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In 2019, there were 243,700 full-time equivalent 

Teaching Assistants in England; more than three 

times the number at the start of the millennium*. 

The rapid growth in the number of TAs has been 

driven by a number of factors, including 

attempts to reduce teacher workloads, increased 

efforts to include pupils with special educational 

needs and disabilities (SEND) and pupils from 

low income families. 

Schools spend approximately £4.4 billion a year 

on TAs, 13% of the education budget, and TAs 

are one of the most common uses of Pupil 

Premium spending in primary schools. 

There is good evidence to support the role of 

TAs in improving attainment, but their role can 

sometimes be misunderstood and the increased 

use of TAs within schools has not necessarily 

been followed by increased awareness, support 

and professional development.   

 

In Suffolk, an innovative Teaching Assistant 

Network has been established with a view to 

addressing many of these challenges and 

supporting and promoting the work of Teaching 

Assistants throughout the county. 

About Suffolk TA Network 

The Suffolk Teaching Assistant Network (Suffolk 

TA Network) exists to support and promote the 

work of teaching assistants (TAs) and Higher 

Level Teaching Assistants (HLTAs) throughout the 

county by providing a range of training and 

networking opportunities. 

The Suffolk TA Network was launched in  

December 2020 with the vision of creating a 

bespoke service designed and run by TAs for 

TAs and to raise the profile of professionals 

working in schools in a supporting capacity. 

It is made possible thanks to funding from the 

Ipswich Opportunity Area, which funds a 

Network Co-ordinator and provides a small 

budget for development and promotion.   

The network originated from a partnership 

between Ipswich Opportunity Area and Unity 

Research School, which created a training 

programme for school leaders, Making Best Use 

of Teaching Assistants (MBUTA), in 2018.   

The programme was hosted by Westbourne 

Academy in Ipswich and Abi Joachim, the 

Teaching Assistant who co-ordinated the 

programme, went on to train as a facilitator of 

University College London’s Maximising the 

Impact of Teaching Assistants programme, which 

stimulated interest and support in developing a 

TA Network for Suffolk.  

270 TAs are members of the Suffolk TA Network 

as of July 2021 and the Network has achieved 

considerable success in its formative months, 

despite the challenge of launching during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and with schools closed for 

the early part of 2021, except for children of key 

workers, vulnerable pupils and those with 

Education, Health & Care Plans (EHCPs). 

This report provides a summary of the Network’s 

impact in its first six months (two terms), 

highlights its achievements and makes 

recommendations for its future development.   

*The figures quoted in the opening paragraphs are from the 

Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) guidance report, 

Making Best Use of Teaching Assistants (2019). 
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About the Impact Summary  

The report was commissioned by the Ipswich 

Opportunity Area and researched and written by 

Steve Allman, an independent consultant with a 

background leading and developing services for 

children & families. 

Our summary of impact is largely based on an 

independent survey of members during the 

2021 summer term, which received 62 

responses, 23% of the network’s membership.   

50% are based in schools in South Suffolk, 33% 

in West Suffolk and 17% in North Suffolk.  The 

map (right) shows the approximate location of 

schools where TAs are members of the Network. 

In addition, the Network Co-ordinator has 

provided a summary of training and four 

Network Newsletters which were circulated to all 

members during the 2020/21 academic year.   

Finally, a number of external partners who have 

engaged with the network in its first six months 

were invited to share their perception of the 

network’s impact on TAs and schools in Suffolk.   
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TAs’ Experience of the 
Suffolk TA Network   

Teaching Assistants provide positive feedback 

about their experience of the Suffolk TA 

Network, with 82% rating their overall 

experience as very good (58%) or good (24%).  

88% of TAs rate communication from the 

network as very good (77%) or good (11%) and 

cite the newsletters and emails as being useful.  

85% of TAs rate the knowledge and expertise of 

the network as very good (66%) or good (19%) 

and 81% rate advice and support from the 

network as very good (50%) or good (31%). 

