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Grade 1 learners in South Africa are not receiving the quality education they deserve. Early Childhood Education forms the 

basis of all education; however, numerous challenges in the South African education system impede the teaching and learning 

of young children. In this article we investigate Grade 1 teachers’ responsibilities in the class and the teachers’ management 

of the complex teaching environments. Qualitative data using semi-structured interviews with 9 Grade 1 teachers and teaching 

assistants (TAs) at 6 schools were used to gain insight into and explore various perspectives on the need for the services of 

teaching assistants in Grade 1 classrooms. The participants were selected from public, private and rural schools, using 

purposeful sampling, to allow for a broad spectrum of inputs. Findings indicate that participants regard the presence of teaching 

assistants as a necessity in Grade 1 classrooms as it allows the teacher to focus on quality teaching. The support provided by 

teaching assistants contributes to the quality of the learning facilitated by the teacher and allows learners access to the 

individualised attention that they need. 
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Introduction 

Many challenges in the South African education system may have detrimental effects on young children. South 

Africa (SA) is known for its oversized classes (Isingoma, 2014), which can range from 35 to 50 learners in one 

class. Such large classes create difficulties in classroom management (Isingoma, 2014). Large classes without 

teaching support prevent learners from receiving the level of attention required for optimal learning (Lewit & 

Baker, 2007). Compared to teachers in some other countries, South African teachers are overburdened in the 

classroom. SA teachers’ difficulties, which include being overwhelmed by paperwork (Isingoma, 2014), 

disciplinary problems (Margetts & Phatudi, 2013), and the management of large classes (Du Plessis & Louw, 

2008), frequently result in instruction of lower quality. SA teachers, in addition, teach learners from diverse 

backgrounds and confront language barriers, which are contributing factors to many schools being unable to meet 

the needs of all their learners (Lewit & Baker, 2007). This makes it evident that SA teachers, especially those 

teaching large classes in the Foundation Phase, need assistance in classrooms to be able to provide high standards 

of education. 

The South African people is known to be the rainbow nation due to its diverse population, that speaks a 

variety of languages. Meier and Hartell (2009:190) elaborate by stating that teachers are not able to support the 

learners who speak languages other than them, adequately. This situation affects the academic and social 

relationship between the educator and the learner, as well as communication among learners. Additional pressure 

is hence placed on the teacher to ensure that learners’ academic self-concepts are boosted to counteract the lack 

of mother-tongue instruction (Du Plessis & Louw, 2008). 

Globally there is a substantial increase in the number of teaching assistants (TAs) being hired, especially in 

the first year of schooling. England and Finland are two examples of countries in which this practice exists. The 

number of TAs working in schools abroad has doubled in the previous two decades, with the numbers increasing 

from approximately 61,300 to 148,500 from 1997 to 2005 (Burgess & Mayes, 2007). The reasons need to be 

understood. 

Takala (2007) states that social interaction with a skilful tutor is an important element in the learning process, 

and the availability of assistants are helpful in meeting demands for individual attention. Individual attention is 

necessary to enable the teacher to identify potentially unique challenges, and to react accordingly (Takala, 2007). 

Additionally, learners’ confidence in the learning process may be enhanced with person-to-person instructional 

opportunities with their teachers. 

In this article we discuss the evidence that explains why employment of TAs could improve learning 

environments in SA, especially in Grade 1 classes. The presence of TAs has shown to have negative impacts, but 

this research proves that the positives outweigh the negatives. Teaching assistants in South Africa are customarily 

reserved for preschools, schools for learners with special needs, schools that practise inclusive education, and 

some private schools (Sosinsky & Gilliam, 2011). Only a few private schools and even fewer public schools 

employ TAs in the Foundation Phase (FP) in South Africa (Isingoma, 2014). It can be reasonably argued that if 

TAs are available to assist teachers with additional duties in Grade 1 classrooms, the teachers would have more 

time for individual attention to learners (Richter, 2016). 

The aim of this article was to report on a study in which TAs’ specific functions in typical classroom 

environments were scrutinised. Early Childhood Education (ECE), which includes the Foundation Phase, provides 

the basis for all following stages of learning. Grade 1 is as important as Grade R, as it provides the foundation for 
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learners’ academic careers. Awareness of the poten-

tial advantages of employing TAs could positively 

contribute to the standard of teaching in Grade 1 and 

could inform future educational policies. We now 

look at the positive and negative impacts that the 

presence of TAs might have and how they could or 

could not help with the current problems faced by 

Grade 1 teachers in South Africa. 

