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ADD	 Attention Deficit Disorder 

ADHD	 Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

APEL	 Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning

ASD	 Autism Spectrum Disorder

ASEN	 Additional Special Educational Needs 

CA	 Classroom Assistant

CPD	 Continuing Professional Development

DE	 Department of Education

DISS	 Deployment and Impact of Support Staff

EA	 Education Authority 

GA	 General Assistant

HLTA	 Higher-Level Teaching Assistant

HSC	 Health and Social Care

ITE	 Initial Teacher Education

LSA	 Learning Support Assistant

NFQ	 National Framework for Qualifications 

NI	 Northern Ireland
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NIAO	 Northern Ireland Audit Office 

NICCY	� Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children  
and Young People

NQT	 Newly Qualified Teacher

PECS	 Picture Exchange Communication System

SEN	 Special Educational Needs 

SNA	 Special Needs Assistant

SPiMS	 Specialist Provision in Mainstream Schools

TA	 Teaching Assistant
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Executive Summary
Context and Background
•	The Classroom Assistant (CA) workforce is a well-established presence in mainstream and special schools, nationally  

and internationally. Research evidence identifies the post as one with much potential but also one that has often  
evolved contrary to job specifications. 

•	In Northern Ireland (NI), there has been an exponential growth in CA numbers over recent years - between 2018/19 and 
2023/24, the number of posts increased by almost two thirds (63%). However, the absence of any large-scale, in-depth 
review has created a significant knowledge and practice gap in relation to a pivotal workforce whose position in the special 
educational needs (SEN) landscape has never been strategically evaluated in terms of contribution, impact or efficiency. 

•	The aim of the project was, therefore, to establish a profile of the CA workforce in mainstream and special schools in  
NI. The objectives were to: provide an overview of recruitment and deployment procedures; identify CA duties and 
responsibilities; record CA perceptions of their role in school and perspectives on the future of the post; and provide  
key messages that can contribute to policy and decision-making around any future review of the CA post. To address  
these objectives, a two-phase, mixed methods study, comprising a large-scale quantitative survey and focus groups  
was developed.

•	The survey was sent to all mainstream and special schools in NI with a request to disseminate to CA support staff. Its  
design drew on questions developed for the Deployment and Impact of Support Staff (DISS) project. A total of 1,467 
useable surveys were returned from CAs working in primary (n=694), secondary (n=416), grammar (n=132) and special 
(n=218) schools across NI. Seven focus groups were completed with 26 CAs from across the different school types.

Findings
Recruitment and Employment

•	Many CAs stated they needed a qualification for their post, with previous experience a less common requirement. 
Qualifications generally reflected those specified in the EA job description, with most CAs holding a Level 2 or  
Level 3 childcare qualification. Requirements for specific qualifications appeared to be less common among  
those recruited most recently compared to those in post for more than ten years. 

•	The relatively recent ad hoc approach to recruitment (including hiring unqualified CAs to meet staffing needs)  
was seen to de-skill and de-professionalise the role and perceived as a significant disincentive in attracting and  
maintaining suitable candidates to the CA workforce.

•	The majority of CAs considered they were unfairly paid for the level of responsibility and nature of the work they  
undertook. Pay and job security were recurrent areas of contention, with many CAs feeling undermined and  
de-valued by the prevalence of temporary and term time only contracts as well as working unpaid beyond  
contracted hours. The low level of renumeration was seen as a major disincentive to remaining in the job.



Deployment and Support for Special Educational Needs

•	There were inconsistencies between CA titles and roles that pointed to a disconnect between the classification of  
the post and the day-to-day duties, with instances of General Assistants (GA), at a lower pay grade, supporting  
pupils with SEN. 

•	The majority of CAs supported at least one pupil with a statement of SEN; this support tended to be provided  
all or most of the time, frequently on a one-to-one basis and at the pupil’s desk. 

•	The most common SEN supported by CAs was Social and Behavioural Difficulties in primary, secondary and  
special schools and Emotional and Wellbeing Difficulties in grammar schools. The most common medical need  
supported across all school types was ASD. 

•	CAs suggested that the greatest change in SEN in both mainstream and special schools was in the growing  
numbers of pupils exhibiting increasingly challenging and violent behaviour and complex needs. 

Classroom Assistant Role

•	Common CA duties included supporting pupils to understand instructions, supporting pupils to achieve learning  
goals and encouraging pupil participation. However, some CAs reported undertaking teaching duties, particularly  
in primary and special school settings. This included teaching groups of pupils, as well as being left in charge of  
whole classes in instances of staff absence and no available substitute teacher cover.

•	Whilst just over half of CAs agreed they had sufficient time to perform all the tasks required in their role,  
they expressed mixed feelings towards their workload. Challenges were identified in terms of the volume  
and demands of a job that frequently required CAs to work beyond allocated hours. 

•	Whilst a majority of CAs reported having a job description, some believed that the wide-ranging and  
ambiguous nature of these meant they were open to multiple interpretations and contributed to CAs  
working beyond their remit and undertaking de facto teaching roles.

Training, Induction and Appraisal

•	The majority of CAs attended training inside school in the last two years, with a lower proportion  
attending external training. 

•	CAs believed the lack of recognition for additional qualifications, particularly in terms of an increase  
in pay, was a key disincentive to investing time and money in training.

•	About a third of CAs reported having an induction for their post and only a small minority had  
undergone a job appraisal in the previous twelve months.

Support, Inclusion and Feeling Valued

•	Many CAs agreed that they received appropriate supervision and support to undertake their role  
effectively; however, it was considered that greater recognition, guidance and support was needed from  
senior management to offset the physical and emotional impact of dealing with challenging pupil behaviour.

•	The majority of CAs were regularly involved in reading pupils’ statements, with a lower proportion contributing  
to pupil progress reports or attending staff meetings. CAs were less likely to contribute to transition planning or  
whole-school SEN planning. The extent of CA involvement appeared to be dependent on school management  
and their relationships with teachers.

•	The majority of CAs agreed they were valued by pupils and parents, but a lower proportion agreed they felt  
included and respected by teaching staff and school management. The desire to be valued and recognised  
for their work was second only to the issue of poor payment; this was attributed to the lack of status of the  
role across all strata of the education system. 
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Future of the CA Post

•	Some CAs suggested that the CA role should be professionalised by setting prerequisites and standards  
in relation to qualifications and Continuing Professional Development.

•	A majority of CAs agreed relevant experience and relevant accredited training should be required to apply  
for the post, though opinion on whether CAs should be required to attain a higher level of qualification than  
they currently have was more divided.

•	The majority also supported a greater distinction between types of CA posts that should: reflect qualifications,  
experience and level of responsibility; translate into a more accurate (e.g. banded) pay structure; and align  
with career progression options via a promotional pathway that includes a higher-level CA post.

The Way Forward: Key Messages

•	The original evidence base generated by this project reinforces the argument that the current exponential model  
for classroom assistance cannot continue in its current form. There is no single solution to resolving the challenges  
highlighted in the research; rather a cohesive and transparent response, negotiated with all stakeholders across  
the education system is required.

•	Whilst the informal and improvised pattern in how CAs are recruited is symptomatic of the wider pressures in  
the school system, a policy directive is needed to halt current ad hoc practices. A review of recruitment guidance  
is an opportunity to apply revised core criteria that could include education-specific qualifications.

•	A comprehensive evaluation of the CA job description is necessary to address inconsistencies and misinterpretation  
in deployment, particularly assignation of duties beyond those outlined. This would provide an opportunity for the 
introduction of some equivalence with international standards.

•	A more consistent approach in access to continuing professional development (CPD) is required. This would serve  
to standardise a CA professional pathway whilst strengthening the status and expertise of the post. A competency  
framework, or equivalent, would complement standards already in place for teachers. Models operating in other  
jurisdictions could provide a reference point in the development of a similar framework for NI.

•	The professional identity of CAs is strongly aligned to the creation of a career pathway; both are necessary if the  
post is to attract and retain a viable, appropriately qualified workforce. The design of an incremental framework,  
setting out options for progression has potential to enable CAs to accrue a growing skill set over time, develop  
specialisms in certain areas, and assume a strategic role within school management structures. 

•	The legacy of confusion and ambiguity around the CA role has distorted expectations of the post and there is a  
clear argument for a review of the title to devise one that more accurately reflects their situational and contextual  
position in schools. Any such change will have implications for CA recruitment and deployment and should  
be negotiated between all relevant stakeholders to safeguard the interests of those in post as well as reassure  
parents and pupils.

•	There is also a fundamental knowledge gap on the contribution of CAs and their relative impact in supporting pupils  
with SEN. Priority should be given to undertaking a commissioned, independent evaluation to begin to assess the 
effectiveness of the role; this should sit within the overall review of current SEN provision. Any evaluation should  
incorporate a range of relevant and appropriate measures, including educational, social, behavioural, pastoral  
and economic outcomes.
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1. Introduction
The Classroom Assistant (CA) workforce is a well-established presence in mainstream and special schools,  
nationally and internationally. Employed largely to support pupils with special educational needs (SEN),  
CAs are a cornerstone of inclusive practice, working alongside teachers to maximise pupils’ access to,  
and enjoyment of, a full educational experience. 

The CA post has been examined from a range of perspectives, with studies generally contextualising findings relative  
to employment and deployment characteristics and its impact on pupil outcomes (see for example, Wiggs et al., 2021;  
Jardi et al., 2021; Butt, 2018; Webster et al., 2013; Blatchford et al., 2012). A recent scoping review of the literature  
(O’Connor et al., 2023) reveals that the assistant role is a complex phenomenon, due to a range of significant and,  
at times, contradictory factors. These include inconsistencies in recruitment procedures and ambiguity in the interpretation  
of job descriptions (Breyer et al., 2021; Moshe and Licht, 2016; Cockroft and Atkinson, 2015; Nguyen, 2015); variations  
in approaches to deployment (Griffin and Blatchford, 2021; Jardí, Puigdellívol and Petreñas, 2021; Clarke and Visser,  
2019; Howley, Howley and Telfer, 2017; Butt, 2016; Harris and Aprile, 2015); a disconnect in understandings of the role  
and its management (Vogt et al., 2021; Moshe and Licht, 2016; O’Rourke and West, 2015; Graves, 2014; Attwood and  
Bland, 2012); and a tendency to allocate duties beyond the prescribed remit (Benstead, 2021; Griffin and Blatchford,  
2021; Carter et al., 2019; Wren, 2017).

The collective evidence presents the CA post as one with much potential but also one that has often evolved contrary  
to job specifications. Within the context of the current research study, these empirical findings provide a valuable  
evidence base from which to begin to explore the CA post in Northern Ireland (NI).

1.1 Context 
To date, there has been limited research on the CA post in NI and studies have tended to be small-scale and qualitative  
in nature (O’Connor et al., 2017; Abbott et al., 2011; McConkey and Abbot, 2011). The absence of any large-scale, 
in-depth review has created a significant knowledge and practice gap in relation to a pivotal workforce whose position  
in the SEN landscape has never been strategically evaluated in terms of contribution, impact or efficiency (DE/Ipsos,  
2023; DE, 2023; NIAO, 2020; 2017; NICCY, 2020). Responding to the recommendations set out in the Independent  
Review of SEN in NI (2023), the Department of Education (DE) and Education Authority (EA) have commenced an  
End-to-End Review of SEN so that pupils receive the right support from the right people, at the right time, and in the  
right place1. This is being progressed through 12 workstreams – one of which is workforce development - intended  
to ensure pupils with SEN have the same opportunities as their peers, staff have the confidence and skills to meet  
the support needs of pupils, and parents have confidence in the SEN system.

The assistant workforce comprises a range of roles in schools which are typically appointed through the EA (Figure 1).  
There are a series of CA and General Assistant (GA) posts employed across all schools in NI: CA JE1; CA SEN JE2;  
CA ASEN JE3; GA1 and GA2. CAs typically provide more direct support to pupils with SEN or additional SEN  
(ASEN), whereas GAs assist teachers/CAs with the supervision and care of pupils.

1 https://www.Education-ni.Gov.Uk/articles/end-end-review-special-educational-needs-sen 
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Figure 1: Assistant roles in NI  

Classroom Assistant JE 1 (General Classroom Assistant)
Classroom Assistant SEN JE 2 (Special Educational Needs)
Classroom Assistant ASEN JE 3 (Additional Special Educational Needs)
General Assistant 1
General Assistant 2

The EA job description for the post specifies that the CA reports to the Principal through the Class Teacher. The CA (SEN)  
post typically involves working under the direction of the class teacher and assisting with the educational support and  
the care of the pupil(s) with special educational needs who is/are in the teacher’s care in or outside the classroom.

The majority of currently advertised posts are for CA SEN, with a smaller proportion for CA ASEN. Examination of the  
job specifications for CAs across school types indicates pay differentials between the roles; a resolution to the ongoing  
dispute around pay and grading has recently been agreed, leading to increases to the pay of education workers  
(including CAs) over the next two and a half years.

The duties and responsibilities involve a range of tasks that are distinguished as special classroom support,  
general classroom support, administration and other duties2. 

General Classroom Support includes the requirements that CAs will support pupils to learn as effectively as possible  
by assisting with the management of the learning environment; having awareness of school policies and procedures;  
preparing and producing resources; supervising pupil(s) on specified activities as directed by the teacher; and reporting  
to the class teacher any signs or symptoms displayed which may suggest that a pupil requires expert or immediate attention.

