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Abstract:

The role and numbers of teaching assistants (TAs) in English schools has grown dramatically in recent years.  This is associated with professional development which could give access to Qualified Teacher Status.  This part-time, school based route is consistent with the growth of alternative routes into teaching that are based on an ‘apprenticeship model of teacher training’. This model is consistent with the dominant model of ‘reflective practice’ in teacher training.  This study of a cohort of students in their first year of a part-time degree programme for TAs examines the role of experience from constructivist and socio-cultural perspectives.  It concludes that the TAs social context in school has a significant impact on the potential to learn from experience and this needs to be addressed in the design of such programmes.

School-based learning: constraints and limitations in learning from school experience for Teaching Assistants.

Introduction

In England, as elsewhere, work-based routes to professional development have been a growing trend, with HE institutions working in partnership with employers to develop a range of professionals.  Practical school based experience has long been a feature of Initial Teacher Training (ITT), but recent years have seen the development of initiatives such as the Graduate Teacher Programme and Licensed Teacher Scheme promoting the development of teachers through primarily work-based routes. This article reports on an initiative to provide university accredited professional development and a route to Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) for experienced teaching assistants (T.As) and examines the role of experience in the pedagogy of this programme.

T.As are non qualified adults who assist the teacher in the classroom.  There are 95,000 (TES, 16.11.01) T.As working in English schools.  In primary schools the number has grown by 48% since 1995 while the number of teachers has only grown by 1% (Marr et al 2001).  The role of T.As has also changed and grown (Lee and Mawson 1998).  This has been partly the result of the policy of inclusion of children with special needs in mainstream schools.  This policy has required increased levels of support in schools and a shift in the role of the TA from classroom ‘housekeeping’ (putting up classroom displays, washing up paintpots,) to the provision of direct pedagogical support to the teacher in the classroom.  This changing role can be traced through the changing nomenclature over the last decade, with in-class support being referred to as “classroom assistants”, “non-teaching assistants” and now, increasingly, “teaching assistants”.

The change in the role of the teaching assistant has also been the result of current teacher shortages.   A recognition of growing teacher stress and workloads has meant increasing pressure on schools to use adults other than teachers to support the delivery of the curriculum.  In this climate, teaching assistants have seen the range of activities associated with their role grow and in particular the time spent working with individual and small groups of children.  

Training for teaching assistants has consequently also undergone significant changes.  There has been a development from informal school based induction and training to more formalised Local Education Authority and government programmes culminating in the development of National Vocational Qualifications at level 2 and 3 and a number of HE undergraduate courses including the new employment based ‘Foundation Degree’.

Part of the government’s vision is to change the way in which teaching assistants are deployed and work, in order to reduce teacher workload and support improvements in the quality of pupil’s education.  In a recent government consultation document (DfES 2002) the government has put forward proposals for enhancing the role of teaching assistants, the development of “higher level” teaching assistants and regularising the teaching assistant’s input into the learning programme.

Such developments necessitate the specification and recognition of skill levels required by teaching assistants.  Some schools have been imaginative in developing the role and career opportunities for their teaching assistants but the reality for the majority of teaching assistants has been low pay and status and static career prospects.  The new proposals address this by means of a proposed “pedagogical” training routes for teaching assistants enabling progression to QTS for the estimated 20% who desire it.  Given the numbers involved, this could herald a major new route into teaching.

Alternative routes into teaching:

The current context of teacher shortages in England, has seen the development of a variety of alternative routes into teaching which have been primarily employment routes such as the Graduate Teacher Programme.  These alternative routes are premised on the notion of “learning from experience”.  This has been made possible by the competence-based nature of current teacher education.  The standards for QTS make explicit the competences to be achieved and demonstrated in school.  The latest standards (TTA 2002) increase  the requirement for time spent in school and increase the potential for recognition of prior relevant experience in making the award.  

There is a recognition of the potential of TAs as recruits to teaching and also a recognition that in training terms they have very different needs to traditional teacher training recruits.   They tend not to have traditional ‘A’ level entry requirements but do have considerable experience of working in schools with children and teachers.  Financial commitments mean that they also tend to prefer part-time options that enable them to continue working as TAs.

