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Introduction: An increasing number of children in need of special support are included in mainstream 

schools. The roles of teaching assistants have changed with the inclusion of these children. Social partic-

ipation is an essential aspect of inclusion, possible to be achieved in schools. In the literature social 

participation in elementary schools is studied in terms of friendships and relationships, contacts and inter-

actions, perception of pupil with special education needs and acceptance by classmates. The impact that 

teaching assistants have on social participation has been questioned due to low or no education or training 

to work with children in need of special support. The aim is to investigate the social participation dimen-

sions and the impact that teaching assistants have on the social participation of children in need of special 

support in mainstream elementary schools.  

Method: A systematic literature review was performed exploring four databases.  

Results: Nine studies in total were found. Seven studies examined social participation dimensions of con-

tact and interactions, four – perception of pupil with special education needs. Friendships and relationships 

and acceptance by classmates were examined in two studies. Six studies identified negative impact of 

teaching assistants on social participation of children in need of special support, and three showed positive 

and negative results. The impact is attributed to the roles of teaching assistants, and participation in class.  

Conclusion: All four dimensions of social participation were studied in the articles, but no studies explored 

all dimensions at once, therefore complete impact of teaching assistants cannot be entirely realized yet. 

Nevertheless, the negative trend of teaching assistants’ impact on the social participation of children in 

need of special support found in this systematic review implicates two possible approaches. The role of 

teaching assistants could be shifted and adapted to suit the abilities of teaching assistant. Education and 

training of teaching assistants are necessary to support social participation of children in need of special 

support.  

Keywords: Teaching assistant, social participation, social inclusion, social integration, elementary 

school, systematic literature review. 
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Introduction 

All children have a right to education and children in need of special support have been 

included in mainstream schools. Social participation is an essential aspect where schools can 

contribute to the feeling of participation. In the literature social participation in elementary 

schools is studied in terms of friendships and relationships, contacts and interactions, percep-

tion of pupil with special education needs and acceptance by classmates. One type of support 

for children in need of special support is being provided by teaching assistants, in hope to fa-

cilitate not only integration but also inclusion.1 Hence, teaching assistants’ roles have changed 

from helping only teachers to helping students too. However, the impact that teaching assistants 

have on social participation has been questioned. Their impact is of great importance, since 

teaching assistants are assigned to work with children in need of special support for the biggest 

part of the day in schools. Furthermore, children in need of special support may not be able to 

improve their social skills by themselves. Therefore, dimensions of social participation and 

teaching assistants’ impact are reviewed. A hope is to provide a clearer picture and give sug-

gestions on how to improve the impact on social participation specifically. 

1 Background  

1.1 Education 

Education is a human right. Such rights are pronounced in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights Article 26 (UN General Assembly, 1948) in UNCRC Article 23 (UN General 

Assembly, 1989) and UNCRPD Article 24 (UN, n.d.). Children have the right to education 

“that does not discriminate on any grounds such as caste, ethnicity, religion, economic status, 

refugee status, language, gender, disability etc.” (UNESCO, 2005, p. 12). Mainstream educa-

tion for all children was first indicated in the Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action 

(UNESCO 1994) to ensure inclusion in schools (Kiuppis, 2013). 

1.2 Special education needs and Disability 

A child in need of special support may have to be provided with additional help, which 

is complementary to what already exists in mainstream schools. Special support needs to be 

provided if a child has different learning difficulties compared to their typically developing 

                                                      

1 Integration is understood as an opportunity provided to be in educational setting with everybody else. Inclusion is 
being understood as not only the opportunity to be there, but to participate equally with everybody else where exclusion 
from the curriculum is reduced and quality of the education is of high standards (Vislie, 2003). 
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peers and / or has a disability which hinders the use of facilities that are provided for everybody 

of the same age (Trussler & Robinson, 2015).  

Studies from various countries have different definitions of special education needs 

(SEN) (Schwab, 2015; EADSNE 2003). The definitions can be problematic, because they en-

courage the comparison of children in need of special support with children developing typi-

cally. For instance, in Sweden there is no definition of SEN, because education is provided for 

all equally. The focus is rather on what support the student needs to be included in mainstream 

schools (EADSNE, 2012).  

Disability is an umbrella term and a complex phenomenon. It is not only related to health 

problems. Disability is explained by the interactions which a person has with the society where 

one lives and with the features of his / her body (WHO, 2017). This definition is consistent with 

the UNCRPD definition of disability: “those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual, 

or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and 

effective participation in society on an equal basis with others” (UN, n.d., p. 4).  

Some children may meet the criteria for one or both of the two constructs, which are used 

interchangeably (Bines & Lei, 2011; Pearson, 2009). For this literature review, both concepts 

have been included in the search and will be addressed as children in need of special support. 