 
Importance of Early Childhood Education with a 
Focus on Grade 1 

Grade 1 learners are in a developmental phase – 

characterised by dependence on adult support – and 

can easily be influenced. As the learners develop on 

their own, they gradually become adapted to a level 

of individuality (Costley, 2010), although they still 

need guidance from elders. 

The importance of ECE is encapsulated in the 

fact that it is the phase where learners develop 

self-concepts and thinking skills, and they start to 

participate in active learning (Rivera, 2008:61). The 

early years of a child’s development provides a good 

opportunity to nurture their foundational skills in or-

der to achieve academic success, health, and general 

well-being (Anderson, Shinn, Fullilove, Scrimshaw, 

Fielding, Normand & Carande-Kulis, 2003). Ander-

son et al. (2003) make it apparent that this is the most 

crucial phase in a learner’s life, and if teachers do 

not manage learners to the best of their ability, this 

may affect learners’ academic development. There-

fore, one can argue that what children experience in 

their first years of their life has a great impact on 

their development, which in turn, has an impact on 

society (Van Leer, 2004). 

Grade 1 learners are transitioning from infor-

mal pre-schooling methods to formal classroom set-

tings, which is a crucial period in learners’ lives. Alt-

hough the early years is the best opportunity for 

learners to grow and develop, many learners are vul-

nerable at this stage of their lives. The young child 

is dependent on adult assistance to provide a strong 

foundation for academic development. 

Children in this phase of learning are highly 

impressionable (Bwayo, 2014; Riley, 1991). Even if 

their family and social backgrounds are very harsh, 

when surrounded by loving, caring, and knowledge-

able adults in their educational environment, they 

can still obtain remarkable personal development. A 

large amount of learning by a child originates from 

social interaction with a more knowledgeable tutor, 

which may be a parent, teacher, or tutor (Vygotsky, 

1978). 

 
Support in Early Childhood Education Classrooms 

Teachers in South African classrooms are at a disad-

vantage because they need to manage and maintain 

difficult environments (Isingoma, 2014). These 

teachers endure ill-disciplined learners who do not 

listen to instruction and are rowdy during lessons. 

Sadler (2007:3) states that these problems arise 

when children feel inadequate and unable to adapt to 

learning tasks. Maintaining classroom discipline 

consumes a substantial amount of time, which leaves 

the teacher with little time to thoroughly present and 

discuss subject material. Marais and Meier (2010) 

reveal that teachers are becoming increasingly dis-

tressed about disciplinary problems in schools. The 

impression is now that the number of learners in a 

classroom can affect the social and academic en-

gagement of the learners involved (Isingoma, 2014). 

Teachers find it challenging to provide quality 

learning because they are confronted with over-

crowded classrooms and high learner-teacher ratios 

(Isingoma, 2014), diversity, and different language 

barriers. Because of such barriers, teachers need 

support in the classroom. Teaching assistants are re-

quired especially in the ECE sector, as early child-

hood learning forms the basis of all institutional 

learning, and Grade 1 marks the beginning of learn-

ers’ formal education. In the next section we discuss 

Vygotsky’s (1978) research on the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD). 

 
Learners’ Engagement with Knowledge 

Vygotsky’s (1978) ZPD is relevant to this topic as it 

highlights the ways that learners engage with others 

in order to attain knowledge (Kirch, 2014). 

Additional support in class could help both the 

teacher and the learner. When the teacher cannot 

provide individual support, this additional support 

person (an adult) can act as the knowledgeable sub-

stitute. The learners could progress even further 

when the knowledgeable adult, such as a TA, assists 

while the teacher is engaged with other duties. 

ZPD is a concept that investigates the social in-

teraction between adults and learners and illustrates 

how adults have a positive influence on the learners’ 

learning abilities. ZPD indicates that learners with 

gaps in their knowledge/skills can achieve more 

with the help of a more knowledgeable person. 

McLeod (2007) summarises the theory by stating 

that the success of a young child’s learning depends 

on proper assistance by a knowledgeable adult per-

son. A teacher can serve as such a person. However, 

as stated before, a teacher in a South African Grade 

1 classroom has too many additional challenges to 

be able to serve as this person all the time. 