In HE generally, concern to recognise learning from experience has been closely associated with the concern to widen participation.  Opening up routes to QTS for TAs would clearly be widening participation in the teaching profession.  However, in teacher training, school experience based programmes have been criticised for undermining the professional status of teaching and redefining teaching as a craft/technical activity by focussing on classroom skills and techniques (Newman 1999).  Concerns have also been voiced about the quality of training offered within school-based routes.  

It is imperative that HE look critically at this model of teacher training.  There is much to be gained in enhancing the professional development of Tas and opening up routes to Qualified Teacher Status to a group of people who have developed skills and knowledge of working with children in school contexts.  There is, however, inherent in work-based routes, the danger of making assumptions about the nature and amount  of learning that can be achieved from such experience.

The new orthodoxy of ‘reflective practice’ and the literature associated with it have emphasised the potential for learning from experience in programmes of professional development.  There has been much less attention given to the limitations and constraints operating on this learning.  Yet an understanding of these limitations and constraints is vital to the effective design of programmes that incorporate substantial elements of experiential learning.

Experiential learning in Professional Development

The term ‘experiential learning’ refers to a pedagogical approach within the classroom but also to learning from experience where that experience is of (usually work/professional) situations not primarily designed for learning purposes (also referred to as informal learning).  This second meaning is the focus here.

Boud, Cohen and Walker (’93) provide a useful summary of the propositions that underpin this experiential learning.  These propositions relate to two perspectives in the literature.  The first, articulated in proposition 1 “Experience is the foundation of and stimulus for learning” prioritises the role of experience as providing the ‘stuff’ of learning.  

The seminal writings in this perspective are those of Kolb (1984), in whose ‘experiential learning cycle’ experience is the object of reflection from which follows generalisation and application of learning to new situations and Schon (1983), whose notion of the ‘reflective practitioner’ articulates the role of “reflection in action” on the developing expertise of the professional.  These models have been hugely influential, giving rise to the wealth of literature on ‘reflection’ and the model of ‘reflective practice’ now promoted in a number of professional development contexts including teacher education.  

The other perspective, a reaction to the dominance of the above model, prioritises some of Boud et al’s (ibid) other propositions i.e. “Learners’ actively construct their experience” and “Learning is socially and culturally constructed”.  Here the emphasis is on the role of experience (and the individual’s perception of it) in shaping learning rather than simply providing the raw material for it.  This constructivist and socio-cultural theorising of the role of experience in learning has been at the heart of criticism of Kolb’s learning cycle (see for example: Garner, I. 2000; Holman et al. 1997;).

The training/education of teachers has, historically, been characterised by tension between the academic and professional nature of teacher qualifications and the importance afforded to practical experience and theoretical study within qualifications, with one or other being in the ascendancy at any one time.  With the introduction in England of a national system for monitoring standards in teacher education and training through the use of standards expressed as ‘competence statements’ (DfEE 1998 and TTA 2002) the emphasis is placed on the practical teaching abilities required by newly qualified teachers.  The role of school experience is to enable demonstration of competence with less attention being given to school experience as a context for learning.  

The role of experience as providing the raw material of learning is evident in teacher education/training, with learning logs and reflective journals a standard component of teacher training courses (in England, Australia and America where Kolb and Schon have been most influential).  Within this context, much research has been aimed at finding out how to make the process of reflection more effective in terms of learning (for example Bain, J.D et al 2002).  However, others have argued that the process of reflection trainee teachers this is constrained by a number of factors such as, the “comparative rarity of professional discourse in many schools, particularly about classroom matters” (and learning is influenced by the context in which the learner is operating and that in the case of Eraut 1994 p70) and that reflection can only be seen as meaningful in the context of arriving at convergence of meaning through dialogue between expert and novice (Newman 1999). 

Further examples are, Calderhead and Shorrock (1997) who have highlighted a number of contextual factors that influence or constrain student teachers on placement including the ‘socio-cultural’ (taken for granted practices in the school).  Entwhistle et al (2000) have studied how conceptions of “good teaching” originate and shape trainee teachers experience. Hayes (2000) argues that the skill with which student teachers learn to adjust to the prevailing school culture plays a significant part in their success. 