1.3 Inclusion 

The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education in 1994 

states that inclusive schools are effective while dealing with negative attitudes towards children 

in need of special support and help to develop inclusive societies (Bines & Lei, 2011; UNESCO, 

1994). Inclusion is a way to ensure education for all (UNESCO, 2005). UNESCO views 

inclusion as: “A dynamic approach to responding positively to pupil diversity and of seeing 

individual differences not as problems, but as opportunities for enriching learning.” (2005, p. 

12).   

Inclusion is an opportunity to participate in mainstream education equally for children in 

need of special support, and to have the same choices and possibilities as typically developing 

children given that support is provided. Inclusion is a movement from the medical or deficit 

model to the social and interactive models, i.e. difficulties caused by outside factors (Pearson, 

2009). Inclusion still does not have one universal definition, due to the fact that inclusion goes 

beyond the classroom and the children in need of special support (Göransson, Nilholm & Karls-

son, 2011). 
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Even though some negative outcomes of inclusion exist (Lindsay, 2007), inclusion in 

mainstream schools helps children in need of special support to achieve better outcomes, e.g. 

better scores in language development, improved social skills, improved behavioral outcomes, 

and better academic achievement (Yang, & Rusli, 2012). 

1.3.1  Participation  

One of the ideas behind inclusion is to foster full participation in life and in school (Sim-

eonsson, et al., 2001). Participation is a multi-dimensional construct and is defined as an in-

volvement in a life situation (WHO, 2007) feelings of belonging and engagement in the activity 

(Eriksson & Granlund, 2004) and frequency of performing an activity (Maxwell, Alves, & 

Granlund, 2012). Participation can be looked at from two perspectives: a social and a psycho-

logical. The social perspective talks about participation in terms of availability and accessibility 

and is related to the frequency of attending. The psychological perspective talks about 

participation in terms of acceptability and accommodability and is related to the intensity of 

involvement and engagement (Adolfsson, 2011; Maxwell & Granlund, 2011; Maxwell, Alves 

& Granlund, 2012). 

1.3.2 Social participation 

To be able to review social participation, one has to understand what social participation 

is. Koster et al., (2009) state that social inclusion, social participation, and social integration are 

used in research without a proper definition of what they are. The authors propose to use the 

term social participation, which is defined for school environments as: 

Social participation of pupils with special needs in regular education is the presence of positive 

social contact/interaction between these children and their classmates; acceptance of them by their class-

mates; social relationships/friendships between them and their classmates and the pupils’ perception that 

they are accepted by their classmates (p.135). 

Findings suggests that social participation can be subdivided into four dimensions to be 

looked at: 1) friendships and relationships that include friendship networks and mutual 

friendships; 2) contacts and interactions that include playing together, working together on a 

task, participation in group activities, (un)acknowledged initiations and social isolation; 3) 

perception of pupil with SEN that includes self-perception of peer acceptance, satisfaction at 

school, social self-concept, self-perception of social competence and loneliness; 4) acceptance 

by classmates that include social preference, social support (behaviors), bullying, social 

rejection. These are the key dimensions and various ways in which these dimensions are 
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measured. When examining social participation all four themes should be addressed according 

to Garrote, Dessemontet, and Opitz, (2016). 

1.3.2.1 Importance of social participation 

Social participation is essential for the development of a child and needs to be fostered. 

According to Vygotsky, in peer interactions information is co-created. Learning then occurs 

through internalization process (Fogarty, 1999). Thus, mastering interactions are important to 

learning. In addition, the feeling of belonging is an essential need for humans (Maslow, 1970). 

Self-worth and self-actualization cannot occur if the need for belonging is not fulfilled. A sense 

of belonging is developed in interactions and triggers the forming of relationships (Malmgren, 

Causton-Theoharis & Trezek, 2005). Moreover, stable and secure relationships are crucial to a 

healthy human development starting with the attachment as infants to caregivers and then hav-

ing other bonds with peers. Forming of the relationships is seen as “the foundation and the 

scaffold on which cognitive, linguistic, emotional, social, and moral development unfold” 

(NRC & IOM, 2000, p. 349). Socialization with others helps to understand that actions have 

consequences, to explore the surroundings with confidence and to figure out how to deal with 

one’s thoughts and feelings (NRC & IOM, 2000). 

Age appropriate social skills are important to be mastered to develop relationships with 

peers and to avoid situations that are socially unacceptable. Social participation in school can 

lead to a sense of belonging with a higher level of participation, which in turn affects learning 

skills and can work as a protective factor (Simeonsson et al., 2001). Children learn social skills 

by imitation, when interacting with peers. If children lack social skills they may be ignored, 

rejected by peers and have no friends. This may lead to a lower sense of belonging at school 

with less social experiences, which can hinder self-image and self-confidence and limit overall 

school performance (Frostad & Pijl, 2007; Koster, et al., 2009; Schwab, 2015). In addition, 

children who lack social skills may be at risk of experiencing negative outcomes, such as drop-

ping out of school.  