The purpose of this discussion is to indicate 

that even though learners in this age group are mov-

ing towards the attainment of independence, they 

still need adult guidance in the classroom environ-

ment to help them understand how society perceives 

what is right and wrong. Adult assistance is needed 

to help them accomplish tasks that are a little too ad-

vanced for their capabilities. Their social well-being 

can also benefit from adult support and encourage-

ment in the classroom (Berry, Dawes & Biersteker, 

2013). The teaching assistant’s role is such that their 

presence in a classroom can allow the teacher to be-
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come the functioning adult support that learners des-

perately need, they could also assist in managing the 

class so that the teacher does not experience ill-man-

nered learners while teaching. As mentioned earlier 

in our discussion we see that learners still need 

teachers’ guidance but unfortunately teachers have 

too many responsibilities to fulfil this role. 

 
Overburdened Teachers’ Responsibilities 

A teacher’s influence is critical and impacts the cog-

nitive, social, emotional, and moral domains of 

young learners. According to Shipley (2012) teach-

ers have a great responsibility to build lasting rela-

tionships with each child as well as shaping and 

mentoring young learners. 

A teacher assumes the role of learning media-

tor. Being an effective teacher includes asking ques-

tions frequently and allowing learners to engage in 

higher-level thinking. An effective teacher should 

also challenge learners and focus on enhancing their 

cognitive functioning; teachers must use the feed-

back they get from the learners and encourage them 

to ask questions. Teachers must also evaluate the 

learners’ progress to determine what their strengths 

and weaknesses are, and accommodate learners’ dif-

ferent learning styles (De Witt, 2009). 

The role of a teacher in the Foundation Phase 

is, therefore, challenging and demanding. One 

teacher cannot be expected to meet the various needs 

of all the learners. Dowling (2000:26) indicates that 

teachers are open to the idea of having a TA, sharing 

the work, catering for small groups, creating an en-

vironment where learners have access to a known 

adult with whom they can share their thoughts and 

experiences. 

South African teachers have even more to con-

tend with, given the specific challenges presented in 

their classrooms. Lewit and Baker (2007:118) indi-

cate that teachers in large South African classrooms 

find it difficult to maintain order and provide ade-

quate individualised attention to learners. Teachers 

also find it challenging to implement the curriculum 

effectively, which results in poor quality of teaching 

and learning. From a teachers’ perspective, this is an 

understandable problem, as teachers would naturally 

struggle to manage all aspects of classrooms and 

presentations and have sufficient time to get to know 

all the learners well enough to meet their individual 

needs. An additional problem in large classes is re-

lated to teachers’ ability to maintain discipline. 

Berry et al. (2013:25) urge teachers to realise 

that if social skills and academic problems are not 

detected and dealt with during the Foundation Phase, 

it could negatively influence learners’ personal 

growth and self-esteem. As fundamental basics start 

in the earliest stage of any endeavour, it is impera-

tive that ECE education should be of the highest 

quality. The following section explains how TAs can 

contribute to creating quality education in the class-

room. 

Teaching Assistants as Assets 

Teaching assistants have become very popular in 

certain parts of the world, such as the United King-

dom (UK) and Australia (Bignold & Barbera, 2012). 

A study by Dunne, Goddard and Woolhouse (2008) 

revealed a drastic increase in the number of TAs em-

ployed – from 60,000 in 1997 to 130,000 in 2006. A 

number of reasons are cited for this increase. 

 
The rise of teaching assistants 

Research on TAs in South Africa is lacking, as no 

specific research could be identified on TAs and 

their responsibilities in South African classrooms. 

However, research in England indicates that TAs 

have become popular in this country over the previ-

ous few years and are in high demand (Bignold & 

Barbera, 2012). De Witt (2009) states that by using 

TAs’ services, learners, teachers, and schools are 

supported, which has resulted in improved academic 

quality. Teaching assistants in Australia are highly 

valued and respected, and a substantial number of 

TAs are employed (Dunne et al., 2008). Webster 

(2014) describes the role of TAs as having a direct 

instructional role to support and interact with learn-

ers, especially learners that are slower and struggle 

more. The following section looks closely at the pur-

pose of a TA. 

 
Functions and advantages of teaching 
assistants 

The primary role of teaching assistants is to support 

learners with learning by working with them and fo-

cusing on particular individual needs. This is done 

either on a one-on-one basis or in small groups 

(McVittie, 2005). 