Special Classroom Support specifies CAs will assist the teacher with the support and care of pupil(s) with SEN; develop  
an understanding of the specific support needs of pupil(s); assist with authorised programmes; contribute to the inclusion  
of the pupil in mainstream schools under the direction of the teacher; assist with operational and non-invasive difficulties 
associated with pupil(s) disabilities; support the implementation of behavioural programmes and assist pupil(s) to move  
around the school as well as on and off school transport.

Administrative duties include assistance with classroom administration, contributing to implementation of the system  
for recording pupil(s)’ progress and maintenance of progress records; providing regular feedback about pupil(s)  
to the teacher and assisting with a range of resource production.

There is also an expectation that the CA will attend relevant in-service training.

The personnel specification for the post sets out a range of essential criteria covering qualifications, experience,  
knowledge, skills and values. This varies across posts and can include a minimum of a Level 2 childcare qualification  
as approved by the EA; a minimum of 3 months’ paid experience working as a CA/GA in a formal education setting  
within the last 3 years; a minimum of 6 months’ paid experience in a formal Child Care/Minding post within the last  
3 years; demonstrable knowledge of the requirements of a CA (SEN); child development issues; and health and safety 
requirements relevant to the role. In some instances, desirable criteria are applied and can include a minimum of 6  
months – one years’ experience working as a CA with a child/children with SEN; a minimum of three GCSE passes  
(Grades A*-C) or equivalent or higher level qualifications; and specific training/experience in certain types of SEN  
or SEN-related interventions such as Makaton and the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS).

The EA offers flexible working options for Classroom and General Assistants. The available conditions are: working  
during school term plus up to two weeks annually; working 52 weeks except when on annual leave or other  
authorised absence; and working 52 weeks with an option to request periods of unpaid leave during extended  
school holidays or closures.

2 Examples of job descriptions can be found on the EA website: https://eani.taleo.net/careersection/external/jobsearch.ftl?lang=en
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1.2 Classroom Assistant Numbers
Growth of the CA workforce is largely attributed to increasing numbers of pupils with SEN in NI, with prevalence rates  
that have been higher than elsewhere in the UK (NIA PAC, 2021). Department of Education figures3 for 2023/24 show  
that the total number of pupils with SEN increased to 68,200 (rising from approximately 66,400 in the previous year),  
with these pupils representing 19.2% of the whole school population in 2023/24. Almost 27,000 (7.6%) of the whole  
school population have a statutory statement of SEN and 11.6% are in SEN stages 1-2. This represents an increase  
in the proportion of statemented pupils (rising from 6.8% in 2022/23) and slight reduction in the proportion of pupils  
at SEN stages 1-2 (decreasing from 11.9%).

The number of CAs in NI has experienced an exponential growth over recent years. Figures4 from the EA spanning  
2018/19 – 2023/24 show that the total assistant workforce has increased by almost a half (49%) in this six-year  
period; notably, the number of CA posts increased by almost two thirds (63%) while the number of GA posts declined  
by 9% (Table 1). The steady increase in the number of CA posts is most notable in the steady rise in numbers of  
CA SEN (JE2) posts in mainstream schools and CA ASEN (JE3) posts in special schools (Figure 2 & Figure 3).

Table 1: Total CA numbers and percentage change, 2018/19 - 2023/24

Total posts 2018/19 2023/24  % change

CA JE1 2785 3404 +22%

CA SEN JE2 7566 13124 +73%

CA ASEN JE3 2054 3672 +79%

Subtotal CA 12405 20200 +63%

GA 1 2533 1954 -23%

GA 2 365 686 +88%

Subtotal GA 2898 2640 -9%

Total posts 15303 22840 +49%

Figure 2: Total numbers of CA posts, 2018/19 - 2023/24

12405 13041
14078

15759
17361

20200

2898 3414 3368 3257 2906 2640

2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 2021/22 2022/23 2023/24

Total GA

Total CA

3 �https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/education/Revised%20-%20Annual%20enrolments%20at%20grant-aided%20
schools%20for%20202324%20-%20Final%20figures.pdf 

4 FOI responses - this data is based on post-level (a count of posts) not headcount-level (a count of people).
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Figure 3: Type of CA posts 2023/24
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The annual cost of CA provision in mainstream schools was examined as part of the NI Audit Office reviews on SEN  
spending (NIAO, 2017; 2020). In its initial report, the NIAO concluded that the annual cost of £55M for CA provision  
‘may not be the most effective type of support’ (NIAO, 2017, p.32), although it was also noted that ‘no evaluation of the  
use of classroom assistants has been carried out by the Department or the EA’ (ibid, p.33). A subsequent impact review  
of SEN provision reported that the annual cost had continued to rise, so that by 2019/20, £95M was spent on adult assistance; 
of this, £76 million was spent on CAs, representing a cost that had almost doubled since 2011/12 15 (NIAO, 2020). More 
recent figures estimated the cost of employing CAs in mainstream schools at £127.7M in 2021 (DE/Ipsos, 2023) (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Spending on Classroom Assistants, 2012-2021

£36 million

£76 million

£127.7 million

2012

2020

2021

1.3 Project Aim and Objectives
Limited research into the role and contribution of Classroom Assistants in NI, combined with the considerable growth  
in the CA workforce, prompted the research team to initiate a two-phase, mixed methods study. This comprised  
a large-scale quantitative survey and qualitative data collection through a series of focus groups. The overall  
aim of the project was to establish a profile of the Classroom Assistant post in mainstream and special schools  
in Northern Ireland. The objectives were to:

1.	 Provide an overview of recruitment and deployment procedures for the post of CA. 

2.	 Identify the duties and responsibilities undertaken by CAs in schools.

3.	Record CA perceptions of their role in the school and their perspectives on the future of the post.

4.	Provide key messages that can contribute to policy planning and decision-making in relation to any future review of the CA post.
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2. Methodology 
2.1 The survey
The CA survey employed a quantitative approach for the first phase of data collection. It was made up of mainly  
closed questions, with a small number of open-ended questions that provided CAs the opportunity to share further  
information and elaborate on their responses. The survey was structured in three sections: 

1.	 The Classroom Assistant post 

2.	Classroom Assistant roles and duties 

3.	Demographic information

The design of the survey was based on the Deployment and Impact of Support Staff (DISS) project undertaken in England  
and Wales between 2004 and 2009 (Blatchford et al., 2009). The DISS project was developed to gather data on the 
deployment and characteristics of support staff5 and the impact of support staff on pupil outcomes and teacher workloads.  
Its scale and scope are recognised nationally and internationally. Therefore, the original research instruments provided  
a valuable starting point from which to develop an adapted survey that was specific to Classroom Assistants, aligned  
with the NI education context, but that could also contribute to wider debate on workforce reform. 

The survey was developed and delivered using the online platform JISC. It was designed to be as accessible as possible,  
giving CAs the option to complete it on a range of devices. The survey was piloted with a sample of 12 CAs employed  
across each school type. Ethical approval from Ulster University was provided in advance of dissemination in line with  
standard university protocol. 

The survey link was sent to all primary (n=782), post-primary (n=192) and special (n=39) schools in Northern Ireland6.  
An invitational email was sent to school principals using the school email address listed on the Department of Education  
(DE) website7. The email included a participant information sheet detailing the purpose of the survey, and a request that  
details of the survey and how to access it, be shared with all CAs working in the school. Relevant social media pages  
were also used to promote the survey. 

The survey was made available online from March 1 – March 31, 2023. A total of 1,4628 useable surveys were  
returned. Figure 5 shows a breakdown of survey responses by school type. An overall profile of CAs based on  
demographic information from the survey is shown in Figure 6. Percentages have been calculated based on the total  
number of responses to each individual question, unless otherwise specified. Additionally, cross-tabulation of the  
data enabled analysis of responses by school type to identify any distinction in findings. 

5 Classified as seven groups: Teaching Assistant Equivalent; Pupil Welfare; Technical and Specialist; Other Pupil Support; Facilities; Administrative; and Site.
6 �https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/education/Revised%2013th%20February%202024%20-%20Annual%20

enrolments%20at%20schools%20and%20in%20funded%20pre-school%20education%20in%20Northern%20Ireland%20-%202022-23.pdf
7 https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/services/schools-plus 
8 �Three of those who did not give a school type answered much of the survey and thus are included in the qualitative and the aggregate data, where they 

responded.

12

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/education/Revised%2013th%20February%202024%20-%20Annual%20enrolments%20at%20schools%20and%20in%20funded%20pre-school%20education%20in%20Northern%20Ireland%20-%202022-23.pdf
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/education/Revised%2013th%20February%202024%20-%20Annual%20enrolments%20at%20schools%20and%20in%20funded%20pre-school%20education%20in%20Northern%20Ireland%20-%202022-23.pdf
https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/___https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/services/schools-plus___.YzJlOnVsc3RlcnVuaXZlcnNpdHk6YzpvOjE2M2QwODQ4NTcwYzFmYjgwNjJhMGJlOWJhNmNhZWMwOjY6YzExZTo3OTE3NjlhYWEwOTgwYmI0NThiZjcwM2EyNTI5OWY4YTlhNWIxMWFjMGI3YjgwYTM2Mjk4YmZiMjk5MTQ5NmY3OnA6VDpO


Figure 5: Breakdown of survey responses by school type

Total CAs
1459

Primary CAs 
693
Secondary CAs 
416
Grammar CAs 
132
Special CAs 
218

2.2 Focus Groups and open-ended survey responses
On completion of the survey, a series of 7 focus groups involving 26 CAs were convened. These were developed to be representative 
of CAs working in primary, secondary, grammar and special schools. The purpose of the focus groups was to give CAs the opportunity 
to elaborate on responses from the survey in relation to their recruitment and deployment, the nature of their workload, levels of 
satisfaction in the role, and their ideas and views about how the post could be improved. Focus groups were undertaken during 
May-September 2023. They were audio-recorded and transcribed in full. In addition, at the end of the survey, participants were  
asked if there was anything further they wished to share about their post as CA, to which 500 CAs responded. Data from the  
focus groups and this open-ended survey question were coded to emerging themes using NVivo 12 qualitative software. 

Figure 6: Survey Respondent Profile

Mixed, Irish 
Traveller, Other 1%

White 99%

The majority of CA respondents 
were female and of white ethnic 
background. The highest 
proportion were aged 41-50.

96%
5%

0%

15%

10%

25%

20%

35%

30%

18-30 31-40 41-50 51-60 Over 60

4 or less GCSEs,
 O levels or CSEs (any grade)

NVQ level 1

No qualifications

HND, HNC, NVQ level 4

NVQ level 2, BTEC General,
 City and Guilds Craft

A level, AS level

Degree, post-graduate degree

NVQ level 3, BTEC National OND or
 ONC, City and Guilds Advanced Craft

5 or more GCSEs (A*-C), O levels
 (A-C) or CSE (grade 1)

11%

3%

1%

19%

19%

36%

29%

67%

64%

Grammar 9%

Special 15%

Secondary 28%

Primary 48%

22% South Eastern

16% Western

16% Southern

15% Belfast

30% Northern

Almost half of respondents worked in primary schools and nearly a third were based in the Northern 
EA region. 

The highest proportions held Level 3 NVQs, BTEC or City and Guilds qualifications, followed by five 
or more GSCEs, CSEs or O Level qualifications. 

A high proportion of respondents had worked as a CA for more than a decade. Nearly a third had been 
in their current post for at least 10 years. 

Less than 1 year 8%

1-2 years 12%

3-5 years 17%

6-10 years 21%

More than 10 years 42%

Length of time working as a CA

Less than 1 year 16%

1-2 years 17%

3-5 years 19%

6-10 years 18%

More than 10 years 30%

Current post

held Level 3 
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City and Guilds 

qualifications

67%

held five or 
more GCSEs, 

CSEs or O Level 
qualifications

64%
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Mixed, Irish 
Traveller, Other 1%

White 99%

The majority of CA respondents 
were female and of white ethnic 
background. The highest 
proportion were aged 41-50.
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 (A-C) or CSE (grade 1)

11%

3%

1%

19%
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36%

29%

67%

64%

Grammar 9%

Special 15%

Secondary 28%

Primary 48%

22% South Eastern

16% Western

16% Southern

15% Belfast

30% Northern

Almost half of respondents worked in primary schools and nearly a third were based in the Northern 
EA region. 

The highest proportions held Level 3 NVQs, BTEC or City and Guilds qualifications, followed by five 
or more GSCEs, CSEs or O Level qualifications. 

A high proportion of respondents had worked as a CA for more than a decade. Nearly a third had been 
in their current post for at least 10 years. 

