INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Teaching Assistant, urban, southern, state school, female

General introduction

INTERVIEWER: If we can just start off…you said you’d been at the school for quite a while so how long have you been here, what your typical day is like, whether you’re in one classroom or moving around, doing different groups, all that kind of stuff, your experience?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: OK, so at the moment, since we came back in September, I am a class TA in the mornings and I do ELSA work in the afternoons.
INTERVIEWER: And what does ELSA work involve?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: ELSA work is for children that have got social and emotional problems. There can be a wide variety. There can be friendship issues, there can be…um…problems at home. It can be a multitude. Some children just need somebody to talk to…um…that’s where we’re at at the moment. So I do that in the afternoons. Prior to September I was a one-to-one with a child that we had that was in our nurture group that we ran. The nurture group dispersed and then the children were re-integrated back into mainstream and I was there to support one of those children. So, yeah, we’ve done the nurture group. I have been a one-to-one prior to the nurture group. So sort of like a vast…a vast…a jack of all trades really. You can sort of…I don’t mind where I go or what I do as long as it’s helping someone somewhere. But I have to say, I do, personally…I do prefer dealing with the more challenging children and behaviours than I do a normal, sort of, class TA role, if that makes sense. I do like a challenge.
INTERVIEWER: What’s your class like at the moment? The class you’re in now. Is it a mixed…?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Lively! 
INTERVIEWER: Is it?!
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: [Laughter] Yeah! Yeah, it’s lively. There’s quite a few children in there that have got some needs. There’s quite a few children in there, actually, that we could probably do some ELSA work with. They’re a mixed bunch…a mixed bunch at the moment.

ADHD as a disorder and its symptoms/The diagnosis and treatment of ADHD

INTERVIEWER: So, we’re particularly interested in ADHD. And, I just wondered from your own experience, having been with a child with ADHD, how has it presented itself? What does it look like in that child? What behaviours do you see?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: It can vary. I mean, there’s some children within the school that have ADHD and show no physical signs at all. Some children that I’ve worked with…they can be very impulsive, they can be very fidgety, they can be quite loud. They can be emotional, they can…er…just, sort of start shouting out and saying random…random words. One child that I’ve worked with, you know, will just all of a sudden…will be sat there writing quite happily and will all of a sudden…a pencil will just launch across, you know, across the table for no apparent reason. So things do happen that aren’t necessarily what you would expect. Some behaviours can be very challenging. Defiance, I think, is another thing that we see. Being unsafe…
INTERVIEWER: So, what kind of things…?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: like climbing onto lockers, trying to climb over fences, you know, quite a lot of, sort of, different behaviours really. What else do we see? Um [thinking]…I think, some children as well can struggle with sitting still for long periods of time so I think in the past we’ve, sort of, tried to minimise their workload, if you like, so they’ll have a job…if it’s their concentration span, we’ll give them a job to do that’s say, 5-10 minutes, depending on the child, and then they’ll have a choose time or a time to just calm down. They might have a fiddle toy, they might play with LEGO so it’s trying to sort of get them and keep them in the classroom and keep them on task but obviously we know that people that have got a short attention span, can’t sit and write an independent write of an A4 piece of paper so we have to, sort of like, put in different strategies and dependent on the child the strategies you use because no child’s the same so, and what might work one day might not work the next day so you’ve sort of got to have a bag of tools with you to sort of keep them on track and try and keep them doing the right thing. Some children a fiddle toy will be enough. Some children will need to get up and go and stretch their legs. One of the little girls I worked with at the beginning, we used to go and she’d run the daily mile, she’d do a little job and then we’d go out and she’d run round the playground a bit and come back. Another child, you know, would just be happy to sit and play with multilink and build things, you know something like that. So it’s always trying to…basically, I think the main thing, like with anything in the school, is knowing the child, knowing your child. I think that’s very important.