Furthermore, TAs must be able to manage a 

classroom and to arrange the classroom in prepara-

tion for lessons. They may also help with reading ac-

tivities, or by supporting those who need extra help 

to complete tasks. The TAs can also become in-

volved in playing educational games with learners, 

encouraging them to learn through play in the pro-

cess (McVittie, 2005). 

The main idea of having a TA in the class is for 

another dedicated person to provide additional sup-

port, and to impart knowledge to learners. TAs are, 

therefore, described as another pair of eyes in the 

classroom, aiding differentiation among learners, 

thus making it easier for the teacher to manage large 

groups (Tucker, 2009). 

It is strongly believed that TAs have a positive 

effect on learners’ educational progress (Rubie-Da-

vies, Blatchford, Webster, Koutsoubou & Bassett, 

2010) and that learners in schools with teaching as-

sistants receive better assistance than those without 

teaching assistants (Bignold & Barbera, 2012). Prior 

investigations regarding support for teachers indi-

cate that TAs can help to minimise workload and 

stress levels by helping with organisation, maintain-

ing classroom discipline, and providing, not only 
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learning opportunities, but also emotional and phys-

ical support (Richter, 2016; Webster, 2014). 

 
The Disadvantages of Teaching Assistants in 
Classrooms 

One disadvantage of employing TAs may be that the 

teacher’s and the TA’s teaching styles may differ. 

This could cause a clash between the teacher and the 

TA in the classroom. TAs need to understand that 

they should respect the teacher’s authority and fol-

low their instruction (Butt & Lowe, 2012). 

A related area of concern centres on the respec-

tive training programmes of teachers and TAs. For 

instance, a teacher would know how to guide the 

learner to progress towards a solution whereas an in-

experienced assistant may simply give an answer. 

An inexperienced TA could, therefore, have a nega-

tive effect on the children’s learning by spoon-feed-

ing the learners instead of teaching them how to gain 

new knowledge (Blatchford, Bassett, Brown, Mar-

tin, Russell & Webster, 2011). 

Financial constraints can also be a limitation to 

schools. A reason why TAs are not used in South 

African schools could be that many schools cannot 

afford the additional expenses (Cassim, 2016). TAs 

in Grade 1 classrooms in SA are rare, most notably 

in government schools. TAs in crèches and pre-

schools usually earn between R76,656 to R271,026 

a year, which is almost equal to a qualified teacher’s 

salary. This is comparable to paying for two teachers 

for many classes, adding severe strains on limited 

school budgets (PayScale, Inc., 2019). 

While keeping the potential problems in mind, 

we postulate that a TA is still a valuable asset to a 

Foundation Phase classroom, due to the various ad-

vantages described in the previous section. 

Very little research about the employment of 

teaching assistants in South Africa exists. In view of 

the need to add to this body of knowledge, the aim 

of the study was to gain a deeper and clear under-

standing of the role that TAs play in the Foundation 

Phase classroom. The knowledge gained could be 

used as guidelines for future appointment of TAs. 

 
Methodology 
Paradigm and Research Design 

This study used a qualitative methodology within an 

interpretive paradigm that is context dependent. The 

study was geared to acquire an understanding of the 

value of teaching assistants in a Grade 1 classroom. 

A qualitative approach was used to gain an in-depth 

understanding of participants’ experiences (Snape & 

Spencer, 2003). 

 
Data Collection 

Data was collected through semi-structured inter-

views with participants. The number of questions 

varied as teachers with TAs had more information to 

share than the teachers without assistants. Between 

four and seven questions were asked. In some cases 

the interviewer posed additional questions to gain a 

better understanding of the participant’s answers to 

previous questions (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 Interview questions for each case 
Case Interview questions for each case 

1. Teachers with TAs 1. Why do you think there is a need for TAs in Grade 1? 

2. How do you experience TAs? 

3. What roles do TAs play in the classroom? 

4. Does the TA help with the quality of teaching and learning? If so, how? 

2. Teachers without TAs 1. How do you cope with your daily teaching/learning and duties in your class? 

2. If you had a TA, how would you use her efficiently? 

3. How would a TA contribute to the quality of teaching and learning? 

 

Population 

Six different schools were involved in the study. 

Three schools employed teaching assistants, while 

the other three schools did not. In four schools Eng-

lish was used as medium of instruction, while the 

other two were double medium schools (Eng-

lish/Afrikaans). Participant teachers were required 

to have had more than three years’ teaching experi-

ence. 