Less than 1 year 8%

1-2 years 12%

3-5 years 17%

6-10 years 21%

More than 10 years 42%

Length of time working as a CA

Less than 1 year 16%

1-2 years 17%

3-5 years 19%

6-10 years 18%

More than 10 years 30%

Current post

held Level 3 
NVQs, BTEC or 
City and Guilds 

qualifications

67%

held five or 
more GCSEs, 

CSEs or O Level 
qualifications

64%

2.3 Ethical considerations
The project was reviewed and approved by the School of Education Ethics Filter Committee. For the survey, a participant 
information sheet, detailing the overall aim and purpose was provided to Principals and CAs. The voluntary nature of 
participation was stated and CAs could choose to complete all or some of the questions, with the only mandatory question 
being the request for consent at the start of the survey. CAs could withdraw at any time up to the point of submitting their 
completed survey responses. A question at the end of the survey invited CAs to provide their email details if they wished  
to take part in focus groups. A further participant information sheet was provided for those CAs who agreed to take part  
in the focus groups. The voluntary nature of participation and freedom to withdraw at any time was reiterated. Data was  
treated in line with GDPR guidelines. Assurances of confidentiality and anonymity were provided at each stage of data 
collection; no individual CA or school could be identified from the data. All data was stored securely, on password  
protected computers and accessible only to the research team. 
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3. Findings
3.1 Recruitment and Employment
CA recruitment 

Over a third of CAs (38%) were made aware of their current post through word of mouth, while smaller proportions did so 
through advertisements or online (Figure 7). Some ‘other’ ways identified by CAs were through undertaking a placement  
or volunteering at the school, being directly contacted by school staff, approaching the school with a CV or being redeployed 
from another role in the school. The majority of CAs (87%) were employed by the EA and a smaller proportion (10%) were 
employed directly by the school or governing body.

Figure 7: How did you find out about your current post?

Online 7%

Local newspaper advertisement 8%

In-school advertisement 14%

Other 16%

Education Authority advertisement 17%

Word of mouth 38%

Qualifications and experience on appointment

Figure 8 shows that three quarters of CAs (76%) stated they needed specific qualifications for appointment to their current post, 
ranging from 62% of CAs in grammar schools to 83% in special schools. When asked to describe the necessary qualifications, 
responses generally reflected the qualifications specified on the EA job description, with respondents most commonly holding 
a Level 2 or Level 3 childcare qualification. Examples of specific certifications required included Childcare Learning and 
Development (CCLD), National Nursery Exam Board (NNEB), Specialist Support for Teaching and Learning (SSTL) and Council 
for Awards in Care, Health and Education (CACHE). 

Just over half of Classroom Assistants (54%) reported that previous experience was needed for their current post (Figure 8).  
This was highest for CAs in special schools (61%) and lowest for those in secondary settings (49%). In a follow up question,  
CAs generally described needing between six months and 3 years’ experience in areas such as supporting pupils with SEN, 
working with children and working within a school environment.
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Figure 8: Qualifications and experience required on appointment 

21%

79%

28%

72%

38%

62%

17%

83%

24%

76%

Primary

Did you need to have specific
qualifications for this post?

Did you need to have previous
experience to take up this post?

Secondary Grammar Special Total

46%

54% 51% 49% 47%
53%

39%

61%

46%
54%

Primary Secondary Grammar Special Total

Yes No Yes No

The vast majority (94%) agreed or strongly agreed that they had the necessary qualifications to undertake their role  
as a CA (Figure 9); however, the hiring of unqualified staff emerged as a major area of contention from the focus groups  
and open-ended survey question. Many CAs raised this issue, frequently referring to it as hiring ‘anyone off the street’.  
In addition, a small number of CAs described instances of CAs taking up a post on a casual basis and being made permanent 
after four years, rather than going through the formal interview process. CAs described the practice of hiring unqualified  
and inexperienced CAs to meet staffing needs as an action that undermines and ‘de-skills’ the role. Additionally, the lack  
of any distinction in rates of pay, regardless of experience or qualifications, was viewed as demeaning, demoralising and  
unfair, and perceived as a significant disincentive in attracting and retaining suitable candidates to the CA workforce.

Figure 9: I have the necessary qualifications to undertake my role as a CA

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Special

Grammar

Secondary

Primary

Total

Strongly Agree Agree Unsure Disagree Strongly Disagree

CA comments suggested that the appointment of unqualified CAs has been a relatively recent practice that corresponds 
with increasing demand for SEN support. It appeared from the survey data that requirements for specific qualifications on 
appointment to a CA post have become less common. Of the 228 CAs who had been in their current post for less than a year, 
only 55% stated they needed specific qualifications for that post. In contrast, of the 437 CAs who had been in their current post 
for more than ten years, 88% reported that they had been required to have specific qualifications (Figure 10). 
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Figure 10: Requirement for specific qualifications by duration of employment
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Hiring of unqualified staff

	› “�CA3: When I first started, it was like you had to get the course, you had to get qualified, you had to be there four  
years before they even considered making people permanent. Where now, it’s like, OK, you’ve been here a year,  
no qualifications, let’s make you permanent. CA2: They’re literally, and I’m not joking, they are literally  
pulling people off the street to come in and work in our place at the minute.“ (CAs Special, FG)

	› “�Because staff are no longer staying in the roles due to pay and the significant increase in duties, schools are now  
taking anyone in to work in schools with zero qualifications or experience. This makes the job of those who  
are qualified and experienced ten times harder as you’re basically having to train someone up on the job yourself  
whilst still carrying out your own duties. I loved the job, I retrained to do it in special schools but now, due to the lack  
of skilled staff being hired, I feel I’ve reached burn out stage and feel devalued as a staff member. After I studied  
to get the qualifications and experience I’m now getting paid the same wage as someone with zero qualifications  
or experience which I feel is an insult.” (CA Special, Survey)

	› “�With regards to the roles and duties of an ASN CA within a special school, our job description needs rewritten to reflect 
the breadth of our skills and ability and actual daily routine. Schools need to stop employing unqualified staff (this recent 
practice is not safe), as societally [sic] unqualified teachers would not be accepted or lawful...” (CA Special, Survey)

Qualifications and training not reflected in pay

	› “ �… it’s really disheartening when you’ve been there so long and you put in so much and you’ve done all  
your training and then…other people come in and they don’t have the training and they’re getting  
paid 50p less than you for doing the exact same thing.” (CA Primary, FG)

	› “�We are feeling demoralised and demotivated. It seems to be that the need for CAs is increasing but  
the importance of getting the ‘right’ people is decreasing, plus the effort in getting people into the job is 
minimal…when CAs are paid a basic minimum wage, why would we spend all that money in getting our 
qualifications when there is absolutely no encouragement to do so, as it’s a minimal wage packet.  
We could be standing in our local supermarkets getting paid more and get the advantage of getting money  
off our grocery bill each week….def a more enticing thought these days!” (CA Grammar, Survey)
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Contracts and job security

According to the survey data, half of CA respondents (51%) were employed on permanent contracts, while a quarter (24%)  
said they were on temporary contracts and a similar proportion (25%) said they were on term time only contracts (Figure 11). 
Lack of job security was a key concern raised in primary and secondary CA focus groups and through the open-ended survey 
question. Several CAs reported working anything between multiple years to several decades on temporary contracts with  
no guarantee of returning at the start of each school year, while others reported working with no job contract all. One focus 
group participant described how all but one of 45 CAs in their school were employed as “temporary emergency cover”.

Permanent 51%

Term Time Only 25%

Temporary 24%

Annual 52
Week 20%

Fixed Term 4%

Job share 1%

Respondents could choose multiple options

Figure 11: Contract type
Several survey respondents as well as focus group 
participants expressed dissatisfaction over term  
time only pay. Some felt that they, like teachers, 
should be paid during the summer months and  
other school closures such as Easter and Christmas. 
The financial challenge of having no income for  
two months of the year was cited as a disincentive  
to remaining in the job.

While some CAs stated they had the opportunity  
to ‘work up’ hours during term time so that they  
could be paid during the summer months, others  
said they were unable to change from term-time  
to 52-week contracts. It was also stated that  
in order to fulfil 52-week contracts, CAs could  

be redeployed by the EA during the summer to undertake work entirely unrelated to their CA role (e.g., cleaning out filing 
cabinets). A small number of respondents said they had entered into the wrong kind of contract or did not fully understand  
the holiday entitlement at the outset due to a lack of clarity and information from the EA.

Job security

	› “�After 23 years I’m on a temporary part time contract. And at any second, basically without warning,  
I can lose my job. And it has happened twice in the time I’ve worked there.” (CA Primary, FG)

	› “�…there’s 45 classroom assistants in our school… only one that’s permanent. And that horrifies me and everybody is just 
waiting year on year to find out if they have a job in September… how can you call 44 members of staff temporary 
emergency cover? That to me is an oxymoron in itself. How can you be temporary emergency?” (CA Secondary, FG)
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Term-time only contracts

	› “�You feel that you’re not valued … even the fact that you don’t get paid over the summer… And I’m  
not saying you should get paid for no reason, there are contracts out there for you to work up hours and take  
holidays and things like that, but not every school runs like that, so it’s the constant lack of continuity throughout….”  
(CA Primary, FG)

	› “�We only get paid for our hours worked and have no option to work additional hours so go without pay for  
3 months of the year, whereas teachers are paid a salary and get paid all year round. It is totally unfair  
and there is a massive disconnect between teachers and CAs.” (CA Grammar, Survey)

	› “�We receive no retainer over holidays and if we have a 52-week contract will be asked to move to EA 
headquarters to work in the SEN offices completing intricate computer work with no training for the same 
money. Our holiday pay does not cover the holidays schools get. Often we must take up other employment if  
on a term time contract, leading to a greater loss in tax. We cannot earn overtime nor work full time hours.”  
(CA Primary, Survey)

Working hours

CA survey responses suggested that their contracted hours ranged from 6 hours to 42.5 hours per week, with a weekly  
average of 26.5 hours9. However, almost a third (31%) of CAs indicated that they were required to work more hours  
than specified in their contract (Figure 12). Around half of these said they did so on a daily, weekly or regular basis.10  
Some CAs indicated that they worked additional hours in order to be paid during holiday periods, often referred to  
as ‘working up’ hours. Others said they worked additional hours without payment.

64%

76% 76% 72%

36%

24% 24% 28% 31%

69%

Primary

No

Secondary Grammar Special Total

Yes

Figure 12: Are you required to work
more hours than your contract specifies?

CAs listed the range of activities they performed 
during these additional hours, including afterschool 
and breakfast clubs, preparation of resources and 
wall displays, pupil supervision, training, paperwork, 
meetings, cleaning, attending school trips and events, 
and exam related activities. Some CAs described 
working additional hours in order to get their work 
done or meet the needs of their students. Some said 
they came into school early or left late in order to be 
there and prepared when their students arrived or to 
support their students’ participation in afterschool 
activities. Some worked additional hours to cover 
staff absences or late student pick-ups. A small 
number of CAs said they worked during their breaks 
or had limited or no breaks during their working day. 

9 A small number of outliers were removed. In the small number of cases where a range was given, an average was taken.
10 �Out of 397 CAs who specified a frequency, 90 CAs said they worked additional hours daily/most days, 93 CAs said one or more times per week, 26 said 

regularly/frequently/often/a lot. Some of the 443 CAs who said they worked additional hours did not specify how often this occurred.

20



21

Working up hours

	› “�I work 35.5 hours but get paid for 27.5 due to having to owe back pay that is paid during the  
summer months.” (CA Primary, Survey)

	› “�I work in an LSC [Learning Support Centre] with the HoD [Head of Department] so my role involves  
a lot of administrative duties which I carry out after school hours for which I can save the hours  
to allow me to take paid time off during summer.” (CA Secondary, Survey)

Unpaid additional hours

	› “�But like coming to the end of the year, there’s a lot going on. So…I have been staying behind a lot after  
school just to help out, otherwise things just wouldn’t get done. And it really has been a lot of the classroom  
assistants taking on more work to make sure the things that the teachers organize get done and in some  
aspects it’s fine because you don’t mind because it’s for the kids…But learning support assistants don’t  
get paid extra the way classroom assistants would. And sometimes you’d be like, well, I stayed  
another two hours there… but you wouldn’t dare ask because you wouldn’t get it.” (CA Primary, FG)

	› “�I have to go way above my job description, and I must do extra hours every day, starting earlier  
and leaving later, as well as being on duty both during break time and lunchtime. All of this  
is unpaid. It constantly feels like you are getting the short end of the stick.” (CA Grammar, Survey)

Starting early, leaving late, missing breaks

	› “�If I’m not in there for 8.25 in the morning, setting up the room… not just me, the teachers are there and the other 
classroom assistants - If we don’t do that, our day is sunk. Our kids come in and if things aren’t right…‘cause  
our kids are scheduled within an inch of their life, and if we don’t have those things done and we don’t stay  
on, I mean I’m supposed to finish at 1:43. This 1.43 … just gets me every time. But I’m never out the door  
before 2:15 because … we do it for the children.” (CA Special, FG)

	› “�I think we all go over and above our contract. Like I said, you know, I get the bus. There’s been many  
a time I have missed my bus because, to me, I shouldn’t leave until all my kids have gone, I think  
they’re my responsibility.” (CA Primary, FG)

	› “�My main function is to run a room for students to come and study or take time out when needed. This year  
I was asked to step in and work with a sixth former so now I combine both roles working solidly from 8:30  
to 3pm. The intention is that I have a lunch break but that never works out as you have to be ready  
to step in when a situation arises and you can’t just walk out when a child comes in needing your  
help.” (CA Grammar, Survey) 



Job satisfaction and continuation in the role

The majority of CAs strongly agreed (28%) or agreed (42%) that they were satisfied in their job (Figure 13). This was  
broadly consistent across school types. When asked if they planned to continue working as a CA, just under two-thirds  
of survey respondents (63%) concurred. Commitment to the job was also evident across the qualitative data. CAs  
emphasised a love of working with their pupils and the satisfaction they derived from watching them progress and  
achieve milestones, whilst good relationships with teachers and management were also a source of satisfaction for  
some. However, these positive sentiments often followed or prefaced their frustrations with other aspects of the role,  
including poor pay, unfair contracts, lack of progression opportunities, lack of recognition, inequitable treatment  
compared with other school staff, and, for some special school CAs, the threat of physical harm. In particular,  
the majority of CAs (82%) disagreed or strongly disagreed that they were fairly paid for their work (Figure 14). 

