, 2016; Watson
et al., 2013] as exceptions). The term agency had been used in discussions between myself and my
supervisory team but not explicitly by TAs themselves. An overview and definition of agency will now

be shared.

Agency and TAs

Agency was a pervasive theme in the data for my research, but one not explicitly articulated.
This may be due to challenges in defining this ‘slippery’ term (Edwards, 2015; Emirbayer and Mische,
1998; Hitlin and Elder, 2007) which, despite being ‘widely debated’ (Robinson, 2012) and
‘romanticised’ remains ‘elusive’ (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). Difficulties in understanding how
agency affected TAs were compounded by the challenges of the equivocal definition of agency but
also by ‘little research or theory development’ concerning teacher (assumed to be the most related
field) agency (Biesta, Priestley and Robinson, 2015; Priestley, Edwards, Priestley and Miller, 2012;

Toom, Pyhéltd and Rust, 2015; van der Heijden, Geldens, Beijaard and Popeijus, 2015).



Despite the difficulties surrounding a clear definition, some distinct ideas about the nature of
agency did emerge. Robinson (2012) suggested agency encompassed ‘internalising choices’ and
‘analysing and reflecting’ on ‘past experiences and future trajectories’. Other influences stated to
impact on agency included the ‘expectations and assumptions’ of the agent and others, as well as the
‘external culture’ (Biesta et al., 2015; Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Robinson, 2012). Considering of
the impact of structure on agency was pertinent as TAs in my research highlighted structural aspects
which they suggested constrained their ability to manage behaviour. These included their deployment
across a range of classes and with a number of teachers, which impacted on their relationships with
the children and staff they worked with and reduced communication time. Participants also raised
issues of support from the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) for any decisions they made in relation to
behaviour management. Giddens's (1984) structuration theory considered agency, as Panti¢ (2015)
also noted, as ‘contingent with social structures’. Others (Bandura, 2000; Hitlin and Elder, 2007; van
der Heijden et al., 2015) also cited the ‘mutually constitutive and highly interdependent’ relationship
between agency and social context, supporting Bandura's (2006) emphasis on the ‘reciprocal
interplay’ between ‘interpersonal, behavioural and environmental determinants’ on agency.
Emirbayer and Mische's (1998) definition of agency proposed it was ‘intrinsically social and relational’

and;

...both reproduces and transforms those structures and interactive response to the
problems posed by changing historical situations.” (p. 970)

Considerations of agency including historical, social, relational and structural facets links to TAs’
evolving role and expectations of them (Blatchford et al., 2012; DfEE 1997; DfES, 2000; 2001; 2003;

2006; DfE, 2010; Smith et al., 2004).

The TA population is also overwhelmingly female (95% in 2017 [DfE, 2017]) and Davies (1991)
asserted that from a feminist perspective, agency was ‘the exception rather than the rule’ for women.

This allied with Graves's (2011) argument that TAs’ role was ‘powerfully gendered’ limiting ‘choices’



and ‘agency’. Davies (1991) argued that any definitions of agency that existed were underpinned by
‘masculine and elite’ assumptions which did not acknowledge the ‘normative interactive nature of
agency’. Abrams (1999) feminist definition of agency also understood it as ‘intersecting’ a wide range
of interrelated areas, mirroring the intertwined nature of the tensions identified for TAs from the

review of literature.

The lack of a clear definition of agency resulted in selecting one that seemed most appropriate

from extensive reading. Toom et al. (2015) proposed that teacher agency was associated with;

..active efforts to make choices and intentional action in a way that makes a
significant difference. (p. 615)

It will be used as the definition of agency in this paper as it encompasses the key issues for TAs that
emerged through the review of literature and highlights TAs’ ability to make choices and act

intentionally are often constrained by structural, social and historical factors.

Agency as a factor that constrains TAs managing behaviour

The influence of agency permeated many of the responses from TAs in my research, often
described by the actions TAs took (or didn’t take) to manage behaviour. All participants in my research
concurred that they had a ‘vital role’ (TA K) in managing behaviour; yet their responses noted the
importance of ‘taking the lead from the teacher’ (TA B), being ‘low key’ (TA A) and supporting the

teacher without ‘undermining them’ (TA D).

| would do it in a subtle way (.) in any case | wouldn’t want to undermine a teacher
because sometimes | think if you go in really heavy handed that might not be the way
that teacher would deal with it (.) and | think (.) I’'m not a teacher in the classroom,
I'm a TA (.) | feel | just need to assist. (TA C).

Perceptions that TAs’ actions might undermine the teacher appeared to be linked with the view that

their role was an auxiliary one, with all respondents noting they were there to ‘support’ the teacher.