 
Selection of Participants 

This study employed purposeful sampling, as its  

purpose was to determine how Grade 1 teachers with 

teaching assistants experienced the use of their TAs 

in their classrooms, and whether teachers without 

TAs believed that there was a need for such assis-

tance. Participants were Grade 1 teachers in the 

Foundation Phase. The teachers were selected from 

private and public schools. The anonymity of 

schools was maintained however, a table was pre-

pared to match the schools and participants using 

codes (see Table 2). 
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Table 2 Participants and their schools 
Case number Code Explanation 

1. Teachers with TA 1a Public school 1 

1b Public school 2 

1c Private school 1 

2. Teachers without TA 2a Private school 2 

2b Private school 3 

2c Rural school 

3. Teaching assistants 3a Teaching assistant 1 

3b Teaching assistant 2 

3c Teaching assistant 3 

 

Permission to conduct and record interviews 

with participating teachers was gained from the 

school principals and the teachers. Participants were 

selected according to certain criteria, which included 

years of working experience, employment of a TA 

or not, and type of school (urban, rural, private, or 

public) where the teachers and TAs were employed. 

Schools were also selected based on the above crite-

ria. 

 
Research Site 

The interviews were conducted after regular school 

hours in an office or an empty classroom – a quiet 

environment to eliminate disturbances in the record-

ing. The researcher conducted the interviews that 

lasted between 3 and 8 minutes each. 

 
Data Analysis 

According to Creswell (2014), analysing data in 

qualitative research includes preparing and organis-

ing data, organising data into themes by using a cod-

ing system and presenting the coded data in discus-

sions. In this study, data was organised and prepared 

for analysis by categorising the interviews into 

themes and categories. As the interviews were rec-

orded and stored, the data collected was organised 

into themes and categories according to individual 

cases. In Table 3 the themes and categories are out-

lined. 

 

Table 3 Themes and categories 
Theme Category 

Challenges • Large classes 

• Learner diversity 

Roles • Roles of the teacher 

• Roles of the TA 

Support • Supporting the teacher 

• Supporting the learner 

 

In qualitative research the quality of the re-

search, which includes quality in design, analysis, 

and judgements of the study (Thomas, 2010), is most 

important. The article can be adapted by anyone in 

FP research who wants to do research with assis-

tants, or who wants to explore the roles of teachers. 

The participants were afforded the opportunity to re-

view the transcribed data to confirm that their views 

and opinions were being portrayed accurately. A 

voice recorder was used to ensure that the complete 

interviews were recorded accurately and that no re-

sponses would be portrayed out of context. 

 
Discussion and Results 

Data collected from teachers with teaching assistants 

is discussed first, followed by a discussion of the 

data collected from teachers without teaching assis-

tants. 

Teachers with teaching assistants in their clas-

ses were unanimous in their praise of the support af-

forded to them. They agreed that they could not im-

agine teaching without such assistance. These teach-

ers believed that their TAs were assets that raised the 

standard of education in their classes, either by sup-

porting the teacher or the learners, or by providing 

an extra pair of hands in the class. The Physics and 

Mathematics teacher (PMT) said “… yes, I am for a 

teaching assistant they do really help” [sic]. 

The main roles of TAs were to stand in when-

ever a teacher was not available, and to assist with 

administrative duties. No specific job descriptions 

for TAs exist, therefore teachers assign TAs’ tasks 

based on their respective needs and preferences. 

These tasks include helping with administrative 

tasks, marking and reviewing, preparing lessons, 

sorting out worksheets, copying, pasting, laminat-

ing, assisting with stronger learners (to allow teach-

ers to assist weaker learners), watching over outdoor 

play, and accompanying learners from one class to 

the next. 

Teachers mentioned that they regarded TAs’ 

commitment and personality to be more important 

than qualifications. This emphasises the importance 

of teachers and TAs having healthy working rela-

tionships. Having a TA in class allows teachers more 

time to assist learners on a one-on-one basis. Teach-

ers are freed to assist weaker learners while TAs tend 

to the stronger learners. 

It was apparent that interviewed teachers pre-

ferred their TAs not to be involved in the formal 

learning programmes. The recorded interviews indi-

cate that the TAs’ actual responsibilities depended 

on what their teachers preferred them to manage, 

and that each teacher had different tasks in mind. 