Figure 13: I am satisfied in my job as a CA

Strongly Agree Agree Unsure Disagree Strongly Disagree

Total
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5%
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4%

1%

11%

12%

11%
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14%

13%

15%

42%

41%

44%
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50%
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26%
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27%

12%
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Figure 14: I am fairly paid for the work that I do as a CA

The majority of 
CAs disagreed 
or strongly 
disagreed that 
they are fairly 
paid for their work.

Grammar

70%
Total

82%
Secondary

81%
Primary

84%
Special

85%

Focus group participants expressed similar dissatisfaction with pay and almost half (221) of the 500 open-ended survey 
responses referred to pay, with respondents stating that they were badly or unfairly paid given their workload and level of 
responsibility. Pay was described as a major disincentive to remaining in the role, with many CAs believing they could earn more 
by working in other sectors such as retail. Some indicated they had a second job in order to cope financially, whilst others 
described regularly working beyond their job descriptions and contracted hours without receiving any additional renumeration. 
A few participants indicated that CAs can be paid at one rate for their main duties and at a lower rate for other duties such as 
lunchtime supervision.
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Job satisfaction

	› “�I really enjoy my work and there is great job satisfaction but I do not believe that what we are paid  
reflects how hard we work and how much we benefit the children we work with. I feel that teachers  
are held at a higher level but they couldn’t successfully do their jobs without us, especially in terms of SEN.  
CAs are definitely not appreciated as much as they should be.” (CA Grammar, Survey)

	› “�We do our jobs ‘cause we love it, we get job satisfaction from our children, from watching them be  
nurtured and flourish into something that maybe a year or two earlier you might not have seen.  
So that’s a huge part that keeps us in the job.” (CA Secondary, FG)

Continuity in the role

	› “�For the amount of work we do and stress we endure, the money is not worth it and…many friends in  
the same job [are] looking elsewhere for jobs that are less stressful and sometimes more pay.”  
(CA Primary, Survey)

	› “�I am a qualified Level 3 Classroom Assistant (also have a degree). The school does not give any CAs  
a contract or advertise jobs through the EA. Therefore I can never get a 52 week contract. As a single  
parent that’s an impossible income to live off. I have handed in my notice and am leaving.  
My replacement is a waitress with no experience.” (CA Secondary, Survey)

	› “�As a valuable member of the school community, Classroom Assistants are severely underappreciated  
and underpaid. Oftentimes we are looked down upon as “lesser” by teachers and other staff. It can  
be seriously deflating and does make me question if the job is worth it. Making a difference  
for the children I work with is the only reason I am still in this position and truthfully, that  
is becoming not enough to keep me in my role when I see supermarket workers and delivery  
drivers with no qualifications whatsoever earning more than we do.” (CA Primary, Survey)

Dissatisfaction with payment

	› “�We used to be well paid as Classroom Assistants, I remember going back 30 years, we were very well  
paid. But the wages haven’t gone up in line with the complexity of the job.” (CA Special, FG)

	› “�I don’t think the pay reflects at all the level of input I put in, my level of skill, and I think I put  
up with it… because of my stage of life. You know my personal circumstances.” (CA Primary, FG)

	› “�CAs are expected to work extremely hard doing multiple jobs for very little pay. I work Monday to Friday  
and also have a second job on a Saturday and Sunday because the wage is impossible to  
live off and support a family.” (CA Grammar, Survey)
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3.2 Deployment and support for special educational needs
CA Titles

Figure 15 shows that the majority of CAs  
described their job titles in line with the those  
used by the EA. Forty percent of survey 
respondents identified themselves as either CA 
SEN or SEN Assistant, while almost a third (32%) 
identified themselves as either CA or General CA. 
Smaller proportions identified themselves as CA 
ASEN (4%) and GA (2%). Titles not attributed by 
the EA, such as Learning Support Assistant (LSA) 
and Teaching Assistant (TA) were also used by a 
small number of respondents. 

Data from the focus groups and survey 
open-ended question highlighted a perceived 
disconnect between CAs titles and the roles they 
assumed. For example, a small number of survey 
respondents stated they would like to be given the 
title of Teaching Assistant, as it more accurately reflected their role, or given the opportunity to become a TA  
or Higher-Level Teaching Assistant (HLTA), with the associated pay and status granted to the comparable role in England;  
in a few other instances the term Learning Support Assistant was considered to better reflect the role. Several other CAs 
expressed dissatisfaction with the disconnect between their day-to-day duties and how their post was classified, particularly  
in terms of the corresponding pay grade. For example, while the paid rate for CA SEN is higher than that for GA, some  
GAs stated that they also supported pupils with special educational needs and deserved to be paid accordingly.

Figure 15: Survey respondent titles  

CA SEN 33%

CA 28%

LSA 7%

SEN Assistant 7%

CA ASEN 4%

General CA 4%

GA 2%

TA 2%

Other (<2%) 13%

Title should reflect the role

	› “�I feel that my role is better described as a Teaching Assistant and should be paid accordingly.  
There should be a Classroom Assistant role separate from that of Teaching Assistant. Doing my job now is very different 
from assisting in a general class environment. It is a very varied role and that’s what I love about it.” (CA Primary, Survey)

	› “�I would very much welcome the creation of a higher level Classroom Assistant role to allow assistants to have a more 
proactive role in planning and delivering lessons and/or interventions to individual children or groups. I think the term 
Classroom Assistant does not always adequately cover the role. I think Learning Support Assistant is  
a more relevant term.” (CA Primary, Survey)

Pay grade does not reflect role

	› “�I am currently employed as a SEN assistant and withdraw groups of pupils from p2-p7 full time,  
but I receive [a] general assistant’s rate of pay.” (CA Primary, Survey)

	› “�I am qualified for my [General Assistant] post, yet other assistants are not qualified and are on a higher pay scale due to  
being SEN. I believe pay should reflect the fact that all assistants, whether general or SEN, should be the same as 
I have worked with SEN children within my room for 20 years until they then get an assistant the following year. 
Assistants also provide break duty every day and are responsible for all First Aid incidents that occur.” (CA Primary, Survey)

	› “�If we were to go to England we are known as Teaching Assistants with more responsibility and near double the pay.  
I work with SEN, but am only getting a Classroom Assistant salary instead of ASEN.” (CA Secondary, Survey)
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CA support for pupils with Special Educational Needs

Almost a third of all CAs (31%) provided support to one pupil with a statement of special educational needs (this was  
most common in primary schools), and just over a quarter (28%) provided support to two or three statemented pupils  
(this was more common in secondary schools) (Figure 16). Most of the CAs who supported 1-3 statemented pupils worked in 
primary, secondary or grammar schools, while special school CAs typically supported four or more statemented pupils.

Figure 16: Approximate number of pupils with statements of SEN supported by CAs in the classroom11
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Amongst the proportion of CAs who supported pupils with statements of SEN, 84% reported directly supporting them  
almost all or most of the time (Figure 17). These figures varied across school type. Seventy two percent of primary school  
CAs, 91% of secondary CAs and 89% of grammar CAs who supported statemented pupils, supported them almost all or  
most of the time; however, all special school CAs stated that they supported these pupils almost all or most of the time.

Figure 17: Frequency of CA support for statemented pupils12

Most of the timeAlmost all the time Half of the time Occasionally Very rarely or never

0% 20%10% 40%30% 60%50% 80%70% 100%90%

11 �Where respondents gave a range, the highest number of pupils was recorded. Some of those who did not support statemented pupils, were supporting pupils 
awaiting statements or with IEPs/PLPs. Those who did not specify a number usually indicated that they supported “all” pupils or that the number varied.

12 The 7% of CAs who stated that they did not support any statemented pupils or who left the question blank (Figure 16) have been omitted from this analysis.
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Overall survey responses showed that 47% of all CAs supported other pupils in the classroom almost all or most of the time 
and approximately a quarter (26%) directly supported teachers almost all of the time or most of the time (Figure 18). Grammar 
school CAs were least likely to support other pupils (27%) or directly support teachers (11%) almost all or most of the time.

Figure 18: Frequency of CA support for statemented pupils
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Figure 19 shows that 91% of CAs who supported pupils with statements of SEN, frequently provided one-to-one support and 
this proportion was consistently high across all school types. This was followed by frequent small group support of 2-5 pupils 
reported by two thirds of CAs (66%); this was more common in primary (71%) and special (91%) schools. In contrast, frequent 
whole class support was slightly more common among post-primary school CAs (66% secondary, 30% grammar) than small 
group support (58% secondary, 28% grammar).

Figure 19: Types of CA support for pupils with statements of SEN13

�� ��� ��� ��� ��� ��� ��� ��� ��� ��� ����

��������
� �
	���	�� ����
� �����

��

���
��������
��

��������
�������
������ �������
�›

�����	���
�������
����� �������
�›

�	�

���
�������
����� ������
�›

��� �
 
�������
��

Across all school types, the most common location for provision of CA support was at a pupil’s desk (78%) (Figure 20); 
proportionately, this was higher in secondary (90%) and grammar (84%) schools. Provision of CA support outside  
of the classroom in another location was proportionately higher in primary (21%) and grammar (14%) schools,  
whilst support provided elsewhere in the classroom was a more common occurrence in special schools (16%).

13 The 7% of CAs who stated that they did not support any statemented pupils or who left the question blank (Figure 16) have been omitted from this analysis.
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Figure 20: Where do you most often provide support for pupils?
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Range of needs supported by CAs

Table 2 shows the range of SEN supported by CAs. Overall, the most common of these were Social and Behavioural  
Difficulties (68%); Emotional and Wellbeing Difficulties (65%); Moderate Learning Difficulties (57%); Communication  
and Social Interaction Difficulties (56%) and Dyslexia (45%). The most common SEN supported by CAs in primary 
(62%), secondary (71%) and special (91%) schools was Social and Behavioural Difficulties, whilst in grammar schools,  
it was Emotional and Wellbeing Difficulties (58%). 

Table 2: Types of SEN supported by CAs

Primary Secondary Grammar Special Totals

Social and Behavioural 
Difficulties

62% 71% 51% 91% 68%

Emotional and Wellbeing 
Difficulties

58% 69% 58% 83% 65%

Moderate Learning Difficulties 59% 62% 23% 61% 57%

Communication and Social 
Interaction Difficulties

48% 54% 50% 85% 56%

Dyslexia 34% 70% 35% 34% 45%

Severe Challenging Behaviour 27% 25% 11% 84% 33%

Developmental Language 
Disorder or Language Disorder

29% 14% 4% 74% 29%

Physical Needs 18% 18% 25% 67% 26%

Severe Learning Difficulties 13% 17% 5% 85% 24%

Multi-Sensory Impairment 17% 14% 13% 68% 23%

Dyscalculia 10% 26% 8% 20% 16%

Profound and Multiple Learning 
Difficulties

6% 10% 4% 63% 16%

Hearing Impairment 5% 12% 5% 37% 12%

Other 10% 7% 13% 6% 9%

Blind or Partially Sighted 4% 3% 9% 32% 9%

Table 3 shows the range of healthcare, medical or physical disabilities supported by CAs. The five most common conditions 
included ASD (79%); ADD/ADHD (66%); anxiety disorder (34%); Asthma (31%); and developmental language delay (22%). 
Across all school types, the most common medical conditions supported by CAs were ASD, ranging from 69% in grammar 
schools to 95% in special schools, and ADD/ADHD, ranging from 49% in grammar schools to 88% in special schools.
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Table 3: Types of healthcare, medical needs or physical disabilities supported by CAs

Primary Secondary Grammar Special Totals

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 74% 80% 69% 95% 79%

Attention Deficit Disorder 
(ADD)/Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
59% 70% 49% 88% 66%

Anxiety Disorder 23% 46% 31% 47% 34%

Asthma 34% 22% 12% 47% 31%

Developmental Language Delay 19% 9% 1% 65% 22%

Dyspraxia/Developmental 
Co-ordination Difficulties

14% 20% 16% 41% 21%

Epilepsy 10% 15% 6% 67% 20%

Diabetes 15% 16% 18% 27% 17%

Global Developmental Delay 9% 5% 2% 65% 16%

Down's Syndrome 6% 7% 0% 64% 15%

Anaphylaxis 14% 9% 5% 28% 14%

Complex Healthcare Needs 6% 6% 7% 45% 12%

Depression 4% 16% 10% 20% 11%

Cerebral Palsy 4% 5% 5% 36% 10%

Eating Disorder 2% 8% 6% 18% 7%

Spina Bifida and Hydrocephalus 2% 5% 1% 28% 7%

Other 7% 7% 12% 4% 7%

Muscular Dystrophy 2% 3% 2% 18% 5%

Acquired Brain Injury 2% 4% 2% 16% 5%

Psychosis 0% 2% 1% 11% 3%

In the focus groups and in response to the open-ended survey question, CAs reported that the number and diversity of  
pupils with SEN was rising in both mainstream and special school settings. Most notably, CAs stated they were facing 
increasingly challenging behaviour from pupils. For some CAs, most of whom worked in special schools, this included  
dealing with aggressive behaviour and violence on a regular basis whilst supporting a growing number of pupils with  
complex needs. A few CAs specifically mentioned a rise in ASD and mental health issues and noted the negative  
impact of the COVID pandemic on pupils’ mental health and behaviour.
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Increase in challenging behaviour