It should be noted that the knowledge, advice 

and support offered is largely that of the 

Network Co-ordinator and many TAs recognise 

her willingness to share her own extensive 

experience, information and opportunities.  

Raising awareness of the network is the only area 

singled out for improvement, with 45% of TAs 

rating awareness of the network OK, 34% very 

good or good and 17% poor or very poor. 
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TA’s Perceptions of the 
Suffolk TA Network’s Impact 

Teaching Assistants share positive perceptions of 

the network’s impact, both on their own role, but 

also in schools and on pupils.  

The largest impact, as perceived by TAs, is the 

increase in opportunities, such as training and 

attending talks and webinars, in addition to 

increasing confidence and peer learning from 

networking with other TAs across the county.  

There are fewer examples of the impact on 

teachers, pupils and schools, although this is to 

be expected as the survey questions were 

largely focussed on the network’s impact on TAs.  

The following provides a summary of survey 

responses relating to the network’s impact, 

supported by selected comments from TA’s:  
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Access to Training  

Training was cited by TAs most often as a key 

benefit of the network, alongside developing 

skills and accessing opportunities to learn.  It 

would seem TAs have welcomed the focus on 

their learning and professional development 

82% of TAs report that their involvement in the 

network has improved access to training by at 

least some extent, with 46% of this group 

suggesting it’s done so to a large (35%) or very 

large (11%) extent.  

TAs refer to the number of courses that have 

already been provided by the network, including 

supporting pupils with Autistic Spectrum 

Disorders and Transition, both of which received 

positive evaluations from the combined 28 

learners, who reported that both courses were 

relevant to their role and delivered engagingly.    

Furthermore, the network has increased access 

to training by promoting a range of external 

opportunities, including Mental Health First Aid 

training, Emotional Literacy Support Assistant 

(ELSA) training and by facilitating access to free 

online training, such as Dyslexia Training; 

opportunities which TAs say they were unlikely 

to have heard about without the network.  

“At last, good quality training to support my role 
that I haven’t had to find myself!”  

“The training sessions are good.  They’re short and 
get to the point.”  

“It’s all about training for me.  The free, short 
training courses are really useful.  I prefer face to 
face, but the recent Zoom session on young people 
and anxiety was very good.”  

Improved Support of Pupils  

71% of TAs feel their support to pupils has 

improved by some extent as a result of their 

involvement in the network, with 36% saying it’s 

improved to a large or very large extent.  

Some TAs referred to direct impact, such as how 

Autism training will improve their support of 

pupils with the condition, whilst others 

suggested that indirect impact, such as 

improving their confidence, will also improve 

their support of pupils.   

“The anxiety training I joined on Zoom will be useful 
to my ELSA role within my secondary school.”  

“It’s increased my knowledge of resources to help 
me support the children in my classroom.”  

Improved Support of Teachers  

65% of TAs report that their involvement in the 

network has improved their support to teachers 

by at least some extent, with 23% of this group 

saying it’s improved to a large or very large 

extent and an additional 21% suggesting  their 

support to teachers has improved by a small or 

very small extent.  

However, TAs did not offer any examples, but we  

suspect this is because the network does not 

support teachers directly and TAs may be 

underestimating or undervaluing the secondary 

impact of their own development within class. 

“It’s improved my confidence in my own skills 
within class”  

Steve Allman | September 2021 7



Suffolk TA Network Impact Summary

Increased Contact with other TAs/HLTAs 

It’s clear that TAs welcome contact with the 

wider TA community and would welcome the 

network’s support in increasing contact in future. 

65% of TAs have increased their contact with 

other TAs as a result of the network to some 

extent, with almost a third (32%) suggesting this 

has increased by a large or very large extent.  

The network held three Information Sessions 

during March 2021, which were well-received by 

the 33 members taking part and also delivered 

an online conference exploring remote working 

and reintegration, which received positive 

evaluations from the 28 TAs who attended.  

A new peer buddying scheme is also being 

developed, with a pilot due to launch in 

September 2021, which will pair TAs for a term 

to support each other with mutually agreed 

goals, such as improving classroom practice or 

developing understanding of a specific special 

educational need or disability (SEND).  