I think it’s ultimately the teacher in the classroom, it’s their responsibility to deal with

behaviour. | would only do that if | was in the role of HLTA and the teacher wasn’t

there so the decision was mine. (TA A)

Reflecting published research, TAs in my research suggested that their title defined their role
as a supporting or ‘assisting’ one (Graves, 2013; Harris and Aprile, 2015; Roffey-Barentsen and Watt,
2014; Trent, 2014). Watson et al. (2013) in their research suggested that the term ‘papa-professional’,
now commonly used to describe TAs, alluded to them as ‘not professional’ and implied a lack of status,
as ‘be-coming or not-quite professional’;

Part of the claim to being powerful is that professions have a distinct body of knowledge that

others are excluded from, so to be a para-professional surely delimits the knowledge, and

power an occupational group can claim. (p.107)

Participants also perceived implicit power relations between the teacher and TA, placing themselves
in a supporting position in relation to managing behaviour, rather than feeling they had the autonomy,
agency or authority to manage behaviour in the teacher’s classroom. Links between TAs’ autonomy
and role clarity were highlighted by previous research (Blatchford et al., 2009) and, in line with
Blatchford et al's. (2007) findings, the “fluidity’, flexibility, or ‘grey’ area in definitions and boundaries
within TAs’ role caused tensions for my participants. This was reiterated by Wenger-Trayner and
Wenger-Trayner (2015) who proposed that boundaries were ‘places of potential misunderstanding’
and that confusion may be the result of ‘different regimes of competence, commitments, values,

repertoires and perspectives’.

Soini, Pietarinen, Toom and Pyhalto (2015) proposed agency could be understood as ‘identities
in motion’, where schools ‘offer positions and identities for individuals to inhabit’ influencing how they
‘engage’. The idea of flexible and changing identities allies with TAs’ evolving role in schools. From this
perspective, the shifting ‘positions’ and ‘identities’ given to TAs by schools and individual teachers

could influence TAs” agency and therefore, the actions they take to manage behaviour. TA C noted how



‘some teachers take their role more seriously’ and saw themselves ‘differently’ - the implication in this
difference was that teachers were ‘above’ TAs.

| think some teachers are like ‘yeah I'm a teacher but | am willing to learn and | am

open to ideas and suggestions’ and other teachers (.) ‘l am the teacher’. (TA C)

As a result of these implicit differences in teachers’ perceptions of their own status and role, TAs were
left unclear about their ‘place’ or identity. TA A contended that they were ‘not sure how to deal with
things, because it is not something that is discussed’. The uncertainty in relation to teachers’
expectations of them in managing behaviour was expressed by TA K; ‘I sometimes wonder what
teacher’s expectations are..what point I'm going to go to’. Participants in my research found it
challenging developing any ‘ownership’ or agency in behaviour management as;

...often we don’t know what our role is (.) in some classrooms you go ‘I’'m going to be

doing that’, it makes it a lot easier and you automatically feel more comfortable,

because you know what your role is and what’s expected of you. (TA C)

Edwards (2011, p.34) defined relational agency as ‘working with others to strengthen
purposeful responses to complex problems’, suggesting that it was a fluid and twofold process. She
proposed that it required a recognition of the ‘motives and the resources that others bring to bear’
through their interpretation of situations, and to ‘aligning one’s own responses’ to those made by
other professionals. It can be seen by my participants’ responses that without opportunities to
understand teacher’s ‘motives’ in managing behaviour, it was challenging for them to ‘align their
responses’. It could be suggested that for TAs in my research their agency was constrained by a lack of
understanding their ‘place’ in managing behaviour. This was recounted by TA D, who stated,;

Sometimes it’s about knowing your place (.) some teachers might not want you to

have that input because they are the ones that should actually be disciplining the

class, so there is a line that you don’t want to cross which | think affects how you deal

with things.

Despite the importance participants put on ‘knowing their place’ to guide their management of

behaviour, they were in the challenging position of not knowing their place, a theme mirrored by

Watson et al.’s (2013) findings;



Many of the TLSAs [TAs] worked with more than one teacher and managed their
different relationships accordingly... in all cases TLSAs [TAs] felt the need to be
reassured that they were behaving in accordance with others’ expectations of them.
(p.108)

The inconsistency in teachers’ expectations and the uncertainty this resulted in was
exemplified in a participant’s statement that ‘it’s a personality thing’ - that expectations of TAs
managing behaviour relied on individual teachers. Maguire, Ball and Braun (2010) highlighted the

variation in perceptions that mediated an ‘understanding’ of managing behaviour;

..the professional dispositions of various members of staff seemed to provoke
differences in understanding and pedagogy in the field of behaviour management.
(p. 159)

The need for TAs to understand these ‘professional dispositions’ and to act accordingly reflects my
participants concerns over undermining teachers. This allied with research (Graves, 2012; Quicke,
2003) arguing the lack of clarity in TAs’ roles left them ‘dependent’ on the ‘predilections’ of teachers.
Developing an understanding the teachers’ ‘predilections’ and their expectations of TAs managing
behaviour was mediated by my participants use of ‘common sense’ and ‘inference’ as well as their
‘experience’ with that teacher. TA B commented that with a teacher she knew well she would feel

comfortable taking a more active role;

Someone I've not worked with before I'd find it quite tricky (.) so with them I'd
perhaps take a back seat and just wait for a while, until | knew what was going on. |
wouldn’t just jump in. So | don’t do the same with all teachers {(.)