Research reports limited social skills in some children. Children with autism spectrum dis-

order (ASD) often fail to modify behavior based upon others, and need support to promote their 

social skills (Bellini, 2006, cited in Barnard-Brak et al, 2014). Additionally, some children in 

need of special support may lack cognitive, communicative, affective and motor skills required 

for friendship formations (Saddler, 2014). Children with other special support needs, experi-

ence a lack of possibility to interact as a result of close proximity to their teaching assistants 
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(Fisher & Pleasants, 2012). In addition, children tend to be excluded due to the fact that they 

associate with similar peers – children with special needs associate more with other children in 

need of special support. This may hinder inclusion. Help may be needed to foster friendly rela-

tionships with other peers too, which would help children in need of special support to be fully 

included in the community (Frostad & Pijl, 2007).  Having this in mind, schools should strive 

to foster social participation and work on the factors that promote social participation. 

Social participation of children in need of special support may be influenced by many fac-

tors, such as behaviors of other children, their attitudes, classroom variables e.g. teaching as-

sistants (Boer et al., 2013; Simeonsson et al., 2001). For this review only teaching assistants are 

in focus. 

1.4 Teaching assistants  

Support provided for children in need of special support in schools include help with per-

sonal needs, and / or individualized education plans (IEP) and is decided in accordance to their 

IEP (Rutherford, 2012). The debate about judging disability and / or SEN depending on the 

level of support needed in educational settings is held by most European countries (EADSNE, 

2003). According to Göransson, Nilholm, and Karlsson, (2011), a medical diagnosis is not nec-

essary to get additional support in Sweden. Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (1997) 

state that children with disabilities have a right to be educated with nondisabled peers in the 

environment that is least restrictive with appropriate support and services. Accordingly, 

teachers can consult with special educators; materials can be adapted; students in need of special 

support may work in whole group or small groups inside a classroom or in separate rooms with 

peers with similar needs; teachers and students can have support from teaching assistants 

(EADSNE, 2017; European agency, 2017). Teaching assistants (TAs) assist children in need of 

special support in schools through the delivery of information and instructions or other direct 

services, and they are under the supervision of a certified professional (Pickett & Gerlach, 

2003). In some countries TAs only support personal needs, whereas others also support learn-

ing, thus they have different tasks, and definitions vary (NCSE, 2013; Rutherford, 2012). The 

role of TAs is complex and ambiguous and can vary partly depending on international and 

cultural differences, but also on individual support to be provided. Support can be provided 

one-to-one, to a group, to a teacher, to a school, or to a curriculum (Rutherford, 2011).  
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Nevertheless, with the inclusion of the children with disabilities the role of TAs changed 

from clerical assistant to roles that overlap with the classroom teachers such as tutoring, in-

struction and other tasks (Rubie-Davies, et al., 2010). TAs became the primary support to fa-

cilitate the inclusion of children in need of special support in mainstream schools (Fisher & 

Pleasants, 2012). Guided by the IEP, TAs may assist in ensuring safety, promoting acceptance, 

inclusion, interactions, and independence. TAs may as well assist with providing feedback on 

progress with the guidance of teachers, and assist in academic programs set by teachers (Teach-

ing personnel, 2013). TAs may not have constant supervision by the classroom teacher, and not 

all classroom teachers know how to handle and give advice to TAs in regard to their work. This 

leads to TAs being unsure about their roles and unsure about their performances, especially 

with their work one-on-one with children or in small groups because they tend to learn more 

from job experiences rather than from training before being employed (Fisher & Pleasants, 

2012).  Consequently, there are concerns whether TAs help students with disabilities or whether 

they, for instance, interfere communications between peers and classroom teachers due to lack 

of trainings (Downing, Ryndak, & Clark, 2000). There are mixed results of the impact of TAs. 

TAs may have a negative impact on the academic achievement of children in need of special 

support (Farell et al., 2010). The impact occurs due to lack of preparedness, not clearly defined 

roles, and practice that is not proven to be the best concerning children in need of special support 

(Webster et al., 2011). However, the positive impact has been reported (Dolva et al., 2010) too. 

Findings, that trained TAs can facilitate social participation inspired this systematic literature 

review.  

1.4.1 The 5 A’s 

Participation is related to five environmental dimensions of conditions for participation: 

availability, accessibility, accommodability, acceptability and affordability (Maxwell, Alves, 

& Granlund, 2012; Maxwell, & Granlund, 2011). It can be used to classify how environmental 

dimensions of participation are hindered or facilitated by TAs. Availability is described as a 

possibility to participate and engage in an activity. Accessibility relates to a (perceived) oppor-

tunity to access the context for the activity. Accommodability refers to whether the activity is 

adapted to those in need. Acceptability talks about the child’s acceptance of the situation and 

about other people’s acceptance of the child’s presence in the situation. Affordability relates to 

financial costs, time and energy. For this systematic literature review, 5 A’s are used to discuss 

the findings of the impact that TAs have on social participation. 
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1.5 Rationale 

There are positive and negative results in research about the impact of TAs on social 

participation of children in need of special support. In addition, there are different dimensions 

used to investigate social participation. For this reason, this systematic literature review looks 

at dimensions that are used to research social participation and on the impact that TAs have on 

social participation.  The mapping of social participation dimensions would be beneficial to 

further expand the knowledge. In addition, by concentrating on positive aspects of TAs, this 

study may contribute by giving advice on how to guide TAs to achieve better results. 