“I like being able to communicate with other TAs in 
different settings and learn new ideas and 
opportunities to progress.”  

“I enjoy connecting with other TAs to share best 
practice and knowledge.”  

“Through the newsletters and training courses,  it’s 
good to get support and advice from peers who may 
have come across similar situations.”  

Increased Confidence/Self-Esteem  

Confidence, both in themselves and their role, 

was another outcome cited by TAs as one of the 

most prevalent areas of impact by the network.  

65% suggest their confidence and self-esteem 

has increased as a result of their involvement in 

the network, with a fifth (21%) saying it’s 

increased by a large or very large extent.   

Having identified that a number of TAs would 

like to feel more confident in their role, the 

network provided a series of Confidence 

Workshops in June 2021, which were delivered 

online via Zoom as a result of COVID-19 

restrictions in place at the time.  

27 TAs accessed the workshops and said they 

were helpful in understanding and overcoming 

limiting beliefs and how small changes in our 

own behaviour or language can build confidence 

in the classroom. 

TAs report low levels of confidence, with some 

citing their (perceived) position in the school 

hierarchy as limiting confidence and others citing 

a lack of supervision or professional support.  

“As an apprentice, being part of the Network and 
listening to other TAs has been very valuable to me 
and has helped me feel more valued.”  

“I feel more valued as a TA and therefore more 
confident in my role.”  

“It’s improved my confidence in my role as a TA and 
reminded me that we’re doing an important role.”  

Increased Pride in the Role 

75% of TAs report that their involvement in the 

network has increased their pride in their role by 

at least some extent, with almost a third (31%) 
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suggesting their pride has increased by a large 

or very large extent.  

Our sense is that TAs have benefited from 

“coming together” as peers and realising that 

their challenges are shared by TAs in other 

schools, who may also have found solutions.  It 

seems the Suffolk TA Network has inspired a 

county-wide movement of TAs who are keen to 

learn from each other and grow together.  

“The Suffolk TA Network provides a place for TAs to 
feel good about themselves and their role and also 
promotes advice and training opportunities.”  
  
“It’s a positive resource for TAs, who I feel are 
undervalued in schools.”  

“Being a part of the network has made me feel seen 
and heard.”  

Increased Skills and Knowledge  

Similarly to accessing training, increasing skills 

and knowledge was another prominent outcome 

which has had a positive impact on TAs.  

75% of TAs feel their skills and knowledge have 

increased by some extent as a result of their 

involvement in the network.  The network has 

offered a number of training courses during the 

pandemic, including Autism Training and 

Confidence Workshops.    

The Network Coordinator produced four 

newsletters during the first six months with the 

intention of sharing knowledge and information 

to support TAs in their role.  These newsletters 

include updates from the network about training 

opportunities and also provide members with 

opportunities to share their own practical 

experience, reflections and good practice.  

Examples of articles include reflections on being 

a TA during the pandemic, tips to motivate 

students, personal experiences, book reviews 

and training opportunities, such as Gambling 

Awareness and reading initiatives.  

“The training from the Network is beyond what my 
school would usually provide and I’ve felt more in 
touch with further information.”  

“It provides a chance to share and gain skills from 
TAs at other settings.”  

“It’s helped me gain further knowledge and learn 
different ways of working.”  

Improved Ability to Fulfil the Role  

70% suggest their involvement in the network 

has increased their ability to fulfil their role in 

school by at least some extent, with a further 

20% saying it’s increased by a small or very small 

extent.  

The Remote Learning and Reintegration 

Conference, held in April 2020, was one of the 

many ways in which the Network has increased 

TA’s ability to fulfil their role.  35 members joined 

to hear an inspiring keynote speech by Dr 

Sinead Harmey, lecturer in Literacy Education at 

UCL Institute of Education, and explored how 

the role of teaching assistants has changed 

during the COVID-19 pandemic.   