The pattern that emerged was that all teachers 

wanted their TAs to adopt their way of teaching, and 

that their abilities to do so were what distinguished 

them as being useful assistants. 



6 Cassim, Moen 

Teachers without assistants all argued that 

there was a real need for a TA in a class, as they bat-

tled to fulfil all the duties on their own. Their main 

concern was that they did not teach effectively as 

they seemed to be spending more time executing ad-

ministrative tasks and sorting out problems in class 

than actually teaching. Those teachers felt that, if 

they had had TAs in their classes, they would have 

had more time to present lessons while the TAs 

could have tended to various problems, read to the 

learners, done printing and photocopying, collected 

money, completed the register, or accompanied 

learners from class to class. Those are largely mun-

dane tasks that are also time-consuming, which 

should ideally be taken care of by another adult who 

is aware of events and requirements in the presenta-

tion of lessons. 

The interviewed teachers wanted extra pairs of 

hands and eyes in the classrooms to assist when and 

wherever needed, especially in relation to the needs 

of weaker learners. One teacher responded as fol-

lows: “Yes, it is crucial [to have an] extra pair of 

eyes around the class as well as someone to assist 

with preparing the lessons. They are a big help when 

it comes to one-on-one learning. Without a TA it’s 

madness and it is unbelievable how people manage 

without a TA.” Those teachers stated that, if they had 

had TAs in their classes, they could have spent more 

time planning their lessons and designing them to be 

more fun and creative. They were not able to do that, 

strained by the various other responsibilities they 

needed to fulfil. Assistants could possibly also have 

helped with language barriers in rural school where 

most of the learners’ first language was not English. 

One key aspect was highlighted by all the in-

terviewed teachers. They strongly believed that a 

teacher and a TA could only work together well in a 

classroom if they succeed in developing a healthy 

relationship on a personal as well as a professional 

level. However, teaching assistants need to know 

their boundaries and recognise the limits of their 

designated responsibilities. They need to know that 

they are not the heads of classes, but assistants to the 

actual heads of classes. It is advisable for the TAs to 

support teachers in ways that will allow the latter to 

focus solely on their lessons, the learners, and their 

progress. The teachers believed that a higher quality 

of education would be delivered as a result of teach-

ing assistants’ involvement. 

The data reveals that teachers without TAs felt 

that, although they maintained control of their clas-

ses, they survived rather than thrived in their envi-

ronments, getting by with the bare minimum of as-

sistance from the school. They felt as if they were 

“short-changing” the learners and were not able to 

go the proverbial extra mile. They could not give 

each learner the individual attention they deserved, 

especially in the Foundation Phase. This lack of at-

tention was perceived by them to result from being 

overburdened by non-teaching tasks such as admin-

istrative chores, the maintenance of discipline over 

large groups, and the management of learner diver-

sity. 

From the research findings it is clear that TAs 

are assets in classrooms. Based on the findings, it 

can reasonably be argued that TAs need to be de-

ployed in every Grade 1 classroom if South African 

schools wanted to improve the quality of education 

– especially in Early Childhood Education. This so-

lution is even more essential in public schools where 

class sizes often exceed 40 learners. Teachers need 

to be relieved of taxing responsibilities and extra 

tasks to be able to focus more on their learners’ ed-

ucational needs. If the foundation for the effective 

teaching of young learners is firmly laid, then the 

quality of education will improve and learners’ aca-

demic results will progressively improve as well 

(Riley, 1991). 

Teachers with TAs in their class stated that the 

assistants were blessings and that they could not im-

agine life without them in the classrooms. Teachers 

that did not have TAs explained that they were 

barely coping with their classes and struggled to give 

their learners the attention and quality of education 

they deserved. They felt that their teaching might not 

have been effective enough because of the numerous 

other responsibilities they had to tend to. 

Therefore, a teaching assistant can be regarded 

as having the potential to not only assist a teacher, 

but to improve the performances of learners and the 

class as a whole. Teachers can attain a more produc-

tive level of teaching if they are able to delegate 

lower-level tasks to TAs. It is imperative that learn-

ers perform well from the outset of their school ca-

reers, since the Foundation Phase is widely regarded 

by mentioned researchers as the most important 

phase of a child’s schooling. Quality education will 

improve a school’s overall performance as the cor-

rect basis will have been laid in the Foundation 

Phase. It can hence be argued that TAs add quality 

to learning in classrooms as they support teachers in 

important and effective ways. 