1.6  Aim 

The aim of this systematic literature review is to investigate dimensions that are used to 

research social participation and the impact that teaching assistants have on social participation 

of children in need of special support in mainstream elementary schools.  

1.7  Research questions  

1) What dimensions of social participation have been researched? 

2) What impact do teaching assistants have on social participation of children in need 

of special support in mainstream elementary schools? 

3) What causes the impact of teaching assistants on social participation of children in 

need of special support in mainstream elementary schools? 

2 Method  

This systematic literature review was focused on identifying what dimensions of social 

participation have been researched and what impact TAs had on social participation while 

working with elementary schools children in need of special support. 

The methods section is divided into three parts. First, the procedure is explained. It involves 

age of interest and time span of the articles; inclusion and exclusion criteria, which were used 

for abstract level and full-text level; explanation of hand searches. Second, the quality assess-

ment is described. Third, the information of interest, which was extracted, is identified.  

2.1 Procedure 

This systematic literature review was performed using key word searches in the data-

bases, which were concentrated on education, namely ERIC, PsychINFO, ScienceDirect and 

SCOPUS. A flowchart of the number of articles from each database and the overall amount of 

articles chosen can be seen in Table 2.3.  
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Thesaurus words and / or free searches were used in different databases. Free searches 

were made because not all words had Thesaurus equivalent. They were used in various combi-

nations depending on the database. After consulting a librarian, advice was given not to use 

schooling terms in PsycINFO (see Appendix A and B for the exact strings used). 

 The search was performed in February 2017.  Since not all search words had a Thesau-

rus term, in ERIC and PsycINFO databases Thesaurus and free search terms were used in com-

binations. Searches in ERIC resulted in 46 hits, and 15 hits were found in PsycINFO. Only free 

search words were used for ScienceDirect and SCOPUS. Thus the same search string was used 

in both databases. Words for the free search were used based on terms used in ERIC and 

PsycINFO to ensure similar words were used in all databases. 313 articles were found in Sci-

enceDirect and 463 in SCOPUS.   

2.1.1 Age of the children and the publication year 

The original idea was to use only articles concerning elementary / primary schools or 

kindergarten which referred to children from 6 to 10 years old. The articles usually had this 

range of age in addition to other ages. Therefore, the decision was made to choose the studies 

that talked about elementary / primary schools and / or had the age range depending on the 

country when elementary / primary school usually starts and ends. Hence, if a study mentioned 

elementary school, it was selected; however if only the age range was mentioned, it was 

checked to be within elementary / primary school years. At a later stage, studies which had 

elementary / primary aged children and older were chosen due to the limited number of studies 

found. 

The chosen period was between 1994 and 2017. 1994 was selected because of the re-

lease of the Salamanca statement, which ensured inclusion for children in need of special sup-

port in mainstream schools.  

2.1.2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

  The inclusion and exclusion criteria were first applied to the abstract level screening 

and then to the full-text level screening using Table 2.1. The articles were selected if they fo-

cused on teaching assistants or equivalent, elementary schools, social inclusion, social integra-

tion, or social participation, and were empirical studies. Interventions were excluded.  
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Table 2.1 

Inclusion and Exclusion criteria for abstract level and full-text level 

Inclusion Exclusion 

Publication type  

  Full text available for free from 1994 Texts that are not free and older than 1994 

  English language only Other languages 

  Articles Book chapters 

Study protocols 

Abstracts 

Conference papers 

Dissertations 

Other literature  

  Peer review  

Population  

  Inclusive primary/elementary schools 

  With disabilities/SEN                                                      

Special education schools (all levels) 

Without disabilities/SEN 

Focus  

  Impact of teaching assistants 

Inclusion 

  Social inclusion (participation)                                                          

Impact of teachers, peers, parents, others. 

 

Academic achievement 

Design  

 Qualitative Systematic literature review 

 Quantitative Other reviews 

  Mixed Intervention studies 

 

2.1.3 Abstract level inclusion and exclusion 

This process consisted of reading the abstracts of the articles in all databases and decid-

ing whether the article was suitable, by using an inclusion and exclusion protocol (Table 2.1). 

The article was excluded if at least one of the criteria was not mentioned. Although more than 

one exclusion criteria applied to the majority of the articles, the articles were coded using only 

one criteria, which seemed most relevant (main criteria for articles were teaching assistant, then 

social participation, etc.). If the articles mentioned only inclusion, integration or participation 

but did not specify what type, articles were selected for further review. This was done to make 

sure all articles that may be related to social participation were examined. Overall 499 articles 

were scanned for inclusion and exclusion criteria at an abstract level (see Table 2.3), and 33 

articles were submitted for full-text review. 