TAs who attended provided positive feedback, 

with some saying it improved their thinking 

about modell ing posit ive relationships, 

encouraged them to focus on strengths and 

provided inspiration for resources to help in their 

role and increase support to students.  
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“It’s so straight-forward, there’s no messing around.  
The network gives clear information about our role 
within school and what’s important to us.”  

“I like the opportunity to get ideas from other 
people to improve my practice.”  

“The network has helped me access courses that 
were not available to me before.”  

Increased Enjoyment of the Role 

60% of TAs report their involvement in the 

network has increased their enjoyment of their 

role by at least some extent.  Some explained 

how their enjoyment has increased as a result of 

feeling more capable, more confident or by 

enjoying opportunities to train and network. 

“I’ve enjoyed having the chance to have training 
and hearing speakers from different organisations 
on different issues.”  

“It’s nice to feel part of something and it’s friendly 
and approachable.”  

Improved Career Progression  

Just under half of TAs (49%) feel their career 

progression has improved to some extent as a 

result of their involvement in the network, with 

7% saying it’s improved by a large or very large 

extent, although a further 22% feel it’s improved 

by a small or very small extent. 

The survey did not enquire about the individual 

career goals and aspirations of TAs, but it seems 

likely that continued opportunities for training 

and development will aid their progression.  

“I like linking with other support staff across Suffolk 
and receiving direct information about training 
opportunities, interesting case studies and 
newsletters and feeling more in control over my 
own career opportunities.” 

“The network has given me access to valuable 
information and insight to help my professional 
development.”  

“As a line manager to all our TAs, I’ve been able to 
arrange time for them to access any training that’s 
relevant to their role.” 

Working in Partnership 

Teaching Assistants, by the nature of their role, 

achieve the best results for pupils when they 

form positive partnerships in the classroom and 

work in collaboration with teaching staff.   

Suffolk TA Network has already recognised how 

collaboration can extend opportunities for TAs 

to learn and develop and has worked alongside 

a number of partner agencies, including Suffolk 

County Council and Ipswich Opportunity Area, 

which is a partnership between leaders of 

educational settings, businesses, Councils and 

the voluntary sector, working to ensure local 

children and young people fulfil their potential. 

The Network Coordinator has raised the 

network’s profile outside of Suffolk by speaking 

at major conferences and events and developing 

partnerships with key sources of support and 

expertise, such as Unity Schools Partnership and 

the University of Cambridge Primary School. 

Some of these partners were invited to share 

their perception of the network’s impact in its 

first six months and a selection of their 

comments follows below:  
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“The Suffolk TA Network, as well as our SENCO 
forums, has provided an opportunity to recognise 
the role of Teaching Assistants and their valued and 
essential place in the journey of learners with 
Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND).  

Suffolk County Council’s Inclusion Service and the 
Suffolk TA Network have a shared vision to support 
and empower school-based staff to meet the needs 
of learners with SEND and building relationships 
with trusted adults is a crucial part of their journey.  

If we, in turn, can support those trusted adults, then 
we impact positively on the learner’s success and 
life changes.  As a network led by practitioners 
working in schools themselves, the Suffolk TA 
Network brings TAs together to share resources and 
strategies, enabling them to support access, 
learning, participation and achievement. 

As such, the Suffolk TA Network is a key element of 
our Graduated Response and our offer to 
practitioners on the ground and we are proud to be 
a part of it.”  

IZZY CONNELL, HEADTEACHER SPECIALIST EDUCATION 
SERVICES, SUFFOLK COUNTY COUNCIL 

“The Suffolk TA Network shares research informed 
practices with TAs across the county, which 
encourages exemplary classroom practice for 
children with additional needs.  The network is 
growing, which will have a positive impact on 
children supported by TAs and has also influenced 
the creation of our own network at the University of 
Cambridge Primary School.”   

AIMEE DURNING MBE, DIRECTOR OF INCLUSION & 
COMMUNITY, UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE PRIMARY 

SCHOOL 

“The Suffolk TA Network has supported Teaching 
Assistants, both in terms of their professional 
development and their emotional wellbeing, 
especially in the context of the last year.  The 
network has made a strong and promising start and 
continues to grow, raising the profile of the 
important role TAs undertake in our schools. 