These studies have focused on the role of experience in full-time ITT.  Such constructivist and socio-cultural perspectives are particularly relevant to understanding the learning from experience of TAs and how this may contribute to a learning programme.  Rueda and Monzo (2002) have argued that  “A socio-cultural approach to teacher education supports an apprenticeship model in which social relationships mediate learning through collaborative meaningful activity” and that this model can be found in the collaborative relationship between teaching assistants and teachers in Californian schools.  Their research suggests that such collaboration is impacted by power differences, limited opportunity for interaction and teacher constraints. 

The literature suggests that the relationship between experience and learning is a complex one.  A “pedagogy of experience” needs to recognise the potential of experience as a source of learning but also the social context of that experience, including the learner, as an influence on learning both in terms of what and how much is learned.  Design of programmes of learning which include an experiential component needs to be informed by an understanding of this social context and how it shapes the learner’s experience.  This research looked at a new course for TAs to examine this issue. Specifically – what is it that TAs learn at school and what affects the learning potential of school experience?

The BA Professional Education Studies for Teaching Assistants

The BA Professional Education Studies for TAs was devised as a part-time undergraduate programme for TAs working in primary contexts to provide both accredited professional development for T.As and an appropriate qualification for T.As wanting to pursue a post-graduate teacher training programme.

The BAPES is a part-time degree requiring a notional 2days/week of study.  One of these is in school time during which students attend taught sessions and can access library and other study facilities.  The other is a recognition of the learning potential of the T.As’ school experience and the course explicitly includes school based activities and reflection on work-based experience.  This necessitates a partnership with participating schools including the identification of an in-school mentor (often though not always the TA’s class teacher).

A pilot for the course began in September 2001 and data was collected from the start of the course in September 2001 to the end of the first year in July 2002.  Data was collected by means of questionnaires, interviews and focus groups of students and interviews with tutors.  This data was supplemented by naturally occurring data in the form of student course interview records, on-line discussions and a student evaluation workshop.

Who are the Teaching Assistants and what is their previous experience?

 The 21 students in the cohort studied ranged in age from 21 to 53 years of age (average 40) and had a range of experience as Teaching Assistants from 3 – 15years
 (average 7 years).  Seventeen were married and four single or separated and 12 had dependent children and 9 no dependent children.  17 were working full time and 4 were working part-time.  In terms of qualifications on entry to the programme only 4 had ‘A’ levels although all had completed some study at HE level 1 
.  The vast majority (19) had trained for and been employed in alternative jobs prior to becoming teaching assistants.  Having children meant a break from their previous employment and they found their way into schools (typically in their thirties) as first unpaid voluntary helpers and then paid teaching assistants.  It is through this experience of working in schools that many discovered teaching as a new career aspiration (a smaller proportion rediscovered a previously held aspiration to teach).

What led these Teaching Assistants to pursue this course?

The most frequently mentioned reason was a desire for career progression and personal development.  Typical responses emphasise a perceived need for greater remuneration and job security and frustration at being “stuck”.  This was closely linked with notions of personal development with many referring to a desire for “challenge” and wanting to fulfil their potential.  In this context many talked about the importance of the degree not solely in terms of its role in progressing towards QTS. 

A key factor was also that the structure of the programme enabled working while learning.  Many referred to their need to carry on earning.   In addition, some T.As mentioned working alongside other Teaching Assistants and being able to use their experience in school as attractions.

Most students (16) referred to the confidence that they expected to gain from successfully completing the course but many (12) also referred to the recognition and respect of others, particularly colleagues.  The frustration that these teaching assistants feel in their professional life is not just in terms of remuneration and prospects for advancement but also in terms of their perceived status in the eyes of their work colleagues.  

What are the perceptions of the role of prior school experience?

A common feature of the responses was that T.As felt their experience in school had given them confidence in their ability to be a teacher.  Teaching assistants referred to both the experience of being responsible for the learning of small groups and sometimes the whole class, of working on planning the learning for these groups and being involved in assessment and other aspects of the teaching role.  They also referred to having an insight into the teaching role and what it required.

It was possible to categorise student responses as follows:

· Knowledge of the job – students felt they understood the reality of being a teacher and what was involved and that it was what they wanted to do. “Sometimes I observe supply teachers and feel I could do a better job”, “Having worked with children for four years I realise that my original career path should have led me to teaching years ago.”  This included knowledge of the curriculum.

· Knowledge of the way schools work - students talked about having an understanding of the structures of schools and how they function.  Many have been parents and/or involved in governing bodies and are familiar with administrative systems.  “Being familiar with all aspects of school life, from pupil to mother to helper to teaching assistant to school governor gives a great insight into many sides of the educational processes that this course will cover.”