INTERVIEWER: So when you think of ADHD in your mind, what is it…what causes it…what’s creating it?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: As far as what causes it, I don’t know. I would assume it’s sort of like an imbalance in the brain somewhere. But as far as how we deal with it, as we say, every child is different and to be perfectly honest, I don’t really…I think a lot of people within the school, you don’t look at the child and think ooh, he or she has got ADHD, we’re going to do this, this, this and this. And for me personally, it’s getting to know the child first, knowing what their triggers are, knowing what they do, what their thing is, you know what behaviours they have, what strategies work for them, and I think the most important thing is to be consistent. That to me, and that even stems from sort of like you know the nurture group days when you have to be consistent. If you say you’re going to do something you have to follow through because sometimes with behaviour, some children, whether they have ADHD or whether they don’t, they do tend to push the boundaries sometimes, don’t they? And I think you need to, you know, ADHD or not, I think you need to be consistent and I think there need to be boundaries in order to help them, really.
INTERVIEWER: So when you…if you think of the children that have ADHD or display those kind of behaviours, how does it affect them, you know, for their learning and their experience of school? How does it change things?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: What, them having ADHD?
INTERVIEWER: Yeah.
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: I can imagine, it would be frustrating, if they’re told to sit and do a piece of work and not talk and do an independent write or an independent piece of Maths and be expected to sit there and do it with the rest of the class when you’ve got a need to blurt out something or a need to..you know, your body’s telling you you need to do something.
INTERVIEWER: So you see it as an involuntary action that they can’t stop.
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Yeah, absolutely, yeah. Involuntary, sort of, they’ll just shout out a word or sometimes, we had one boy a few years ago that just used to shout out randomly, ‘Chicken nuggets!’ You know, we didn’t know the relevance of it. We still don’t to this day. But his thing was, he would just shout out, ‘chicken nuggets’. As I say, my little lady that I was working with, would just involuntarily throw a pencil, or throw anything. Didn’t…there was no rhyme or…she would just be writing a sentence and then the pencil would just be gone and there’d be no rhyme or reason for it, that she would display to us, it would just go across the room. So I think it, you know, it must be really really hard for them to try and, um, perform in a certain way that’s expected of them, that they might find tricky. And, obviously, that’s what we’re here to help them with, to try and find strategies to help them cope, if they are struggling.
INTERVIEWER: And how do you think it affects the other children in the room…the rest of the class? Are they sympathetic?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: [Laughter]. Um…generally, I would say, they’re sympathetic, and I think, after a while, children are, you know, quite…they’re quite resilient and they tend to sort of, ig…it becomes part of the norm, so the rest of the children can sometimes just…one of the little chaps we’ve got in class at the moment, he’s not been diagnosed but he will just sit there and mumble and fiddle with things, and tap. Tap pencils on the table or tap pencils together but the class, sort of now, tend to ignore that because it’s not…even though it’s a distraction, it’s not a major distraction as in someone’s jumping up and down on a table or someone’s trying to, you know, do something that’s extreme…
INTERVIEWER: So, they get used to it.
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: So, I think, in certain circumstances, some children can just get used to it and, sort of, ignore it and it becomes part of the day but obviously, in other times, there are children with some behaviours that are, in actual fact, you’ve had to evacuate the classroom because they’ve become so heightened, and so fixated on something that either they’ve become unsafe or we’ve needed to evacuate classrooms for. So depending on the behaviour being shown, as to whether it, you know, it can go from ‘not really distracting’ to ‘everybody out’ type thing.
INTERVIEWER: And what about for you? What is the impact for you, working with these children? You say, you like working with challenging children.
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: I do! I do. I don’t know. Through other members of the staff in the school, there’s me and my colleague and they say, ‘I don’t know how you do what you do.’ I don’t know. I think it’s one of those things…people…how do you do it? I don’t know, I can’t explain it, you just do it. I don’t mind being put in a challenging position if I can help that child and, as silly as it may sound, I think you’ve either got it or you haven’t. It’s like with anything. You can either do something or you can’t, you know. And I…personally, I don’t think any amount of training can help you. I don’t know whether that’s the right sort of…training can give you an insight. Training can give you a bag of tools to use, but I think you’ve also got to have something within you to be able to communicate and deal with those sort of behaviours…on the really challenging, destructive behaviours.