This mirrored the ‘telepathic’ nature of TAs’ relationships with teachers identified in Barkham's (2008)
research and Thomas's (1992) assertion that TAs’ roles and boundaries were not ‘defined’ but were

‘assumed’.

My participants ‘low key’ strategies, ‘sitting back’ and passivity, as opposed to intervening and

engaging in managing behaviour, led to feelings of ‘helplessness’;



Sometimes you walk in and the class will be in chaos and nothing is being done about
it and you feel that you would normally have that nipped in the bud straight away,
but you feel that as a TA you don’t want to override the teacher because that would
make them feel inadequate. (TA D)

Edwards (2011, p.35) suggested that ‘practices that were being protected by the boundary may
themselves be destabilised by your actions’. Despite TAs’ ‘frustration” (TA A), their concerns that
boundaries between teachers’ and TAs’ roles would be ‘destabilised’ and teachers would be
undermined, resulted in them remaining ‘observers’ (TA C) rather than agents in managing behaviour.
This supported Thomas’s (1992) assertion that ‘fraternity’ was highly important and used as a
‘substitute for role definition’. Barkham (2008) also proposed ‘family metaphors’ and ‘personal
friendships’ went some way towards ‘mediating tensions’ between teachers and TAs. Soini et al.'s

(2015) research also found that ‘the quality of peer relations’ impacted on agency.

Conclusion

This paper aimed to provide some ideas, rather than a definite answer to the question
‘Teaching Assistants managing behaviour — who knows how they do it?” One of the key areas related
to answering that question - agency - has remained largely unexplored in extant research on TAs. For
participants in my research a range of tensions interconnected to reduce their agency in managing
behaviour, centring on overarching issues of consistency and ‘place’. The figure below (figure 3)

illustrates how these key themes enacted a central role in TAs’ management of behaviour.



Figure 3: Links between emerging themes cited in data collection as constraining participants in

managing behaviour
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In my research, TAs’ constrained agency resulted in them becoming observers in the classroom and
not ‘stepping in’ due to concerns over undermining the teacher. Considered from Bandura's (2006)
view that any action taken was contingent on the ‘level of agentic resources, types of activities and
situational circumstances’, it follows that reduced agency or ‘agentic resources’ reduced the actions

TAs took to manage behaviour.

For TAs in this study, the tensions they experienced in defining their ‘place’ was associated
with difficulties in framing their identity as TAs and in understanding how to ‘engage’ with teachers or
children in managing behaviour. As a result, TAs’ agency in ‘interactive situations’ (Burke, 2004) such

as managing behaviour was challenged, as they were unsure of their role compared to that of the



teacher and therefore, how to legitimately act in that role. TAs’ lack of understanding of their ‘place’
in managing behaviour due to limited communication with teachers, and at times the children they
were asked to work with, constrained their ‘judgement in professional practices’ and as a result,
‘agency in interpreting problems’ (Edwards, 2012). The necessity of communication and collaborative
relationships in the development of agency were cited in research (Abrams, 1999; Biesta et al., 2015;
Edwards, 2012; Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Eteldpelto et al., 2015; Priestley et al., 2012; Quinn and

Carl, 2015; Robinson, 2012; van der Heijden et al. 2015).

As soon as we erase plurality we deprive others of their actions, and as a result we
deprive ourselves of our possibility to act and hence to be an agent. (Biesta and
Tedder, p.24)

This research proposes that participants’ agency was constrained by their restricted opportunities to
gain an insight into teachers’ expectations of TAs’ role in managing behaviour. This was reflected,

particularly in Emirbayer and Mische's (1998) conceptualisation of agency, where they highlighted the;

..importance of intersubjectivity, social interaction and communication as critical
components of agentic processes: agency is always a dialogical process by and
through which actors...engage with others... (p.974)

Supporting Abrams’s (1999) findings, my research highlights the ‘multiple’ and interrelated
factors that impact on TAs’ agency in managing behaviour. It affirms the argument of others
(Blatchford, Russell and Webster, 2013; Clarke and Visser 2016; 2017; Giangreco, 2013; Giangreco et
al., 2010; Graves, 2013; Howes, 2003; Rubie-Davies et al., 2010) calling for further research into TAs’
‘soft skills’. Developing an understanding of how TAs support children’s non-academic development
may be a starting point to develop conversations in schools that afford TAs greater clarity in their roles

and relationships, and as a result — greater agency.
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