· Knowledge of children’s functioning and learning in the school context –  “I suppose I’ve learned a bit about how to help children with their learning, what they can find difficult and what can help them.”

Tutors were clear that these students’ prior experience in school did make a difference to their learning:

“These are people who know how to apply it [the theory or knowledge].  They have been sitting in classrooms watching……..It’s almost as if they were waiting for someone to tell them what they needed to do and why and they latch on straight away.”  “They are more receptive, I think, with their experience in school they are more ready for what we are teaching them.”

What are the perceptions of the role of concurrent school experience?

These were categorised as follows:

· Experience as providing illustration of theory and reinforcement of knowledge
The students clearly saw the role of their experience in terms of illustration of theory in practice “when you can see things actually being done it helps you to understand”.  The key issue here was being primed to know what to look for “I see things differently now, I know what I’m looking for and seeing”(student).  For tutors, the students’ knowledge of children and classrooms meant that they could draw on this in their teaching “One aspect is putting into practice what they learn on the course, seeing it in a practical context and gaining a better understanding of it as a result” (tutor)

· Experience as enabling testing of ideas and practising skills.
Students expressed their perception of the classroom and the school as a context in which to try out ideas “you’re able to go back the very next day and try things and see if they work.” The amount and regularity of the contact with the classroom was seen as a positive feature in this regard, enabling plenty of opportunities for this “trying things out for yourself”.  This notion of “testing ideas” was the most prominent one amongst tutors. “The fact that they can take what you might say in a taught session into school the next morning and try it out with children is also a great strength for them.” (tutor) 


· Experience as the subject of analysis/interpretation in terms of theory (especially within the assignment)
”The assignment, I really enjoyed because that was working with the children and it is amazing the difference I found doing things you do normally everyday, and then you are suddenly doing it for an assignment – it does put a different aspect on it ….you are much more conscious of what you are doing and thinking about how it would be seen by others.” (student)
 “Its certainly coming through in the assignments that they are much more able and experienced in analysing children’s responses [than traditional full time undergraduates].” (tutor)

· Source of support
The majority of students referred to the encouragement and support available in school through their mentor and other teaching assistants and colleagues (although the picture here was mixed see below) as well as other resources (teaching materials, equipment, literature etc).


The TAs school context and its impact on learning from experience

While students and tutors were clear about the beneficial relationship between the students’ work as teaching assistants and their learning, there was also a strongly voiced perception of the less beneficial, not to say detrimental relationship between the students’ work-role and their learning.

Essentially this relates to the school’s capacity to support the functions of experience within the learning programme.    

· Experience as providing illustration of theory and reinforcement of knowledge
This relates to the extent to which the T.As, in their role, see theory illustrated in the practice they observe.  This most often relates to the notion of “good practice” and the perceived gap between what is ‘taught’ and what is observed in school.   This issue is one shared with school placements on full time undergraduate courses.  On this course for T.A.s, it is perhaps particularly acute because where T.As work, who they work with and therefore what they observe is constrained by their work-role.  “We are being given the most up to date information that there is on how to teach children and we go back into our schools to see it done in such a terrible terrible way and you think “ooh that not the way to do it” but you can’t do anything about it because you are only a T.A…..” (student).  What was important here was that there was evidence of TAs taking the teaching they observe as reference points in developing their conception of good practice, for example “One of the teachers I work with said she was told once that a quiet teacher has a quiet class.  And I’ve watched her and I think that is right – children know what they can get away with and what they can’t and she manages them beautifully and I think really gets the best out of them.  I’ld like to think that I could in some way mirror that.” (student)   

· Experience as enabling testing of ideas and practising skills
While the role of TA in the majority of cases provides ample opportunities for the testing of ideas and practising of skills, here too there were issues of constraints arising from the TA’s role and the real school context. “Unfortunately, a lot of teachers, as well, they are so set to their own planning that when we say “oh we could do that “ they can’t move off of their won planning…”  “And [teachers say] oh well you can’t do it today because of this, you can’t do it tomorrow because of that” (student).