	› “�Behaviour problems have increased significantly over the last five years. We cannot get on with our  
role in the classroom because of this and it takes a considerable amount of time/years before a behaviour support 
assistant can be employed in the classroom.” (CA Primary, Survey)

	› “�I have been a CA in a special school for over 30 years, a job I have enjoyed immensely. However, more recently, 
the change in our pupil profile, the rise of pupils on the Autism Spectrum Disorder, as well as increased 
challenging behaviour have made the job more demanding. A change in job description with recognition of  
the demands made is overdue.” (CA Special, Survey)

Complex needs and violence in special schools

	› “�We now have more children that have different disabilities all rolled into one. We have a lot more 
behaviour now than you ever had before… A couple of years ago, I had the head ripped off me in one of 
the rooms. There’s quite a lot of violence actually within the special schools and I know that goes right through into 
mainstream as well.” (CA Special, FG)

	› “�Unfortunately… we are experiencing on a daily basis higher levels of physical harm, there is no amount of training that 
covers this. We are seeing an increase in mental health issues that require professional medical intervention 
and we as a special school are not trained or equipped to support these issues.” (CA Special, Survey)

	› “�Now the majority of children coming into special schools from as young as nursery age have severe, 
challenging and volatile behaviours … the majority are non-verbal and have multiple diagnosis, with some 
children bordering on psychological disorders ... I spend most of my time feeding and toileting and dealing with 
volatile aggressive behaviour. Staff are being violently attacked on a daily basis, some even having broken ribs or bite 
marks all over their arms and being told it’s part of your job in SEN. Mentally and physically, staff are at their wits end 
and feel the wage paid does not reflect the job CAs now do as there has been no job description re-evaluation in 10 
years.” (CA Special, Survey)

Impact of COVID-19

	› “�The lockdown caused a lot of mental health issues. Anxiousness, nervousness and behavioural  
problems. I don’t know whether that’s down to the method of parenting now, and as mother of five, being a parent 
is one of the hardest jobs you will ever do. I’m not sure what caused the massive change, but lockdown had a big 
effect on a lot of our students.” (CA Grammar, FG)
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3.3 Classroom Assistant Role 
Most common CA duties

Figures 21 and 22 show the top five duties, selected from a list of 47 support duties, that CAs frequently or never carried out.   
Details of all 47 duties are shown in Appendix 1. Over 90% of CAs indicated they frequently supported pupils to understand 
instructions (94%) and to achieve learning goals (93%) (Figure 21). These duties, along with encouraging pupil participation, 
supporting personal development, supporting interaction with peers and supporting pupils in developing life skills were consistently 
reported across all school types. Additionally, a higher proportion of primary and special school CAs frequently supervised pupils 
outside the classroom (96% and 99%, respectively), compared to secondary (69%) and grammar school (51%) CAs. 

The majority of CAs never undertook invasive medical procedures (88%), operated equipment such as hoists (75%),  
contributed to development of school guidance/policies (55%), participated in stock taking/ordering (52%) or  
administered prescribed medication (51%) (Figure 22).

Figure 21: Top 5 duties frequently carried out by CAs

94% 93% 88% 88% 85%

Support pupils
to understand

instructions

Support pupils
to achieve

learning goals

Encourage 
pupil

participation

Support pupils’
personal

development

Support pupils’
interaction with

their peers

2 3 4 51
 

Figure 22: Top 5 duties never carried out by CAs

88% 75% 55% 52% 51%
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Workload

Just over half (53%) of all CAs agreed or strongly agreed that they had sufficient time to perform all the tasks required  
in their role (Figure 23), with higher levels of overall agreement among grammar (67%) and secondary (61%) school  
CAs compared to those in primary (46%) and special (49%) schools.

Figure 23: I have sufficient time to perform all the tasks required in my role

Agree or Strongly Agree Unsure Disagree or Strongly Disagree

Total

Primary

Secondary

Grammar

Special

35%

27%

19%

13%

13%

12%

14%

14%

53%

46%

61%

49%

67%

41%

37%

When asked whether their workload was manageable, focus group participants gave mixed responses. Some CAs  
described a busy but manageable workload, especially where good supports were in place. Some primary school  
CAs felt their range of responsibilities matched those of teachers, whilst those in special schools reported that the intensity  
of their workload frequently required them to work beyond their paid hours. In contrast, a few secondary school CAs  
voiced frustration at being underused in their schools. 

In the open-ended survey responses, terms such as ‘challenging’, ‘demanding’, ‘stressful’ and ‘high responsibility’  
were used by several CAs to describe aspects of their role. Some CAs described themselves as overworked whilst  
others felt that they were doing as much as or more than the teachers they worked with. 
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Variable workloads

	› “�The workload is usually manageable. We have systems in place, where if the workload becomes  
too much we can ask for other people to be deployed. And we also have an excellent VP who is our 
designated teacher and really coordinates all of the Classroom Assistants and the special needs children. 
And it can be intense at times. I work in a very busy large city school and it can be very intense, but there are things  
in place to make sure that that’s okay … It is manageable so that there are … you know, your child has a good day, 
your child has a bad day and on the bad days you might need support and on the good days it’s usually absolutely 
fine. And on the best days you’re there to assist the whole class if you can.” (CA Primary, FG)

	› “�I feel underused if anything. I feel a lot of my time that there’s a stress that would come from the fact that teachers 
don’t know how to use me.” (CA Secondary, FG)

Challenging, demanding, stressful, high responsibility

	› “�I find now in primary one, it was clearing up, being responsible for play, wall displays having things stuck  
in the books, work ready for the children. It’s half a teacher’s job. Basically, they have three reading groups one day, 
I have two the next, everything’s split equally. We do have a task board where it’s the work for the week - the teacher 
has a task, I have a task, we do that continuously throughout the work … so I’m responsible for everything I was 
responsible for in the beginning and more and now it’s half of their job. And the more you do, the more is 
put on you to do. The more confident you are … at doing something, the more you’re expected to do,  
to the point where sometimes, you’re doing more than the teacher.” (CAs Primary, FG)

	› “�And you don’t get a second, but especially because there’s medical in our room and a toilet in our room and  
a lot of them wear nappies and things and their age group is like 9, 10, 11. So, you know they’re big boys and you 
can’t put them down on a changing table, you have to do it standing up and they might not all be quite mobile.  
And you think, oh my gosh, so basically it’s physical, it’s mentally and emotionally draining, and as  
soon as you walk in until you leave that place, you’re flat out.” (CA Special, FG)

	› “�My role is extremely demanding … even though I am good at time management … there are not enough 
hours in the school day to complete my tasks. Demands from teachers are increasing and our task list  
gets longer, we are asked to cover teacher sickness from time to time which does not give any financial reward.  
I have 27 years of experience and my job role is increasingly stressful … with the feeling of not being valued for the 
 job I do and not reflected in my pay either. My salary is set annually and there is nowhere to move up on the pay 
scale.” (CA Primary, Survey)
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Role versus job description

Over two-thirds of all CA survey respondents (68%) confirmed they had a job description (Figure 24). This was  
more common among CAs working in special (75%) grammar (73%) and secondary (71%) schools than in primary  
schools (62%). Almost a fifth of all CAs (19%) were unsure if they had a job description. 

In the focus groups, while grammar school CAs stated that their role more or less aligned with their job descriptions,  
those working in primary, secondary and special schools believed their role extended well beyond their prescribed  
remit. A small number of survey respondents identified some ambiguity in their job descriptions, and suggested this  
lack of clarity exposed the role to multiple interpretations. Several others stated they were ‘going above and beyond’  
their job description on a daily basis, carrying out tasks well above their pay grade. In one focus group, primary  
CAs described how the wide-ranging nature of their role was especially vulnerable to interpretations of the phrase  
‘and any additional duties as delegated by your teacher’. 

The difficulty of writing an all-encompassing CA job description due to the changing nature of class environments  
and pupil profiles was acknowledged. Nevertheless, the lack of a clear role definition was criticised across the  
focus groups, with both primary and secondary school participants identifying how it had led to CAs undertaking  
de facto teaching roles including, for example, marking homework and differentiating pupil work. A few proposed  
that the CA job description should be updated to realistically align with the increasing demands of the role,  
including the rising numbers and changing profile of pupils with SEN.

Figure 24: Do you have a job description?

Yes No Unsure

Total

Primary

Secondary

Grammar

Special

16% 21%

11% 18%

13% 14%

9% 16%

62%

71%

73%

75%

68% 13% 19%

35



Working beyond remit

	› “�Well, I’m 3 to 1, and then I have the whole first aid responsibility. I then take revision classes in school.  
I’ve taken on the school shows. Like, you do so much, way beyond your job role for the kids, and if your  
union knew about it … you’re going totally against what your union says, but you don’t do it for that reason,  
you’re doing it for the kids, but yet you’re doing way more beyond even some of the teachers in the schools.  
We’re not benefiting from that or being recognised for it.” (CA Special, FG)

	› “�And we do have contracts and … a job description, but we are doing the job description plus a million other  
jobs that we’re not getting paid for ... it’s just like what more do you want us to do besides cook and clean in the 
school, you know. And then they put it … well, your job description says that we can have you do other jobs 
at the discretion of the Principal … that should be taken out. We have a specific job that we’re qualified to do.”  
(CA Secondary, FG)

Ambiguity in job description

	› “�What exactly is our job description? You know, I’m there a year and a half and I still have not  
been handed a job description. What you’ll get when you apply for the job is very, very broad,  
and their interpretation is completely different, you know, to what we would expect. I know you’re talking 
about differentiating … I mean, from the day I went in I’ve been doing that for the kids I work with. But… I was never 
told that it’s actually the teacher’s job to do that.” (CA Secondary, FG)

	› “�But that famous line ‘any additional duties as delegated by your teacher’, which can cover a multitude…  
I mark the class work, I was given a pink pen and a green pen to make the positive comment and learning comment 
and as much as I was enjoying that I did think, hold on a second here. You know, there are teachers there that would 
take advantage of that, and yet I didn’t know that it was my place to challenge it until I raised it [with] a couple of 
assistants. You’re sort of stuck between a rock and a hard place, you want to help, but you’re nearly scared to say to 
the teacher ‘that’s not my job. That’s your job.” (CA Primary, FG)

	› “�As time goes on there is more expected from CAs and at times I question am I doing the teacher’s job here? It’s not 
clear in my current post what my full job role is as it states in my contract to follow the direction of the 
teacher, but to me this is a grey area and at times I feel teachers are passing some of their duties on to CA. 
This creates a sense of unfairness in the workplace due to the pay difference.” (CA Special, Survey)
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The CA-teacher relationship

Just over three quarters (76%) of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed that there were clear boundaries  
between their role and that of the teacher (Figure 25). Proportionately, agreement was highest in grammar schools  
(86%) and lowest in special schools (66%). 

Figure 25: The boundaries between my role and the teacher’s role are clear

Total

Primary

Secondary

Grammar

Special

10%

9%

8%

14%

16%

13%

16%

6%

76%

75%

78%

66%

86%

9%

18%

Agree or Strongly Agree Unsure Disagree or Strongly Disagree

Although a majority of CAs collectively indicated in the survey that they rarely (22%) or never (44%) delivered lessons, notable 
proportions reported that they did so frequently (12%) or sometimes (22%); these proportions were considerably higher amongst 
primary and special school CAs than secondary and grammar school CAs (Figure 26).

This finding was reiterated in qualitative data from the focus groups and the open-ended survey question where CAs described 
teaching groups of pupils, in areas such as literacy, numeracy and phonics, as well as being left in charge of whole classes in 
instances of staff absence and no available substitute teacher cover.

Figure 26: Typically, in your role as Classroom Assistant, how often do you deliver lessons?

