Handout 2


The teacher’s role – key issues analysed

1
Teachers need to brief teaching assistants fully about their roles and responsibilities in the classroom.


Many teaching assistants start working in school with little or no experience. They may have many skills; they may have worked in playgroups or voluntarily in schools, and they may have children of their own; but they may have never worked in the bustling, high-pressure world of today’s school and today’s classroom. Effective schools will have induction programmes and mentoring, as well as focused training that takes place in the classroom and is geared to the specific needs of the teaching assistant, the teacher and the children. For example, all teaching assistants need to know school routines such as times of breaks, and how children leave the school at the end of the day, etc. In a specific classroom, however, there might be a Design and Technology area, for example – the assistant will need to know how children can access this and how children should use tools safely. Teachers must set out ground rules for working together in the same classroom with the same children.

2
Teachers need to provide the time and opportunity for sharing and planning the lessons that the teaching assistants are involved in.


Finding time to do all the tasks that do not involve actual face-to-face contact with children is difficult, and it is often a contentious issue with teachers. The cliché is, if you can’t learn to plan you won’t plan to learn. Planning is essential, and any teaching assistant will be less effective if they do not know what they are doing and why. They need to know what the lesson objectives and the differentiated tasks are. They also have to be aware of the teacher’s expectations regarding the quality of the work, key assessment issues and things such as acceptable noise levels in the classroom. It is possible to share all this information in a weekly meeting, followed by short reminders immediately before each meeting.

3
Teachers need to run a performance management system that provides constant feedback, and identifies the training needs of teaching assistants.


In many ways, successful performance management is linked to a school’s ethos, that values the positive contributions made by all staff. It is about a sharing community that is rigorous in its expectations, how it will reach them and how it will raise standards. Performance management will develop thinking staff who are aware of their goals and targets. It will also identify training needs. Once these have been identified (for example, a group of teaching assistants in your school may feel that they need more classroom ICT skills), then, as part of the programme for raising standards, it should be possible to meet these training needs. With successful training, teaching assistants’ work in the classroom should improve and children will benefit. Without it, teaching assistants will not be able to contribute as much to children’s learning.

4
Teachers need to brief teaching assistants on the characteristics and abilities of each child in the class.


The more teaching assistants know about each child in the class, the better. It is up to the teacher to draw the teaching assistants’ attention to the ability levels as well as groups. This will mean identifying those of high ability as well as low ability, and pointing out why children are placed in certain learning groups. Children with emotional and behavioural difficulties (EBD) will find it difficult to learn, and will achieve little if their fragile hold on patterns of behaviour is broken. Teaching assistants need to know not only how to deal with these children’s problems, but also how best to prevent further problems arising in the classroom.

5
Teachers need to show teaching assistants that they value their contribution.


Everyone likes praise. It is important to let teaching assistants know that their role is vital to the success of the school and to offer them the kind of encouragement that boosts their confidence. Teachers have to be realistic about what teaching assistants can do and what they can achieve. Requests and instructions should be clear and easily understood. Equally, teaching assistants should be encouraged to ask if they do not know what they are supposed to be doing. This is best done in a caring, thoughtful, no-blame atmosphere, where making mistakes is a normal part of life and not something that is ridiculed in any threatening way. It is the teacher’s responsibility to manage and monitor the work of teaching assistants. To do this effectively, so that praise will be due on a daily basis, they have to make it relatively easy for the teaching assistants by:

· holding planning meetings

· giving encouragement

· giving clear instructions

· checking that what is supposed to be happening is happening

· helping assistants who need support

· not overburdening assistants with too many responsibilities for which they have not been trained

· communicating with assistants during lessons

· trusting them to do what is asked of them

· giving them responsibilities that rely on initiative

· not treating them in a ‘below stairs’ way.
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