INTERVIEWER: I was just thinking, what is it about this school or the other staff that enables you to do that job? Is there something about the way this school is organised or the freedom you have or the…I don’t know, what helps you to do that role of just getting alongside children.
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: I don’t know. [Laughter].
INTERVIEWER: Well, I was thinking, you said before, you’ve done some one-to-one work, you’ve done some class TA work. I’m thinking, what, for you, is the best environment to help the children that are struggling?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: OK, so, depending on what the need is, obviously I’ve now been able to get back to doing my ELSA work. So three afternoons a week, I’m able to help children that…sometimes it’s just like a check in with them to say, you know, how are you doing? They might have had a wobbly couple of weeks. There might have been a bereavement in the family, there might have been a separation, there might have something like that, so I think for sort of, like ELSA work, that’s a good way in to help children and to also get to know them. It gives you…having that position, it gives you…you’re not, sort of, stuck in one class, just dealing with 30 children, you can get to see children out of the all 500 and odd children. You can get to see and experience lots of different ways of helping children. Obviously, as I say, we’ve done the nurture group role, which again was…over the years, it’s been predominately behavioural issues but, I don’t know, I just…I just prefer it.
INTERVIEWER: It sounds like when you have some one-to-one time, it helps you to get a bit beneath the surface, compared to being in a class so having ‘both and’ is good for the children.
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Oh absolutely. You can…when you’re, sort of like, a TA, I think it’s quite right in what you’ve said before. The TA can tend to know the children in the classroom better than the teacher because the TA can work with a small group of children or an individual child. And they can, sort of, tend to get to know them maybe better than the teacher would because the teacher doesn’t very often get a chance to work with one specific child. Um…and the same with ELSA. You can, sort of, you know, it’s that one on one time. It’s getting to know the children and I think that, whatever the need, even just a general chitchat, it’s just…if you’ve got that relationship with that child, you’ll find that you can do a lot for them. We had…we had a child, cor must be about three or four years ago now, he was a very problematic child, um…he was in our nurture group. Me and my colleague absolutely loved him to bits. He was amazing. He would do anything for you. However, it got to the stage where we’d had him in our nurture group for quite a few years on the trot but he’d come such a long way. But it got to the stage where he had that relationship with me and my colleague that if we told him, ‘No, you can’t do that…that’s wrong’, he’d do it but he then wouldn’t listen to any other member of staff. Any other member of staff would get a bit of a backlash from him, um…whereas because me and my colleague had had such an intense time with him, we got to know him inside out and back to front, you know. We could…we’d know what he’d be doing before he’d be doing it. We got to know him that well that it was good because we could help him. We were there for him if anything went wrong. We could help him. We knew what would help him but on the flip side of that, the people that didn’t know him would often see his behaviours and challenge them as opposed to talk to him about them, if that makes sense. Because they didn’t know him. You know, teachers aren’t really given the time to get to know their children as a TA would do, or an ELSA would do or nurture leader. 
INTERVIEWER: Do you think there’s any answer to that? Is there any way, I mean in that example, is there any way that you could have done anything to help him transition to working with the staff?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: We did a lot of transition work with him. I think for that individual child, me and my colleague were very assertive with him. If he needed to be…um…not told off, that’s not the right word, but if he’d done something wrong…We basically, would…what me and my colleague would say, we’d treat all the children, we’d treat them like our own. If they need to be told that they’ve done something wrong and there’s going to be a consequence, they will be told they’re going to have a consequence. Whereas, um…I think as well, I think it’s to do with, sort of like, a respect thing so that child knows where they stand with you. They know, that if they’ve done something wrong, or made the wrong choice, or whatever, you…you’ve got their best interests at heart. If they know, if they need to have a consequence, then you will give them a consequence. If they need a hug and they’re upset, you will give them a hug because they’re upset. I think it all goes down to a sort of respect thing and knowing that child. As for whether there’s a way that teachers can get to…to build that relationship, I don’t know. There are teachers within this school that have got amazing relationships and do know their children as well as maybe the TA does. How they do it, I don’t know.