Primary

Secondary

Grammar

Special

Frequently Sometimes Rarely Never

24%28%16%

18%11%6%

12%7%5%

29%32%14%

32%

Total 22%22%12% 44%

66%

76%

24%

In the focus groups and open-ended survey question, CAs working in special, primary and, to a lesser extent, secondary 
schools stated they had assumed a leadership role in the classroom when newly qualified substitute teachers, who often  
lacked confidence and experience in leading and managing a class were brought in to cover teacher absences. The stark  
pay differential between themselves and these substitute teachers added to their frustration with this additional workload.  
A few survey respondents and focus group participants also expressed resentment around the lack of recognition they received 
for their contribution during the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, a focus group of primary CAs explained how they taught 
groups of pupils in school with little support during the second lockdown, while teachers remained at home, commenting that 
they felt teachers’ safety had been prioritised over their own.
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Assuming a teaching role

	› “�I take small groups and it ranges from assisting with phonics in the morning to helping out with new  
sounds and introducing new sounds for the week, to general teaching of numeracy and literacy.  
Because when you’ve so many students in your class and all the work is differentiated, a teacher cannot be  
teaching 10 different people at the one time, and so … it’s really kind of stepping up and being there and …  
available to do that sort of work as well.” (CA Primary, FG)

	› “�…this is why England doesn’t have this problem, because their Teaching Assistants can sub and be qualified to  
actually take the classes for them. Where we over here don’t do that. And so, it is literally like ‘this teacher’s sick, 
we don’t have cover, you need to cover this class’. And I’m like, I’m not qualified, let alone my union covers me 
for this, I’m not insured for it, yet you’re happy enough to put me in charge of the class for an hour.” (CA Special, FG)

	› “�I feel like Classroom Assistants are being put in positions that they are not comfortable with sometimes, especially  
at the start of their employment. Classroom Assistants are taking out groups of the weakest children in the  
class and expected to teach a whole piece of work and provide support to them.” (CA Primary, Survey)

Doing the work for substitute teachers

	› “�As an experienced and trained CA, I find myself slipping into an (unpaid) leadership role in my  
classroom with subs or temporary staff. This is to make the day better and more fluid for everyone,  
however it can cause tension and frustration, and make an already busy day busier.” (CA Special, Survey)

	› “�What I find the most frustrating in my role is, the teacher’s off and there’s a sub comes in and they are 
woeful or terrible …. So, I am standing there and I’m getting paid barely above minimum wage and they’re 
getting £200 plus to come in and I am doing their job and they’re just standing there and… the school could 
save so much money by letting me do that … giving me an acting up allowance or something to cover that class …  
but I’m having to stand and tell the sub - he’s fresh out of uni - you have to do this, you and it’s really, really farcical 
and very frustrating.” (CA Primary, FG)

Lack of recognition for role during COVID lockdown

	› “�We should have had greater recognition for the role we played in keeping schools open during  
Covid. There were no teachers in school at the time and we were left in charge and expected to teach 
children … the headteacher was on Zoom in her office and that was considered adequate cover. EA should have 
issued firm guidelines to ensure Classroom Assistants were better protected, there was nothing to stop our head  
teacher putting us in classes of 20/30 children, we felt our lives didn’t matter as long as teachers were kept safe,  
it was a disgrace. And all for £10 an hour. It was not simply supervision; how do you expect Foundation Stage 
children to work independently from a workbook and upload it to Seesaw … not possible, it had to be 
taught and we were expected to do it whilst managing all the SEN and behavioural problems in class as 
well. A teacher [would] have had help, but we were in a class by ourself and expected to get on with it. 
Now we are looking for a pay rise and EA and head teachers are dragging their feet, we’re not happy.”  
(CA Primary, Survey)
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3.4 Training, induction and appraisal 
Training and accreditation

The majority of CAs (89%) reported having attended training inside school during the two years prior to participating  
in this research (Figure 27). While this was consistent across school types, participation in training was highest among  
CAs working in special schools (98%) and lowest among those in primary schools (85%). Of the survey respondents  
who reported undertaking school-based training, the majority (77%) had completed it during the working day;  
this was more common for those working in grammar (84%) and secondary schools (82%). A small proportion  
of CAs (16%) were paid to attend school-based training in their own time; this was more common amongst those  
working in special (21%) and primary (19%) schools.

Figure 27: CA participation in school-based training in the last 2 years

Unsure 0.5%
No 10%
Yes 89%

“Yes”

During your own time (unpaid) 7%
During your own time (paid) 16%
During your working day 77%

An open-ended follow-up question revealed that common areas for school-based training included child-protection and 
safeguarding, autism and ASD, and first aid (Figure 28). 

Just over a third (35%) of survey respondents who completed school-based training said they had obtained accreditation or  
a qualification from the training. 

A much lower proportion of CAs (31%) indicated they had attended training outside school in the two years prior to 
participating in this research (Figure 29). This was most common among CAs working in primary schools (36%) and lowest 
among CAs in secondary schools (24%). In contrast to school-based training, over half (59%) of the CAs who attended external 
training did so in their own time, unpaid. This was more common amongst those working in primary (63%) and secondary (61%) 
schools. Just over a third of CAs (34%) attended external training during their working day; proportionately, this was somewhat 
higher amongst those working in special schools (47%). 
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Figure 28: Type of school-based training
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Figure 29: CA participation in external training in the last 2 years
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Common themes in external training included first aid and autism (Figure 30). Several also described undertaking Level 1-5 
certifications in a wide variety of topics such as supporting teaching and learning, Makaton, and working with children and 
young people with SEN. 

Accreditation was more common for those CAs who attended external training than school-based training, with over two thirds 
(67%) confirming this.
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Figure 30: Type of external training
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In terms of their perceptions, almost two thirds (62%) of all CAs agreed or strongly agreed that they had been given adequate 
opportunities to undertake training for their role in the previous two years (Figure 31). This varied somewhat across school type, 
with over three quarters (79%) of special school CAs in agreement compared to just over half (53%) of those working in primary 
schools.

Figure 31: Provided with adequate opportunities to undertake training for my role as a CA  
in the last 2 years

Total
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Survey and focus group responses illustrated a range of training opportunities and challenges for CAs. Whilst the support of 
the SENCO in recommending and providing training was praised by a few, CAs more often reported a lack of professional 
development opportunities and described undertaking training at their own expense. CAs believed the lack of recognition 
for obtaining additional qualifications, particularly in terms of an increase in pay, was a key disincentive to investing time and 
money in training. A perceived failure by schools to take advantage of the training and skills held by CAs was an additional 
source of frustration, with survey and focus group respondents describing how they felt underutilised or misused in their schools. 
To a lesser extent, a limitation in teacher training was identified by a small number of CAs who suggested that some teachers 
lacked the skill set to deploy CAs effectively.
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Training support offered by SENCOs

	› “�Our SENCO is brilliant and organises training for us in school, you know for staff days we would have  
special training. I have a list of training that we did last year, absolutely brilliant. We’re encouraged a lot  
to do training, but it’s mostly after school or on staff days.” (CA Grammar, FG)

Training undertaken at own expense

	› “�I’ve gone to night class and I’ve paid for extra education, extra qualifications, extra training …  
because I want to have the knowledge and offer that to the children that come into the school and the parents. 
We shouldn’t have to keep asking the SENCO and the Principal - could we have training in XYZ?” (CA 
Secondary, FG)

	› “�No career progression, no benefit (financial or otherwise) from having gained my early childhood studies degree. 
Teachers like to pick and choose when you are capable of certain tasks. I have had to source and pay for a lot  
of [training] myself in order to do my job as best as I possibly can.” (CA Primary, Survey)

	› “�So the qualifications I’ve already got have cost me … don’t know if it’s £400 or £500 so far, but there is 
absolutely no point in me going on to Level 5 or 6 or do a degree in ASD, which I’d love to do … it doesn’t 
get me anywhere … and it means nothing to the school. But yet…they’re the ones that are paying me. Or not paying 
me as the case may be.” (CA Secondary, FG)

CA training and skills not being used effectively by schools

	› “�A couple of years ago I learned to do [pupil-related] therapy. Once the 8 weeks was over and I had qualified  
for it, my Principal hasn’t even bothered, it’s as if it doesn’t exist. So, she wasted me … taking me to do that, 
but not using me to do it. So…we’re not used in what we can do.” (CA Primary, FG)

	› “�The experience and acquired knowledge and expertise as a CA should be used more by staff in the school 
setting.” (CA Grammar, Survey)

Limitations in teacher training

	› “�I did have a conversation with a teacher who’s been teaching for 20 years … She held her hands up and said  
I have a child who’s got autism and often behavioural [issues]. And she just said to me ‘am I allowed to tell him off 
when you’re with him’? I’m like, ‘yeah, because I’m with him all day’. If I’m telling him off every single lesson for poor 
behaviour, the relationship just isn’t going to be there. And she admitted that point. She was like I’ve never had 
training on how to work with a Classroom Assistant. And I thought you’re 20 years in. This is really quite scary.” 
(CA Secondary, FG)
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Induction and Appraisal

Just over one third of CAs (35%) reported having had an induction for their post. This was notably lower for CAs  
working in primary schools (25%) compared to those working in special (42%), secondary (43%) and grammar  
(45%) schools (Figure 32). A small number of focus group and survey participants described having responsibility  
for training new, unqualified and inexperienced CAs who were often ‘dropped in at the deep end’.

Figure 32: CA Induction

Yes NoUnsure

Total

Primary

Secondary

Grammar

Special

42% 7% 51%

45% 7% 48%

43% 8% 49%

25% 8% 67%

35% 7% 58%

Survey responses indicated that only a minority of CAs (7%) had participated in a job appraisal in the previous twelve  
months (Figure 33). This trend was consistent across school types, with slightly higher instances reported by CAs in special  
and grammar schools (13%). A follow-up, open-ended question revealed that where they took place, appraisals could  
be formal or informal, and included, for example, meetings or discussions with the school leadership (Principal or SENCO)  
or completion of feedback forms or questionnaires. Observations were conducted in a very small number of cases. 

Figure 33: CA Appraisal in the previous 12 months

Total

Primary

Secondary

Grammar

Special

4% 7% 88%

7% 8% 85%

13% 14% 73%

13% 8% 78%

7% 8% 85%

Yes NoUnsure
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Training other unqualified/inexperienced CAs

	› “�But there are people coming in and they have no experience with children and they’re just being  
dropped in at the deep end and it’s up to us to teach them and to train them, which is fine. Like somebody 
had to do that for me. But I had the qualifications.” (CA Primary, FG)

	› “�I think it’s ridiculous that experienced and qualified staff are expected to “train up” people who walk into 
the job with neither experience or qualifications. They are paid the same and 9 out of 10 haven’t a clue what  
they are actually doing! It undervalues our worth.” (CA Primary, Survey)

	› “�Because staff are no longer staying in the roles due to pay and the significant increase in duties, schools are now  
taking anyone in to work … with zero qualifications or experience. This makes the job of those qualified and 
experienced ten times harder as you’re basically having to train someone up on the job yourself whilst still 
carrying out your own duties.” (CA Special, Survey)

CA appraisals

	› “�Answered a 4 page document which had questions asking me what I did every minute of the day  
and if I could prove this and then brought this document to a meeting with the SENCO and deputy head  
and talked through each point.” (CA Grammar, Survey)

	› “�I sat down with the Principal and we had a chat about how things were going in the job. It was quite informal  
which was something I was more than happy about.” (CA Primary, Survey)

	› “�We have annual performance reviews where we fill in a questionnaire. The latest one required a lot more detail  
than previous years. I am unsure as to why this change has occurred.” (CA Secondary, Survey)

	› “�I filled in an online form. I was observed by my line manager and we then sat down to discuss her observations  
and we discussed goals for the following year.” (CA Secondary, Survey)
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3.5 Support, inclusion and recognition 
Management, support and supervision

The school principal (29%) or SENCO (26%) were most commonly identified in survey responses as the CA’s line  
manager.14 Primary school CAs were most commonly line managed by the principal (51%), whilst the SENCO assumed  
this role in secondary and grammar schools (63% and 55%, respectively). There was more diversity in special schools,  
with CAs reporting line management by the principal (26%), head of department (19%), teacher (18%) or the vice  
principal (12%). Overall, 10% of respondents could not identify their line manager; this was proportionately highest  
among primary school CAs (14%). About two thirds of survey respondents (65%) agreed or strongly agreed that  
they received appropriate supervision and support to undertake their role effectively (Figure 34).

Figure 34: I receive appropriate supervision and support to undertake my role effectively

0% 20%10% 40%30% 60%50% 80%70% 100%90%

Strongly Agree Agree Unsure Disagree Strongly Disagree

Just over half of all CAs (54%) reported that their work was sometimes supervised by a teacher (Figure 35 ), and this  
pattern was broadly similar across school types. A higher proportion of CAs working in special schools (42%) reported  
they were always supervised by a teacher, whilst a higher proportion of those in grammar schools (23%) reported  
they were never supervised. 

While some focus group participants described receiving good support from their line manager, particularly SENCOs,  
a number of survey respondents were more critical. For example, some reported a lack of support from senior  
management when dealing with challenging and/or violent pupil behaviour, highlighting the need for improved  
wellbeing supports for a role that was increasingly emotionally, mentally and physically demanding. A few participants  
noted the benefit of receiving support from other CAs and suggested that sharing knowledge and experience is valuable.

Figure 35: CA supervision by teachers 

Primary Secondary Grammar Special Total

Always Sometimes Never

36%

56%

9%

33%

52%

14%

24%

53%

23%

42%

55%

3%

35%

54%

11%

14 �In addition to those who listed Principal or SENCO as their line manager, 3% of respondents listed multiple line mangers, often including the principal, 
SENCO or both. These are not included in the percentages given.
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CA involvement in planning and provision

In terms of their involvement in activities relating to SEN planning and provision (Figure 36), the majority of CAs reported  
being either frequently or sometimes involved in reading pupils’ individual statements of SEN (80%), contributing to pupils’ 
progress reports (58%) and attending staff meetings (56%). Attending annual review meetings, contributing to transition 
planning, lesson planning and preparation or whole school SEN planning and attending parents’ evenings were less  
frequently reported. 