· Experience as the subject of analysis/interpretation in terms of theory
For many, the demands of their role precluded time to devote to this analysis. “I find that things are going on so fast around me all the time you miss what is going on.  It’s there in front of you – there under your nose but your are just bogged down; the kids are around you all the time….You think “oh I must write that down as soon as you get home but if your don’t do then its gone and slips out of your mind.”  (student) “ The demands of school are so immediate its very difficult to put those aside, that’s why its so important to note things down but often you don’t even have time to do that.”(student)
An important opportunity for reflection through dialogue with the mentor was also constrained.  Many of the TAs felt a sense of guilt about using the mentor’s time.  There was perceived difficulty in demanding time from an already stretched colleague.

· Source of support
There was a mixed picture in terms of how well supported by their schools T.As felt with some feeling very well supported “ “ and others feeling that the school did not give the programme and them as students sufficient attention “ 

Another factor which influenced the extent to which student T.As felt supported in school, was how other T.As perceived their status.  Again the picture was mixed with some feeling encouraged and supported and others seeing their new status as a source of resentment.  

Discussion

The concern of this research was to examine the role of experience in the pedagogy of a programme for teaching assistants.  The course implies a clear role for experience as a contributing source of knowledge based on the notion of the “reflective practitioner”.  What the above analysis suggests is that the role of experience is subject to limitations and constraints.  Fundamentally, these derive from a tension which exists between the role of worker (T.A) and learner (HE student).  This tension, not to say role conflict finds expression in a number of different ways but essentially can limit the range of experience students are exposed to and can limit the time for and quality of reflection on experience

This research has produced evidence that students and tutors are able to articulate how their experience (both prior and current) contributes to their overall learning and a typology was proposed.  However, what is also apparent from this research is that the workplace as a context for learning is constrained in ways consistent with those identified by other authors.  Although much of the literature reviewed focussed on trainee teachers in full time programmes of initial teacher education, many of issues raised in the literature review are reiterated here.  The working relationship between teacher and teaching assistant is a socio-cultural contextual factor, which impacts greatly on the learning potential of the workplace.  It is also apparent that teaching assistants are influenced by the teaching they observe in constructing their conceptions of good (and bad) practice.  Given the particular status of TAs as co-workers, it is interesting to compare the findings of this research with that of Rueda and Monzo.  Here too, was found evidence of power differences and teacher constraints influencing the learning of teaching assistants.  Limited opportunity for interaction was also an issue for some TAs although this related to interaction enabling a reflective dialogue rather than more general interaction.  What this study adds to the work of these authors is the notion of role-conflict as explanatory framework for these constraints.  It is suggested here, that there is a degree of incompatibility or conflict between the students’ role as learner and worker in the school environment.  Newman’s argument for the primacy of dialogue between expert and novice in reflective learning and Eraut’s contention that there is little professional discourse in schools, raise questions about the teacher’s role in facilitating reflective practice.  An important impact of the role conflict posited here, is on the nature of the discourse between TA and teacher.  There are two types of discourse, teacher and TA discourse and mentor and learner discourse.  There is some suggestion that both teachers and TAs can find it difficult to move from the former type of discourse to the latter with associated implications for the learning potential of the school context.   

Conclusion

The relationship between experience and learning is not the simple one suggested by the notion of the “reflective practitioner”.  Learning is constructed by the learner and mediated by the socio-cultural context.  Programmes of learning which construe workplace experience as a contributing source of knowledge and skill (as opposed to a context in which skill and knowledge can be demonstrated) need to take account of these individual and socio-cultural dimensions of learning from experience.  This study suggests that a useful perspective on this is taking account of the students’ workplace role as worker and as learner and the ways in which these roles may be in conflict with each other. From such an analysis course designers may look at strategies to sustain the student’s role as learner in the workplace.  Such strategies may include; on-line discussion forums to sustain a critical student dialogue about practice and learning from practice on an on-going basis outside of taught sessions and organisational and individual development within the workplace to better enable the workplace to support the learner role.  These strategies are the focus of ongoing research associated with the BAPES.
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� The entrance requirements of the course stipulated a minimum of three years experience as a teaching assistant.


� The entrance requirements of the course stipulated a minimum of 60 Credits at level 1 prior to the course.  This was in recognition that many teaching assistants in the local area will have completed free-standing modules at the University of Brighton or the Open University Specialist Teaching Assistant Course (STAC) and this would be a good indication of ability to study at this level.
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