2.1.4 Full-text level inclusion and exclusion 
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This process consisted of reading through the remaining 33 articles. Various reasons 

applied to the exclusion. Articles were supposed to meet all the criteria to be selected for the 

further data extraction. Overall, four articles passed all the conditions.  

2.1.5 Hand search 

Since the number of selected articles was low, references of articles submitted to full-

text level inclusion and exclusion criteria were looked through. Title screening was used to find 

new articles. In total 31 articles were submitted for abstract level inclusion and exclusion pro-

cedure after which five articles were chosen for the full-text inclusion and exclusion revision. 

After this, three articles were selected. In addition, the Chapter 8 of the Handbook of Effective 

Inclusive Schools Research and Practice (2014) was searched and resulted in two more articles 

chosen. References of this chapter were looked through. Searches were performed on title level. 

Six articles for abstract level inclusion and exclusion were found. Three articles were selected 

for full-text inclusion and exclusion. Two articles were selected after this procedure. Overall 

five articles were identified from hand searches.  

2.2 Quality assessment 

Quality assessment was performed on all studies using different quality assessment tools 

due to the fact that qualitative, quantitative and case study articles were used (Appendixes D, E 

and F show tools used, points, and grading). To perform a quality assessment for quantitative 

studies, Law et al., (1998) tool was used. The highest points that studies could acquire was 20 

(0-7 low, 8-14 medium, 15-20 high). The grading system was as follows: no = 0 points, not 

sufficient = 1 point, yes = 2 points. This assessment tool applied to five studies. Results can be 

seen in Table 2.2. To perform a quality assessment for qualitative studies, Letts et al., (2007) 

tool was used. Overall the study could acquire 42 points (0-14 low, 15-29 medium, 30-42 high). 

The grading system was as follows: no = 0 points, not sufficient = 1 point, yes = 2 points. Three 

studies were assessed with this assessment tool. A case study was assessed using CASP, (2017) 

tool. The highest point was 9 (0-3 low, 4-6 medium, 7-9 high). The grading system was as 

follows: yes = 1, other answers = 0. 

Overall, none of the studies acquired “low” grading, therefore all studies were selected 

for further analysis.
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Table 2.2 

Quality assessment  

Study Low  Medium  High  

Boer et al., (2013)  X  

Webster et al., (2013)   X 

Malmgren et al., (2006)  X  

Hemmingsson et al., 

(2003) 

  X 

Giangreco et al., (1997)  X  

Tews et al., (2008)  X  

Harris, (2011)   X 

Wendelborg et al., 

(2010) 

  X 

Wendelborg et al., 

(2011) 

  X 

2.3 Data extraction 

Data was extracted using extraction protocol (see Appendix C). The focus was mostly 

on the impact of TAs on social participation. In addition, the dimensions of social participation 

were taken into consideration. Moreover, the causes of the impact of TAs were noted. Infor-

mation about children, their disabilities, TAs, and their experiences was also extracted. Discus-

sion and limitations were added to the extraction protocol too.  
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Table 2.3  

Flowchart 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: more than one reason applied for the majority of exclusion criteria.  

ERIC 

(n=46) 

PsychINFO 

(n=15) 

 

 ScienceDirect 

(n=313) 

Title and Abstract 

(n=499) 

 

Included records 

(n=5) 

 

Total 

(n=837) 

Total 

(n=9) 

 

SCOPUS 

(n=463) 

Records excluded 466: not about so-

cial participation (n=124), not about 

TA (n=273), not free (n=8), not em-

pirical (n=8), reviews (n=31), not el-

ementary school (n=16), no ab-

stracts (n=5), not about schools 

(n=1) 

 

Handbook search 6. Excluded 4: 

dublicates (n=2), not empirical 

(n=1), not about social participa-

tion (n=1) 

Full text Protocol 

(n=33) 

 

Journals and Date 

(n=315) 

Duplicates 

(n=23) 
 

Records excluded 29: not elemen-

tary school (n=8), not about social 

participation (n=3), not about school 

(n=1), not about TA (n=6), reviews 

(n=2), in special school (n=1), not 

empirical (n=1), facilitative strate-

gies (n=1), interventions (n=6) 

  

Included records 

(n=4) 

 

Searched references 31.Excluded 

28: not empirical (n=3), not about 

TA (n=11), not about social partic-

ipation (n=7), not free (n=2), not 

elementary school (n=3), inter-

ventions (n=2) 
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3 Results 

For this systematic literature review, 837 studies were selected in four databases. In total 

four studies were chosen after the inclusion and exclusion protocols for abstract and full-text 

levels analyses. In addition, due to the small number of studies, five articles were included 

through hand searches, allowing to perform the review of a total of nine studies. The chosen 

studies were both qualitative and quantitative. The main focus was placed on the elementary 

schools, although some other ages were selected as well. All articles were peer reviewed with 

the time span of 1994 - 2017. Quality assessment indicated no low-quality studies, hence all the 

studies were used (see Appendix H).  