 
Conclusion 

We support the perception that teachers are im-

portant role models for young children and that they 

have many responsibilities to uphold in educating 

learners. Teachers need to present stimulating les-

sons, deal with varying levels of stronger and 

weaker learners and be able to give individualised 

attention to those learners that need it. Simultane-

ously, teachers have to attend to administrative 

chores such as keeping attendance registers, copying 

and printing worksheets, and collecting funds. In ad-

dition to these general tasks and responsibilities, 

South African teachers manage overcrowded clas-

ses, must overcome language barriers and issues of 

diversity. As Grade 1 learners transition from infor- 
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mal to formal learning, they depend on a trusted and 

supportive role model to create an empowering 

learning environment for them. To be successful, 

teachers need advanced social and emotional skills, 

enabling them to assist learners on cognitive, emo-

tional, and social levels. The multitude of responsi-

bilities and functions of the Grade 1 teacher can be 

overwhelming; assistance in the classroom may rea-

sonably be regarded as a vital contributor to a higher 

quality of education. 

The primary purpose of a teaching assistant is 

to provide support benefitting both teachers and 

learners. When a TA assumes the duty of completing 

time-consuming administrative tasks, for instance, 

the teacher is free to concentrate on the cognitive de-

velopment of learners, taking the necessary time to 

adequately explain new concepts or to present the 

class with opportunities to ask questions and discuss 

any uncertainties. This support is imperative be-

cause teachers can then devote more time to learn-

ers, assess learners individually and moreover, de-

termine which learners are not performing well in 

relation to their prior performance in order to see any 

improvement or lack thereof. Teachers can hence 

devote their energy to assist struggling learners 

while TAs can manage the rest of the learners in 

class with tasks assigned by their teachers. The main 

benefit of teachers having TAs is to share the work-

load. 

When comparing positive and negative aspects 

of having TAs in classrooms, the advantages seem 

to outweigh the disadvantages. South African class-

rooms present localised challenges to teachers, e.g. 

language barriers, and overcrowding. Each of these 

challenges underlines the need of employing extra 

assistance in a classroom. In a more universal sense, 

Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Devel-

opment supports the argument of having adults 

available to assist learners in bridging the gaps be-

tween their current knowledge and their potential 

knowledge. Because teachers are often too busy 

tending to their wide range of responsibilities, they 

struggle to maintain their primary function as ex-

perts that focus on the educational needs of all learn-

ers, individually and collectively, in their class-

rooms. 

Empirical findings (Blatchford et al., 2011) 

show that TAs have become popular in recent dec-

ades, and more positive than negative arguments for 

their employment can be listed. TAs have undoubt-

edly proven to be assets in classrooms if their sup-

port was utilised correctly by teachers and schools. 

A notable finding of this study was that 

Grade 1 teachers at the different schools who took 

part in the study believed that there was a substantial 

need for TAs in Grade 1 classrooms. However, few 

Grade 1 teachers have TAs in their classes even 

though such a prominent need exists. The research 

findings and recommendations from this study could 

contribute to improving the quality of education by 

promoting the increased deployment of TAs in Early 

Childhood Education. Furthermore, this study could 

also inform policy. Further research can be con-

ducted on the specific roles of TAs at schools. The 

Department of Education needs to pay heed to the 

voices of teachers expressing their need for assis-

tance required to improve the overall standards of 

education in South Africa. 

In this article we confirm the perception that 

the employment of TAs has become indispensable 

as they help to free teachers of time-consuming 

tasks, thereby improving the quality of educational 

endeavours in schools. Action needs to be taken to 

ensure that teaching assistants are rightfully em-

ployed in all Grade 1 classes, countrywide. 

 
Recommendations 

To produce effective learning with both a teacher 

and TA in a class, some form of uniformity in teach-

ing approach needs to exist. Teachers need to clarify 

the roles of the teaching assistants (and associated 

expectations) in their own classrooms, since such 

stipulations will vary among teaching staff. Admin-

istrative tasks expected from teachers should be re-

considered. Teachers should be allowed to focus pri-

marily on their teaching roles, and the Department 

of Education should support teachers by decreasing 

their administrative responsibilities. Heads of De-

partments should oversee the relationships between 

teachers and teaching assistants. They should ensure 

that their personalities match and that they work well 

together, as it is imperative that they get along, work 

together well, and communicate effectively. 
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