INTERVIEWER: I guess for that child as well, you seem to describe that you would tell them when they’ve done something wrong but equally you would be there to…
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: …to comfort them
INTERVIEWER: …to comfort them or to tell them when they’ve done something wrong as well, so they have range.
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Absolutely. They had that praise. You know, every child…we’ve had children around before that, you know, you’ll praise them and then they’ll kick off because they’re not used to being praised and they don’t accept that. They can’t accept that they’ve done something good. You know, we’ve had that before but, yeah, I think it’s all to do…just getting to know…the main crux is getting to know the child. But how a teacher of 30 children can do that without the time like we’ve got, I don’t know.
INTERVIEWER: I guess, in that way, you’ve got quite a unique role in that, if the teacher is struggling, you might have a strategy or an idea that would then help them?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Yeah. Absolutely.
INTERVIEWER: And you can then suggest that and they can rely on you to, sort of, guide them.
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Yeah, to say, well they did this the other day and we tried this and it worked. Yeah.
INTERVIEWER: Yeah, exactly. And do you think that teachers would generally be receptive to that kind of help, on the whole?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Yeah, yeah, I’d say a high, a high percentage of teachers would take on board…if they know you’ve got a relationship with that child. I mean, some teachers will come to…have come to TAs before and said, ‘I’m really struggling with this child, I don’t know what to do next.’ So you know we can say, ‘well, we’ve tried this, we’ve tried that, she likes this, he likes that..um, you know, and given sort of like, some advice that way, um…and again, I think getting to know…when you’ve got an ELSA role or a TA role, you can take that specific child out, you can chat with them, even if it’s sort of like, 5 or 10 minutes a day and get to know them that way. So, that then, you can then pass back to the teacher, ‘they like this, they like that, they don’t like it when this happens, when it gets too noisy, let’s sort out some way of, you know, helping with the noise level.’ You know, so I think, in a school, especially a challenging school, I think TAs are priceless, in one respect, because obviously they’re the ones that have got more time than the teacher to actually get to know the child and what their needs are.
INTERVIEWER: So, we touched briefly on training earlier and you were saying you don’t think training would particularly help because, you know…

Training and support for teaching children with ADHD

INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: I think it…I think it would help because there are obviously things, you know, about children with ADHD that, you know…the thing is, there’s so many different traits, and as I said to you before, there’s…you know, we’ve got children in this school with ADHD, you wouldn’t even know. Where you’ve got other children, that have got ADHD, that are very high profile that you’ll think, you know, he’s got ADHD, she’s got ADHD. So there’s…dependent on what their behaviours are, if there are any behaviours. Um, I think training in as much as that…knowing how they can function, knowing what strategies you can use, I think is valuable but I think as far as the person to deliver that to the child, for the child, um…I think that’s where…I think you need to make sure the child is matched very well with the adult, if that makes sense.