The results section is divided as follows: first, the dimensions of social participation are 

presented; second, the impact of TAs on the children in need of special support is identified; 

finally, the impact sources are discussed. 

3.1 Dimensions of social participation  

To answer the question about what dimensions of social participation have been 

researched the findings was divided according to Koster et al., (2009) results: friendships and 

relationships, contacts and interactions, perception of pupil with SEN, and acceptance by class-

mates. The findings showed that none of the included studies looked at all four dimensions of 

social participation. The most commonly investigated dimension of social participation was 

contacts and interactions (see Table 3.1 for more information).



 SOCIAL PARTICIPATION, DIMENSIONS AND IMPACT OF TAS                                              14 

 

 

 

Table 3.1 

Dimensions of social participation 

Study Friendship/ Re-

lationship 

Contacts/ Inter-

actions 

Perception of 

pupil with 

SEN 

Acceptance by 

classmates 

Boer et al., (2013) X   X 

Webster et al., 

(2013) 

 X   

Malmgren et al., 

(2006) 

 X X  

Hemmingsson et 

al., (2003) 

 X X  

Giangreco et al., 

(1997) 

 X   

Tews et al., (2008)   X  

Harris, (2011)  X   

Wendelborg, et al., 

(2010) 

 X X  

Wendelborg, et al., 

(2011) 

X X  X 

3.2 Impact of teaching assistants  

 Identified studies were explored to answer the question of what is the impact of TAs. 

Questionnaires and observations, followed by interviews were used to examine opinions about 

what was happening in a classroom when TAs were present. The overall results were mixed. 

Six of the studies suggested a negative impact of TAs (see Table 3.2) on the children they were 

working with (Boer et al., 2013; Harris, 2011; Malmgren et al., 2006; Webster et al., 2013; 

Wendelborg et al., 2011; Wendelborg, et al., 2010). Three studies identified positive as well as 

negative impact (Giangreco et al., 1997; Hemmingsson et al., 2003; Tews et al., 2008). 
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Table 3.2 

Studies identified to investigate social participation 

Study Aim  Age Disability Outcome measure Impact 

Boer et al., 

(2013) 

Child, peer, classroom variables 

and peer acceptance and friend-

ships 

8-11 Attention deficit/ Hyperactivity 

disorder, ASD 

Internalizing and Externalizing Behavior 

Problems TRF, Attitudes of Peers To-

wards Students with Disabilities ASIE 

Negative 

Webster et 

al., (2013) 

Proportions of interactions with 

peers, TAs and teachers 

9-10  Moderate learning 

difficulties and behavior, emo-

tional and social difficulties 

Extended version of the data collection 

tools used in the DISS project 

Negative 

Malmgren 

et al., (2006)  

Classroom structures and peda-

gogical decisions have an affect 

7  Emotional and behavioral dis-

order 

Field notes, interview questions Negative 

Hemmings-

son et al., 

(2003)  

Assistance influence on partici-

pation 

7-15 Physical disabilities Field notes, interview questions Mixed 

Giangreco 

et al., (1997)  

Issues when having support 

from TA 

4-20  Deaf-blind Field notes, interview questions Mixed 

Tews et al., 

(2008)  

Perspectives of students with 

paraprofessional support 

3-30 

  

ASD, Down syndrome, brain 

injury, developmental delays, 

Prader-Willi syndrome 

Inclusion Across the Lifespan Project in-

terview questions 

Mixed 

Harris, 

2012) 

Proximity of TA on social inter-

action 

7-13  Visual impairment Author’s observation sheet Negative 

Wendel-

borg, et al., 

(2010) 

Impact of educational arrange-

ment on social participation after 

school-time 

11-13 Physical, intellectual, multiple 

disabilities 

Adapted peer subscale of the RPLQ for 

children and Parents assessment on five-

point scale 

Negative 

Wendelborg 

et al., (2011) 

Impact of educational arrange-

ment on social participation 

11-13  Physical, intellectual, multiple 

disabilities 

Parents assessment on  a three-point scale Negative 

TRF – teacher reform form; ASIE – attitude survey towards inclusive education; DISS - Deployment and Impact of Support Staff project; RPLQ - 

Relational Provisions Loneliness Questionnaire. Mixed impact means positive and negative findings. 
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3.3 Impact sources 

To answer the question of what causes the impact, the information was divided into the 

following themes: roles of TAs and participation in class. The identified impact was related to 

the 5 A’s. 