Figure 36: CA involvement in SEN planning and provision

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Frequently Sometimes

Attending parents’ evenings

Contributing to whole school SEN planning

Contributing to lesson planning and preparation

Contributing to transition planning

Attending annual review meetings

Attending staff meetings

Contributing to pupil/s’ progress report(s)

Reading pupil/s’ individual statement of SEN

Involvement in the various aspects of SEN planning and provision was not consistent across school types. CAs in  
primary schools were less likely to frequently or sometimes read individual statements of SEN (72%), attend staff  
meetings (34%), contribute to whole school SEN planning (10%) and attend parents’ evenings (12%) compared  
with CAs in other school types. While CAs in special schools were least likely to attend annual review meetings  
frequently or sometimes (19%), they were more likely to contribute to transition planning (65%) and to lesson  
planning and preparation (74%) compared to other CAs. A relatively high proportion of grammar school CAs  
(82%) reported attending annual review meetings either frequently or sometimes.

It was evident from the focus group discussions and some survey responses that the extent of CA involvement  
in planning and provision was dependent on school management and individual teachers. For example, some  
CAs reported having ongoing and collaborative communication with teachers in relation to pupil support and  
senior management’s endorsement of CA involvement, while others described having no voice, feelings of  
powerlessness and being excluded from planning meetings.
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Respect, recognition and feeling valued

Overall, there were high levels of agreement amongst CAs in relation to how they were perceived by the school community, 
with 76% and 71% agreeing that they were valued by pupils and parents, respectively (Figure 37). To a lesser extent this 
agreement applied to being included and respected by teaching staff (66%) and school management (58%). This pattern was 
fairly consistent across school types. Grammar school CAs (81%) reported stronger agreement that they were valued by parents; 
higher proportions of primary (79%) and special school (81%) CAs agreed they were valued by pupils whilst special school 
CAs (75%) reported stronger agreement on feeling included and respected by teaching staff. 

Figure 37: Feeling respected and valued by the school community

I feel included and respected by senior management

My role as a CA is valued by pupils

My role as a CA is valued by parents

I feel included and respected by teaching staff

Agree or Strongly Agree Unsure Disagree or Strongly Disagree

66% 16% 17%

58% 21% 22%

76% 13% 11%

71% 20% 9%

Within the qualitative data, CAs’ desire to feel valued and recognised for their work was second only to the issue of poor 
payment, representing about a quarter (n=128) of the 500 open-ended survey responses. This topic was also discussed widely 
among focus group participants. CAs who reported they had gone above and beyond their work remit, and who had actively 
sought to gain additional qualifications and training, voiced frustration that their efforts were not recognised within schools and, 
most importantly, not reflected in their pay. It was clear that gestures of acknowledgement and appreciation from teachers, 
principals and parents enhanced CAs’ job satisfaction and sense of being a valued member of staff. 

Feelings of respect were intrinsically associated with CAs perceptions of their role, with some survey respondents indicating 
they felt variously disrespected or undermined by the EA, school management, teachers and pupils and treated as dogsbodies, 
teacher’s PAs, babysitters and cleaners. Disrespectful pupil behaviour was partly attributed to the lack of authority held by CAs 
and exacerbated by a perceived lack of support from school management.
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3.6 Future of the CA post 
Qualifications, training and the distinction between CA posts

The majority of survey respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that evidence of relevant experience (83%) and relevant 
accredited training (74%) should be required to apply for a CA post (Figure 38). However, there was less support for a higher 
level of qualification, with only half of all CAs agreeing or strongly agreeing with this requirement. Grammar school CAs were 
less likely to support this option than CAs from other school types, with only 38% agreeing or strongly agreeing.

Figure 38: Requirements for experience, qualifications and training

Agree or Strongly Agree

Unsure

Disagree or Strongly Disagree

Evidence of relevant
experience should be

required to apply
for the post

Evidence of relevant
accredited training

should be required to
apply for the post

A higher level of
qualification(s) should

be required to
apply for the post

83%

10%
7%

74%

15%

10%

25%

26%

50%

The majority of survey respondents (81%) also either strongly agreed (44%) or agreed (37%) that there should be greater 
distinction between job descriptions for different types of CA posts (Figure 39). 

Figure 39: There should be greater distinction between the job descriptions for different types of CA post

Strongly Agree
44%

Agree
37%

Unsure
14%

Disagree
4%

Strongly Disagree
1%

Qualitative data suggested three key criteria that should distinguish CA posts: 

1) It should be reflective of qualifications, experience and level of responsibility in the school.

2) It should be evident in a more accurate (e.g., banded) pay structure.

3) It should align with career progression options. 

Rather than undermining and devaluing the role by hiring unqualified staff, CAs described professionalising the  
CA role by setting prerequisites and standards in relation to qualifications and continued professional development.

51





Promotion pathway and higher-level post

Of all the reforms proposed, the highest proportion of survey respondents (87%) supported the creation of a  
promotion pathway based on accredited training and experience. The majority (77%) also agreed or strongly  
agreed that a higher-level CA post should be created, with increased classroom responsibility (Figure 40).  
These views were fairly consistent across school types.

Figure 40: Creation of a promotion pathway and higher-level post

There should be a promotion pathway
(eg a banded system) based on accredited

training and experience

A Higher Level CA post should be created,
with increased classroom responsibility

Agree or Strongly Agree Unsure Disagree or Strongly Disagree

77%

16%

8%

87%

9%

3%

A number of focus group participants and survey respondents criticised the lack of progression offered in their current role or 
proposed that there should be greater opportunities for professional promotion and progression. Overall, there was enthusiasm 
for the option of a promotional pathway; suggestions included the creation of a higher-level teaching assistant similar to the  
post in England, and a dedicated pathway that enabled transition from employment as a CA into a teaching role. 
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4. �Implications for SEN Review  
and Reform - Key Messages 

The findings gathered over the course of this project are representative of the Classroom Assistant voice across primary, 
secondary, grammar and special schools in Northern Ireland. Classroom Assistants’ reported experiences provide  
hitherto unreported first-person perspectives on this workforce and vividly demonstrate the wide-ranging nature and  
extent of issues that enhance and, more often, undermine their practice. It is intended that the timeliness and relevance  
of this study will strategically contribute to informing the current End to End Review of SEN and the commitment by DE  
and EA to meet the needs of children and young people with Special Educational Needs (SEN) by ensuring the right  
support from the right people, at the right time, and in the right place. 

From the outset, it was evident that research on CA support for pupils with SEN – however overdue and necessary -  
would be an emotive and challenging issue. As a workforce whose voice has had limited exposure and agency, their 
participation in this study provides pivotal insights and we are truly grateful for their willingness to openly engage in the  
research process. It is important that they are re-positioned from the hinterland of education policy and provision to have  
their role recognised and directly represented as an integral component of SEN transformation and, indeed, in any relevant 
parallel developments or policies in the wider education sphere. More specifically, workforce reform is a priority area  
emerging from the Independent Review of SEN and Independent Review of Education. Many of the experiences reported  
by CAs already have strong anecdotal currency, but the findings from this project provide a solid and original evidence  
base from which to consider a sequence of core issues that may inform the future of this critical role in terms of its position,  
status and function at systemic, school and classroom levels. 

A recurrent observation from the plethora of reviews and studies to date is that the current exponential model for  
classroom assistance cannot continue in its current form. Collectively they have queried its efficiency and effectiveness,  
broadly ascribing this to: over-reliance on 1-1 classroom support; lack of evidence on the social, emotional and educational 
benefits for pupils with SEN; inappropriate deployment of the CA workforce beyond their prescribed remit; the spiralling 
financial cost of maintaining the status quo; and more recently, rising prevalence rates of SEN and the rapid expansion of 
Specialist Provision in Mainstream Schools (SPiMS). The findings of this study have illuminated some of these arguments; 
crucially, by positioning and illustrating them within the reported experiences of CAs in schools across NI, the extent of 
shortcomings in the current system is stark, with implications for SEN provision in the immediate and longer term.

It is clear from this study that change is overdue, and any process of transformation of the CA workforce will necessarily  
involve a shift in hearts and minds across all strata of the education system, as well as with parents and pupils themselves.  
What is also clear is that there is no single solution to resolving the challenges highlighted in the findings; the key issues  
identified are irrevocably linked and this therefore demands a cohesive response, recognizing that change in one area 
inevitably has implications for another. It is vital, therefore, that any planning for CA workforce reform is conducted  
transparently and is negotiated with representative groups of stakeholders across the education system. This buy-in  
and commitment will ensure clarity of purpose, direction and implementation. 

The over-arching messages emerging from the research are presented as starting points for the necessary conversations  
that need to take place around future options and opportunities for the CA workforce. These relate to: job description  
and recruitment; deployment; training; career progression; and the CA role itself. The intersection between each area  
is indisputable and one issue cannot be fully resolved in isolation – for example, a review of recruitment processes,  
by necessity, requires corresponding consideration of qualifications, induction and appraisal practices, training  
opportunities and career prospects.
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4.1 Recruitment
The informality and inconsistent pattern in how CAs are recruited is a significant emergent finding from this study.  
Undoubtedly, the pressures of SEN provision and increased recourse to rapid ad hoc recruitment has had a disruptive  
impact on CA motivation and morale and contributed to the incongruence between policy and practice. In addition,  
the notable absence of induction procedures and/or job appraisal meetings has further reinforced a disconnect  
between recruitment and deployment. 

Improvised responses to the recruitment of CAs are symptomatic of the wider pressures on schools in relation to SEN  
provision. However, it is a reactive model and risks a fundamental misrepresentation of the post that is both reductionist  
and inconsistent. As the findings indicate, the current practice has already undermined the qualified status of the CA role, 
leading to several areas of contention, notably the mis-match between job description and duties, the precarious and  
uneven nature of contracts, disparity in qualifications and experience, and minimal differentiation in pay scale. Collectively, 
there is a perception that these shortcomings have served to de-skill the role and disincentivise the recruitment and retention  
of an appropriately qualified workforce. 

Key message: 

A more consistent and transparent approach to the recruitment of CAs is required. The most immediate  
action is a policy directive calling for the termination of ad hoc recruitment practices. This would serve to  
reinforce statutory commitments to inclusive practices and validate the position of the CA as a core contributor  
in SEN provision through a more defined approach to managing support in the classroom, for whom the teacher  
has responsibility. It should stipulate the requirement for an established induction process and annual appraisal  
meetings as well as clarity and consistency in contracts and holiday entitlement to ensure parity across the  
workforce.

Recruitment guidance developed around a newly defined CA title(s) is a potential opportunity to review and  
apply revised core criteria. This could include, for example, more explicit education-specific criteria to support  
teaching and learning in schools. It is a change that would involve some delegation or re-alignment of SEN  
budgets to schools. Development of a menu of core and desirable criteria could empower schools to assume  
greater autonomy and accountability in determining the composition of their assistant workforce that is directly  
informed by pupil profile and need. In this respect, a proportion of initial savings accrued through the termination  
of ad hoc recruitment could be redirected towards retention and training. It is also feasible that, for some  
mainstream schools (or clusters of schools), recruitment of an Allied Health Assistant is a preferred option,  
providing opportunities for greater collaboration between education and health.
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4.2 Job Description and Deployment
Inconsistencies in how CAs are deployed in schools was a persistent finding across this study. The multiplicity and  
diversity of tasks attributed to the post has resulted in profound levels of dissatisfaction and frustration. As reported,  
the reasons for this are intricate, largely bound up in varied and contradictory job titles and an ambiguous work  
remit, the interpretation of which, has resulted in CAs regularly being assigned duties beyond those outlined in the  
job description (where CAs had one). 

Undoubtedly, diversification of the CA post is reflective of changing and increasingly complex pupil profiles and  
the attendant needs these present. However, the extent to which this is accurately represented in job titles and in  
corresponding job descriptions is less clear.

Key Message

The disconnect between stated and actual duties undertaken by CAs suggests that an urgent and  
comprehensive evaluation of job descriptions across the assistant workforce is required. It is essential  
that a revised and updated job description should accurately identify the duties and responsibilities  
undertaken within the professional parameters of the CA role. 

As part of any role redefinition, there is scope to appraise the minimum qualifications required to better  
reflect the inherent complexities of the post. New entry criteria would help redress current perceptions of,  
and expectations for, the post, re-establish its educational function and provide some equivalence with  
international standards. In this regard, there is precedence elsewhere. For example, in Australia, teacher  
aides are required to obtain a nationally recognised qualification or certificate in School Based Education  
Support, whilst in Canada qualifications typically include completion of a 10-month college programme  
in teaching assistance or educational assistance. Teaching Assistants in Finland are expected to follow a  
vocational qualification route, admission to which is dependent on application, interview and a suitability  
test. In Ireland, the union Fórsa, acting for Special Needs Assistants (SNAs), has called for a National  
Framework for Qualifications (NFQ) Level 6 qualification (replacing the current Level 3 requirement) to  
become a mandatory criterion for schools employing new SNAs. A Certificate in Inclusive School Support  
was introduced to provide this, although it has yet to be implemented as a statutory requirement.
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4.3 Training 
Equitable access to training and professional development opportunities is problematic for CAs across school types.  
Whilst opportunities were more regular inside the school setting, the findings suggest that the accreditation secured  
from participation in externally delivered training yielded greater professional breadth, balance and expertise  
in a range of SEN-related areas. CAs’ unanimous preference for ongoing training options is evidenced in the  
self-funded nature of much external training, even though this skill set was not always utilised by schools.