The network links so well with other networks to 
deliver a high-quality, universal offer to teaching 
assistants across Suffolk, including the SENCO 
Network, Mental Health Leads Network and our 
work on Wellbeing in Education across Suffolk.  

CLAIRE DARWIN – PRINCIPAL EDUCATIONAL AND CHILD 
PSYCHOLOGIST, SUFFOLK COUNTY COUNCIL

  

“As a research school we were delighted to bring 
evidence to support the Suffolk TA Network’s activity.   

We have contributed to newsletters, provided input 
at the Network’s initial conference and continue to 
collaborate with the Network Co-ordinator, 
providing information, links and expertise to 
support their work.  

We have seen the injection of energy, focus and 
passion for the development of TAs shine through 
her work to date.   

As a result, the network is growing. The                               
significant interest in the opportunity from TAs 
across the county, from colleagues further afield,    
both regionally and nationally, and the potential 
that is inherent within the Network’s approach has               
established firm foundations for next steps. 

To date, we have seen from the Suffolk TA Network 
very well-organised events, clearly communicated 
resources and a determined ambition to promote 
this as a high-quality network experience for all 
Teaching Assistants across the county.”  

ANDY SAMWAYS, DIRECTOR OF TEACHING SCHOOL HUB 
& RESEARCH SCHOOL, UNITY SCHOOLS PARTNERSHIP  
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Areas for Improvement  

Feedback from TAs who took part in the survey 

is overwhelmingly positive, but some have 

identified some minor areas for improvement: 

Training:  Some TAs suggest holding training at 

more accessible times, including evenings, as 

some are unable to be released from class.  

Some say recording training/talks to enable TAs 

to watch in their own time might be beneficial. 

Physical Events:  There is a strong desire for 

face-to-face training and events, although TAs 

acknowledge this hasn’t been possible yet as the 

network has been limited by the COVID-19 

pandemic and associated restrictions. 

Keeping in Touch:  Some TAs would like to keep 

in touch and meet other TAs and have 

suggested the Network could host an online 

chat room or forum. 

Raising Awareness:  A number of TAs have 

commented on the need to raise awareness of 

the network amongst other TAs, but also 

teachers and school leadership teams, to ensure 

opportunities are available to all TAs in Suffolk.  

Conclusion 

It’s clear from our survey findings that TAs are 

already gaining tremendous value from the 

Suffolk TA Network, which is fulfilling its core 

purpose of supporting and promoting their role.  

However, our sense is that the network has 

a l ready become more than a support 

mechanism; it’s become a movement. 

The network has successfully galvanised a 

significant group within the education sector 

who sometimes feel unseen and under-valued. 

Training and development opportunities have 

enabled them to develop new skills.  Building 

relationships with their peers has inspired them 

and receiving relevant professional support has 

motivated them and increased their confidence.  

The network has already demonstrated the value 

of TAs and shown how an investment in their 

development is an investment in the whole 

school community and on behalf of its learners.  

To think that the network has achieved what it 

has in its first six months in the midst of a global 

pandemic, restrictions and school closures is 

remarkable and we are hugely excited by what 

the Suffolk TA Network will achieve in the future. 

In order to develop and sustain the Suffolk TA 

Network, we recommend the following: 

1) Increase liaison with schools to ensure they 

are aware of the network, but also advocate 

for TAs to enable their full participation.  

2) Explore further funding opportunities to 

develop a wider network infrastructure and 

increase capacity for the Network Co-

ordinator to support a wider cohort of TAs. 

3) Develop robust systems for capturing the 

impact of the Network on TAs, but also 

indirectly on pupils, teachers and schools.  

4) Continue to develop partnerships with 

regional and national partners who can 

support the growth of the network, and 

perhaps replicate it in other parts of the UK. 

5) Explore new ways of promoting the work of 

the Network, perhaps through a designated 

website but also in schools and in the press.  
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