3.3.1 Roles of TAs 

Mixed results of TAs impact on social participation of children in need of special sup-

port were found (Hemmingsson, et al., 2003). Three types of TAs were identified: stand-in, 

help-teacher, and back-up assistants. The latter was used in special education classes and higher 

grades, where TAs knew their roles better and knew how to act to improve interactions. Stand-

in and help-teacher assistants were used in mainstream elementary classes. Stand-in assistants 

spent all the time in close proximity to the child in need of special support during class, thus 

hindering the child interactions with teachers and peers. During a recess, a stand-in assistant, 

due to work breaks, was not available and could not, for this reason, facilitate or hinder inter-

actions. Help-teacher assistants were available during recess to help or hinder interactions when 

needed at a majority of times, while back-up assistants were always ready to help during recess 

time because they were already trained and aware of their impact. Interestingly, the type of 

assistance provided depended on which class TAs were in. If a teacher preferred learning-by-

doing teaching style, where children were actively engaged with the materials, such as demon-

strations, discussion, in-class activities (Hackathorn et al., 2011), back-up assistants were 

common. If teachers preferred learning-by-knowing teaching style, where students passively 

received and encoded information (Hackathorn et al., 2011), stand-in and help-teachers were 

common. Moreover, the role of TAs was influenced by the class resources. When classes had 

better resources for children in need of special support, the proximity of TAs was bigger, and 

thus the interaction of children in need of special support was not interfered by TAs as much.  

Other roles that TAs had was to teach about disability to other peers, to teach the chil-

dren in need of special support how to make friends (Tews et al., 2008) and to identify similar-

ities among children (Boer et al., 2013). It showed a positive impact on social participation.  

Thus, the TAs’ roles were influenced by the class variables such as teaching styles of 

teachers, which influenced the accessibility of the social participation and equipment in the 

class, which influenced social participation through affordability aspect. Additional roles held 

by TAs to teach about disability, how to make friends and talk about similarity influenced ac-

cessibility. 
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3.3.1.1 Proximity of TAs  

Proximity was mentioned in four studies (Giangreco et al., 1997; Harris, 2011; Hem-

mingsson et al., 2003; Malmgren et al., 2006) and mixed results were identified. Proximity 

depended on the roles of TAs according to Hemmingsson et al., (2003). Harris, (2011) identi-

fied a negative impact on the children’s in need of special support interactions with others in 

the schools when their TAs were in close proximity. Similar findings were reported by 

Malmgren et al., (2006), and Hemmingsson et al., (2003). The effect of proximity depended on 

the likability of TAs: if other children liked TAs, then proximity had a positive effect; if children 

disliked TAs, then the student in need of special support was also disliked. Once TAs distanced 

themselves a little, peer interactions occurred more often (Giangreco et al., 1997). Similar find-

ings were identified in the study by Tews et al., (2008). 

Webster et al., (2013) did not report proximity per se, but rather the presence of TAs. 

TAs always accompanied the child in need of special support. This presence had a negative 

impact on the interactions with teachers and peers since interactions were replaced by 

interactions with TAs. 

The identified impact occurred due to the roles that TAs had. Proximity depended on 

the roles, and the impact that proximity had was influenced by the likability of TAs of other 

students in the class. Proximity, as different roles of TAs, can influence children’s accessibility 

to social participation while likability of TAs can influence acceptability. 

3.3.2 Participation in class 

The study by Wendelborg et al., (2011) stated that there was a direct relation between 

participation in classroom activities and social participation with peers. The hours spent with 

TAs had a direct negative impact on classroom participation and indirect negative impact on 

social participation. Similarly, negative impact on social participation during leisure time, due 

to the number of hours spent with TAs, was found in Wendelborg et al., (2010). 

Another source of impact was the awareness of TAs, i.e. where to situate the child – 

close by or further from the others, which had a negative impact on social participation not only 

in class but during recess time as well (Giangreco et al., 1997). The study talked about situating 

the child closer to the doors because this made it easier to leave the class earlier to avoid queues 

and access other rooms faster. The majority of interactions happened during recess time, but a 

child in need of special support missed out on these interactions.  

Finally, the emphasis that academic achievement was put above social participation was 

indicated (Hemmingsson et al., 2003). The study identified that TAs interrupted discussions in 
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class and encouraged to focus on academic tasks instead, which interrupted possible social par-

ticipation in class. 

Hours spend with TAs had an impact on the availability of the social participation. The 

lack of awareness of the importance of recess time and where to situate the child and 

overlooking the social participation’s importance influenced accessibility. Putting academic 

achievement above the social participation influenced accommodability of social participation. 

4 Discussion 

This systematic literature review aimed to identify what dimensions of the social 

participation had been studied and what impact TAs had had on the social participation of chil-

dren in need of special support. The overall focus was on elementary school. It was identified 

that the most studied dimension had been contacts and interactions, but none of the studies had 

tested all four social participation dimensions. In addition, the results showed that six out of 

nine studies had identified negative impact and three studies out of nine had identified the mixed 

impact of a TA on children in need of special support. The impact was divided to the roles of 

TAs and participation in class. 

