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Synthesis 

Teaching assistantsi 
Low impact for very high cost, based on limited evidence  
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Teaching assistants (also known as TAs or classroom support assistants) are adults who support 

teachers in the classroom. Teaching assistants’ duties can vary widely from school to school, ranging 

from providing administrative and classroom support to providing targeted academic support to 

individual pupils or small groups. 

How effective is it? 

Evidence suggests that TAs can have a positive impact on academic achievement. However, effects 

tend to vary widely between those studies where TAs provide general administrative or classroom 

support, which on average do not show a positive benefit, and those where TAs support individual 

pupils or small groups, which on average show moderate positive benefits. The headline figure of one 

additional month’s progress lies between these figures. 

 

In some cases teachers and TAs work together effectively, leading to increases in attainment. 

 

Research that examines the impact of TAs providing general classroom support suggests that students 

in a class with a teaching assistant present do not, on average, outperform those in one where only 

a teacher is present. This average finding covers a range of impacts. In some cases teachers and TAs 

work together effectively, leading to increases in attainment. In other cases pupils, particularly those 

who are low attaining or identified as having special educational needs, can perform worse in classes 

with teaching assistants. 

Where overall negative impacts have been recorded, it is likely that support from TAs has substituted 

rather than supplemented teaching from teachers. In the most positive examples, it is likely that 

support and training will have been provided for both teachers and TAs so that they understand how 

to work together effectively, e.g. by making time for discussion before and after lessons. 
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There is also evidence that working with TAs can lead to improvements in pupils’ attitudes, and also 

to positive effects in terms of teacher morale and reduced stress. 

Research which focuses on teaching assistants who provide one to one or small group support shows 

a stronger positive benefit of between three and five additional months on average. Often support is 

based on a clearly specified approach which teaching assistants have been trained to deliver. Though 

comparisons with qualified teachers suggest that teaching assistants tend not to be as effective in 

terms of raising attainment (achieving, on average about half the gains), studies suggest that benefits 

are possible across subjects and at both primary and secondary level.  

 

Latin American Evidenceii 
 

Research in Latin America on assistant teachers is very limited and comes mainly from qualitative 

studies. One of the studies conducted in Brazil, focusing on how an assistant teacher or tutor can 

promote the development of group identity, concludes that integrating tutor guidance into the 

curriculum can contribute to the formation of community relationships by helping students to foster a 

sense of belonging and participation, and also by enabling all-round development of the students. 

Another study in the field of educational psychology, evaluating the effectiveness of auxiliary teachers 

on children with learning difficulties, concludes that the performance of this type of educator scarcely 

contributed to solve learning problems in the classroom. The reason proposed for this finding is that 

these assistants seem to focus more on individuals´ needs than on the teaching-learning process. 

Because of the insufficient amount of research on this topic in Latin America and the Caribbean, there 

is no conclusive evidence about the effects that assistant teachers have on learning outcomes or 

students’ academic performance in this region. 

How secure is the evidence? 

Overall, the level of evidence related to teaching assistants is limited. A number of systematic reviews 

of the impact of support staff in schools have been conducted. However, there are no meta-analyses 

specifically looking at the impact of teaching assistants on learning. 

Correlational studies looking at the impact of TAs providing general classroom support have shown 

broadly similar effects. 

The research literature does not distinguish between different levels or grades of teaching assistants. 
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What are the costs? 

The average cost of employing a teaching assistant, including salaries and, therefor.  

 

What should I consider? 

Before you implement this strategy in your learning environment, consider the following: 

1. Have you identified the activities where TAs can support learning, rather than simply managing 

tasks? 

2. Have you provided support and training for teachers and TAs so that they understand how to 

work together effectively? 

3. How will you ensure that teachers do not reduce their support or input to the pupils supported 

by TAs? 

4. Have you considered how you will evaluate the impact of how you deploy your TAs? 
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