Key Message

The Continuing Professional Development (CPD) of CAs is a critical requirement if schools are to meet the  
diversity of SEN within an inclusive school ethos. Development of a CPD policy (or professional learning policy)  
would provide the basis for a more cohesive and standardised professional pathway. Its introduction would  
strengthen the status and expertise of the CA post as well as streamlining the practice of CAs having to seek  
training and qualifications in their own time and at their own expense. 

A CA competency framework – or equivalent - would serve to complement standards already in place for  
teacher colleagues. For example, in England, the Professional Standards for Teaching Assistants1 (2016)  
were devised to raise the status and professionalism of the TA role and position it within a community of  
professionals. Although non-statutory, the standards are intended to sit alongside statutory standards for  
teachers and headteachers in order to better define the Teaching Assistant role and purpose, thereby  
ensuring that schools can maximise their educational value and contribution. 

In Scotland, the Pupil Support Staff Framework2 is a collaborative co-creation with the school support staff  
workforce, designed to help them access and engage in their own professional development and make a greater 
contribution to the learning, wellbeing and future opportunities of children and young people. Such a model  
offers possibilities for an emerging team of CAs with a specific skill set who could be deployed across clusters  
of schools working together. Its peripatetic nature has similarities to the deployment of some Allied Health  
Assistants, and is an opportunity to forge better alignment between education and health support staff,  
although it would require careful co-ordination to maximise the impact of such a model.

The disconnect between teacher and CA expectations of the role highlight the need for more visible programmes  
within initial teacher education (ITE) and CPD that include a specific focus on leading and managing another  
adult(s) in the classroom. It is a complex process that requires time, effort and external support (Jardí et al., 2022).  
The Education Endowment Fund has produced practical, evidence-based guidance for primary and post-primary 
schools on making the best use of Teaching Assistants in everyday classroom contexts, through delivering  
structured interventions outside of the classroom, and through linking learning in everyday classroom contexts  
and structured interventions3. In contrast, the Teacher Assistant as Facilitator model proposed flipping the  
role of the TA to supporting pupils who could work independently, with the class teacher working directly  
with those pupils in need of additional support (Butt, 2016).

1 https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2016/06/Teaching-Assistant-Professional-Standards.pdf
2 �https://education.gov.scot/professional-learning/learn/support-staff-framework/#:~:text=This%20national%20framework%20has%20

been,in%20their%20own%20professional%20development
3 https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/guidance-reports/teaching-assistants
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4.4 Career Pathway 
The findings provide compelling insights into a role whose status, value and contribution has been progressively eroded. Equally, 
the strong level of support expressed by CAs for a higher-level post with increased classroom responsibility and a promotional 
career pathway based on qualifications and accredited training, aligns with the desire for greater recognition of the profile and 
status of the post.

The CA role is at a crossroads and some of the obstacles to securing a more professional footing are detailed in previous 
sections. Creation of a designated career pathway is necessary if the post is to attract and, importantly, retain a well-equipped 
and experienced workforce; it also provides some ratification of the body of knowledge and expertise already independently 
accrued by many CAs. It is important therefore that some accreditation of prior experiential learning (APEL) is applied within  
a career pathway framework that recognises the existing skills base. 

Key Message

There is a strong argument for the development and implementation of a clear CA career pathway. It should be designed 
within an incremental framework that sets out options for progression, with clear professional expectations at each level, 
as well as options to develop a specialism in certain areas, for example, behaviour management, ASD. In this respect, an 
option for a CA co-ordinator, working alongside the SENCO/LSC merits consideration. An appropriately qualified CA, 
with the relevant experience and expertise could provide strategic insight and direction in relation to the management 
and deployment of support staff, which would best match the skills base of the workforce with pupil needs.

Varied opportunities and requirements for career progression exist in other areas. In England, award of the Higher-Level 
Teaching Assistant status is dependent on applicants fulfilling a range of 33 competences under the areas of professional 
attributes, professional knowledge and understanding; professional skills; monitoring and assessment; and teaching and 
learning activities1.

It is also worth considering career progression options currently offered in other fields. For example, nationally, the 
majority of Health and Social Care (HSC) posts are banded, depending on the nature of tasks undertaken and the 
associated level of responsibility, with the option for progression after two years. This means Allied Healthcare Assistants 
can choose to pursue additional technical training moving through incremental bands with a corresponding increase in 
salary.

In other contexts, CAs may wish to progress towards qualified teacher status. For example, in Canada, a Professional 
Linking Programme (PLP) provides a pathway to teacher certification explicitly for paraprofessionals, based on 
admission requirements around experience and qualifications. For teacher aides in Australia, a study pathway involving 
a Certificate III or IV or Diploma level courses in Education Support is an opportunity to gain higher level skills and may 
be accepted as credits following enrolment to an Initial Teacher Education Programme.

1 https://hlta.org.uk/hlta-standards/
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4.5 CA Role
The findings provide compelling evidence that the CA role is beleaguered by confusion, ambiguity and lack of clarity, resulting 
in misinterpretation of duties and inappropriate allocation of tasks. Crucially, they reveal recurrent evidence of increasingly 
blurred lines between teaching and non-teaching responsibilities, with CAs performing tasks of a pedagogical nature, that are 
clearly outside of their remit and beyond their qualifications. The collective findings suggest that a legacy of misuse has distorted 
expectations of the CA role in the classroom, and so it is reasonable to argue for reconsideration of the title to one that more 
accurately reflects their professional situation and context in schools.

Key Message

There is a need for incisive and inclusive debate on the role of the CA in twenty-first century classrooms.  
The pace and scale of the shifting SEN landscape – as well as wider developments in the ‘where and how’  
of education provision - has undoubtedly altered the dynamics of school, classroom and pupil provision,  
whilst expectations for, and understandings of, the CA role have not evolved accordingly.

A starting point in this debate is an appraisal of the current job title and consideration of an alternative designation  
that more accurately reflects the nature of the post(s). This would help alleviate the generic ‘catch all’ associations  
that seem to define the current title. Any new designation should convey specific professional expectations for  
the role to ensure consistency in practice and to reassure assistants that they will be deployed appropriately and 
commensurate with their experience. Any such change will have implications for CA recruitment, qualifications  
and deployment, and will likely result in some recalibration in the size of the workforce. Whilst the probability of  
a reduced workforce may encourage a clearer vision on the nature of the post and the type of expertise a school  
needs, it is essential that the professional benefits (in recruitment, deployment, renumeration and career progression)  
of role reform are negotiated between the statutory authorities, unions and representatives to safeguard the interests  
of those in post, as well as inform and reassure other key stakeholders, including parents and pupils. In addition,  
any revision of the role should necessarily involve an agreed period of transition to enable new policy, models  
of support and access to training to be trialled and implemented. In this respect, the qualitative data from focus  
groups in this study has a contributory function, providing the basis for an adapted international Delphi Study  
involving an expert panel and other relevant stakeholders working together to reach consensus on an agreed  
title and remit for a revised CA role(s).
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5. Looking forward
The overall findings of this study suggest that a multifaceted approach, tailored to the unique contextual and situational  
needs of schools and pupils, is needed to resolve the crisis in Classroom Assistant policy, practice and deployment,  
and address the pressures in SEN support. It is also evident that the current model of CA support is unsustainable and  
the inconsistencies in practice that make CAs feel undermined and undervalued need to be addressed to incentivise  
the existing or prospective workforce. 

Whatever decisions are taken by the statutory authorities on the future of this workforce, it is imperative that their rationale  
is explicitly articulated as part of a re-modelling exercise designed to elevate the status of the post. This will go some way  
to reassuring schools and parents that the CA role will remain a pivotal one. Lack of strategic evaluation of the CA post 
in schools has left a fundamental knowledge gap on their contribution and relative impact in supporting pupils with SEN. 
Therefore, a commissioned independent evaluation that assesses the effectiveness of the role should be a key priority moving 
forward. Whilst it is inevitable that value for money will be a key strand, the evaluation process should not be interpreted in 
purely economic terms. It is important that a range of appropriate measures – spanning, for example, educational, social, 
behavioural, pastoral, economic outcomes - are developed. It is also important that the DE and EA demonstrate that such an 
evaluation is not to single out CAs for scrutiny, but rather that it sits as an integral part of the overall review of current provision. 

Additionally, a portfolio of options, enabling schools to identify the most relevant approach(es) to support their pupils is  
a valid foundation for future planning and decision-making. Several initiatives are already underway, including models 
developed around Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs), adaptive approaches that harness CA expertise and co-ordination 
of allied health professionals on a school cluster basis. The DE is currently compiling a synopsis of these, which, along with 
a detailed review of international best practice previously reported, may form a basis for discussion around an initial SEN 
framework. It is important that these models are piloted and that the principles and characteristics of each are uniformly 
documented to help schools identify a model that best meets their needs. It is also essential that a set of review and 
accountability criteria is developed, setting out a process for monitoring and evaluation. This will help schools record  
and assess the added value of their chosen model, with options to explore alternatives based, for example,  
on changing pupil and/or staff profiles.

The creation of an integrated model for CA support is also an opportunity to redress the absence of any substantive data  
on their role and deployment in schools in NI. The absence of large-scale and longitudinal data collection on this workforce 
along with comparative studies have been identified as an education research omission nationally and internationally  
(Webster & De Boer, 2021). Therefore, involvement in advancing the development of a systematic data set would position  
NI at the forefront of evidence-based planning. Harnessing the knowledge and expertise so vividly reported by CAs in  
this study should be integral to informing the future development of the post. Their voice is essential, not only to clarify  
the role and deployment of this workforce, but also as a valuable contributory perspective on wider debate and  
decision making around SEN reform in NI.
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Support pupils’ interaction with their peers

Support pupils’ personal development

Encourage pupil participation

Support pupils to achieve learning goals

Support pupils to understand instructions

Support delivery of learning strategies (eg in literacy)

Support pupils’ interaction with their teacher(s)

Monitor and provide feedback to teacher(s) on pupils

Support pupils in developing life skills

Supervise pupils outside the classroom (eg breaktime)

Provide specialist pupil support where required

Monitor ‘on-task’ behaviour

Assist with classroom preparation (eg wall displays)

Support learning activities

Manage pupil behaviour

Provide pastoral support to pupils

Liaise with other support staff inside school

Support use of ICT in the classroom

Provide general administrative support

Support pupils on trips and visits

Help with assistive technology

Adapt (differentiate) learning materials for pupils

Prepare and maintain resources/equipment/teaching aids

Assist with individual pupils’ Personal Learning Plan

Provide feedback to pupils

Attend and take part in staff meetings

Assist with record keeping on pupils

Assist with pupil transition process

Contribute to the assessment of pupils with SEN

Develop learning materials (eg worksheets) for pupils

Attend to pupils’ personal needs (eg toileting, feeding)

Communicate with parents/carers

Support excluded pupils

Deal with first aid incidents

Re-arrance classroom furniture

Provide specialist advice and guidance to staff, pupils

Administer prescribed medication

Liaise with external support staff (eg allied health)

Administer and/or mark tests or exams

Assist teachers with Health and safety issues

Deliver lessons

Participate in stock taking/ordering

Undertake invasive medical procedures (eg tube feeding)

Liaise with outside agencies/organisations (eg Autism)

Operate equipment (eg hoists)

Undertake data analysis and preparation of reports on

Contribute to development of school guidance/policies

Frequently Sometimes Rarely Never

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Appendix 1: Common CA duties
Typically, in your role as Classroom Assistant, how often do you carry out the following tasks?

Support pupils’ interaction with their peers

Support pupils’ personal development

Encourage pupil participation

Support pupils to achieve learning goals

Support pupils to understand instructions

Support delivery of learning strategies (eg in literacy)

Support pupils’ interaction with their teacher(s)

Monitor and provide feedback to teacher(s) on pupils

Support pupils in developing life skills

Supervise pupils outside the classroom (eg breaktime)

Provide specialist pupil support where required

Monitor ‘on-task’ behaviour

Assist with classroom preparation (eg wall displays)

Support learning activities

Manage pupil behaviour

Provide pastoral support to pupils

Liaise with other support staff inside school

Support use of ICT in the classroom

Provide general administrative support

Support pupils on trips and visits

Help with assistive technology

Adapt (differentiate) learning materials for pupils

Prepare and maintain resources/equipment/teaching aids

Assist with individual pupils’ Personal Learning Plan

Provide feedback to pupils

Attend and take part in staff meetings

Assist with record keeping on pupils

Assist with pupil transition process

Contribute to the assessment of pupils with SEN

Develop learning materials (eg worksheets) for pupils

Attend to pupils’ personal needs (eg toileting, feeding)

Communicate with parents/carers

Support excluded pupils

Deal with first aid incidents

Re-arrance classroom furniture

Provide specialist advice and guidance to staff, pupils

Administer prescribed medication

Liaise with external support staff (eg allied health)

Administer and/or mark tests or exams

Assist teachers with Health and safety issues

Deliver lessons

Participate in stock taking/ordering

Undertake invasive medical procedures (eg tube feeding)

Liaise with outside agencies/organisations (eg Autism)

Operate equipment (eg hoists)

Undertake data analysis and preparation of reports on

Contribute to development of school guidance/policies

Frequently Sometimes Rarely Never

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
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