INTERVIEWER: So, if you think of you, as a teaching assistant, or any other teaching assistants, do you think there’s any training that you would want or you think that other teaching assistants would benefit from around ADHD, like what it is or how you could help?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Yeah. I think it’s valuable for people to know and know what….know what possible triggers there are, what possible strategies people can use, what, you know…and basically, I think knowing how a child with ADHD can feel. What is life…a day in the life of a child with ADHD? Because I think unless you know what a child with ADHD goes through on a day-to-day basis, as in how they feel, what they…you know, what their body tells them to do, can their mind keep up, is their body working faster than their brain. All those, sort of, things, I think that would be a valuable tool, to know…and I think to hear it, personally for me, to hear it from somebody that’s got ADHD. So maybe, sort of, like a teenager, adult that has gone through school and struggled…I think to hear it from the horse’s mouth, as it were, I think is more powerful than to see something on a PowerPoint, personally, because you’ve then got the ability to be able to ask them questions, you’ve then got the ability to be able to say, ‘So, what helped you?’ You know, rather than surmising what you think might have helped. I think actually having the change to speak to someone that’s got it, someone that’s lived it, someone that’s living with it…I think that would be…that part of training would be…would be a good start because I think people would tend to take that in and have, like you say, have the ability to ask them questions rather than watching a PowerPoint or something like that.
INTERVIEWER: Yeah, so something like the lived experience, what it feels like to have… 
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Yeah, I mean we had a…I can’t remember what the training was about now…that’s awful! But a long, long time ago, we had training up at Eastpoint. I can’t remember if it was an ELSA training or…I can’t remember for the life of me what it was but I remember we had…um…a chap come in and he actually spoke to us about what he’d, you know…that, that, for me, sunk in more than…do you know what I mean? It was…it was more valuable to me than reading it on a piece of paper or something like that. So, I think that, as afar as training goes, to get an insight into ADHD, I think that’s more beneficial than what you normally get.
INTERVIEWER: And on a very practical level, do you think that would work better in on an Inset Day training or in, like a, twilight session where they can talk and then maybe come back in a couple of months and say how’s it going or, you said, not on a PowerPoint…?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: It depends how much you want to cover. I think an Inset Day or like a morning. I think you would need to have, personally…I think you would need to have, sort of, like a Q&A at the end. So, you could have…someone could do a talk, this is what it’s like and then you could have, like a question and answer time at the end. So I would…I mean a twilight’s like an hour. I don’t know if that would be long enough for it to, sort of, sink in and to, you know, to hear their story. I don’t know, it might be.
INTERVIEWER: But some kind of face-to-face and some interaction and then, some training happens where you have it, and then a few months later the same person comes back and says, ‘So, have you tried any of the strategies? How’s it going? What’s worked? What hasn’t worked?’ And then it gives you the chance…
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F:  And I’m thinking as well, if you do a Q&A with somebody and then, you know, anything that they’ve said, any strategies that they think…and you get to know how that mind works, you can then incorporate that into your daily routine with children and then yeah, come back and say, ‘Right, did it work? What did? What didn’t work?’
INTERVIEWER: And do you think, from your point of view, looking at what the teachers are doing in the classroom, do you think they would benefit from any different kind of training or do you think just the same kind of thing?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: I think the same kind of thing, to be honest. It’s literally about getting to know the child, that…Me personally, it’s about getting to know the child and I think if you can get to know the child, well enough, it’s puts you a long way into controlling that…the behaviours, everything.

Conclusion

INTERVIEWER: Oh, that’s brilliant. I think we’ve pretty much covered everything that I had wanted to cover. I don’t know if there’s anything else in your head or that you wanted to say, anything you’ve thought of that you think is useful or interesting?
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: Um…do you know what? My main thing is just to get to know the child. That, for me, in any role, whether it be TA or nurture, ELSA, whatever, I think you’ve got to get to know the child. And if you know the child, like with that other chappy we said, you know, a few years ago, we…we knew what he was going to do before he’d do it. We could then – ‘No! You’re not going to do that. We know what you’re going to do.’ – and I’d got to that stage with my little lady before she left before half term. You can tell from their…you know, they give you clues. Like your own children, they…you get to know them that well, that, you know, you can see when they’re about to bubble, you can see when they’re about to, you know…Sometimes, I was able to stop her from launching her pencil – ‘No!’ – you know – ‘Stop!’ – um…but yeah, personally, I think that’s the…
INTERVIEWER: The key.
INV-019-TA-U-S-STA-F: The key. Getting to know them…but, how you go about that, I don’t know.
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