 The impact of TAs, identified in the articles that studied different dimensions of social 

participation, of children in need of special support is further discussed according to the 5 A’s 

(Maxwell, Alves, & Granlund, 2012). Suggestions on how to improve the social participation 

of children in need of special support that is related with TAs is presented after. 

4.1 Social participation through 5 A’s 

The possibility to be involved in interactions and form friendships should be made at-

tainable for children in need of special support. While contacts and interactions are studied 

quite frequently in the found literature and a variety of factors that could affect interactions are 

identified, e.g. classroom variables, roles of TAs, etc., friendships and relationships are studied 

scarcely, and information what has an impact on making friends is scarce as well. Having in 

mind that only two studies (Boer et al., 2013; Wendelborg et al., 2011) researched this 

dimension, information, such as friendships may depend on the similarity aspect (Boer et al., 

2013) and on a number hours spend with the TA (Wendelborg et al., 2011), was identified. 

Acceptance by others was researched in only two studies (Boer et al., 2013; Wendelborg et al., 

2011) too. Exploration of the other people’s attitudes showed, e.g. that positive attitudes did not 

indicate acceptance, and showed that interventions, other than the change of attitudes, might be 

needed (Boer et al., 2013). Perception of pupil with SEN was explored by four studies. The 
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focus on self-perception dimension provides new information regarding the issue, e.g. revealed 

likability aspect (Tews et al., 2008). 

One of the ways to classify the impact caused by TAs, which was identified exploring 

studies that focused on various dimensions is through the 5 A’s: availability, accessibility, ac-

commodability, acceptability and affordability (Maxwell, Alves, & Granlund, 2012).   

Availability means a possibility to participate in classrooms, which for children in need 

of special support were made available through the help of TAs (Boer et al., 2013; Giangreco 

et al., 1997; Harris, 2011; Hemmingsson et al., 2003; Malmgren et al., 2006; Tews et al., 2008; 

Webster et al., 2013; Wendelborg et al., 2010; Wendelborg et al., 2011). Nevertheless, the avail-

ability of social participation has mixed results. Namely, the hours that children were assigned 

with TAs had an indirect negative impact on social participation (Wendelborg et al., 2011). 

However, other aspects such as what skills the child has to begin with (Jones & Frederickson, 

2010), what attitude other peers have towards children in need of special support (Mikami, et 

al., 2013; Okagaki, Diamond & Kontos, 1998), and other classroom variables such as 

technologies in class and teaching style of the teacher (Hemmingsson et al., 2003) play a role 

in making social participation available for children in need of special support. Therefore, in-

dividual skills, attitudes of others and classroom variables, i.e. equipment, need to be taken into 

consideration to make social participation available, and not only a classroom variable such as 

a TA (Boer et al., 2013). 

Accessibility means an opportunity to access specific activities. Social participation can-

not be accessed if one does not know how to facilitate it. TAs in the identified studies had 

trouble providing access to social participation for children in need of special support, by being 

in too close proximity based on their roles such as stand-in, help-teacher, and back-up assistant 

(Giangreco et al., 1997; Harris, 2011; Hemmingsson et al., 2003; Malmgren et al., 2006; Tews 

et al., 2008). Only the role to teach about disability to peers, to teach the children in need of 

special support how to make friends, and to teach about similarities showed a positive impact 

on social participation (Tews et al., 2008; Boer at al., 2013). In addition, accessibility can be 

hindered by overlooking social participation importance (Hemmingsson et al., 2003) and by not 

knowing the importance of recess time and child’s location in class (Giangreco et al., 1997). 

Accommodability means that the activity needs adaptation or modification. The studies 

showed negative impact regarding accommodability. Even though TAs were in the classroom 

to help children in need of special support, the social participation aspect of inclusion was being 

overlooked by concentrating more on other things, i.e. academic achievement (Harris, 2011; 
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Hemmingsson et al., 2003; Wendelborg et al., 2010). Additionally, the TA had no trainings on 

how to accommodate social participation (Boer et al., 2013; Giangreco et al., 1997; Harris, 

2011; Hemmingsson et al., 2003; Malmgren et al., 2006; Tews et al., 2008; Webster et al., 2013; 

Wendelborg et al., 2010; Wendelborg et al., 2011). 

 Acceptability means being accepted by others. It can be identified through the findings 

of the likeability of TAs by peers: peers who liked the TA being assigned to the child in need 

of special support did not avoid that child. If the TA was not liked, children in need of special 

support experienced fewer interactions (Tews et al., 2008).  

Affordability means costs in terms of money and energy. Affordability issues can be 

related to classroom variables (Hemmingsson et al., 2003). The proximity of TAs depended on 

classroom variables, such as adaptations of classrooms to fit those in needs. The worse the 

classroom was adapted to those in need the closer the proximity of TAs and the poorer the 

opportunities for social participation. To have better equipment in class may require more 

funds, which not all schools may afford, though. Additionally, a big percentage of children still 

did not attend regular schools, however, the reasons why were not indicated, leaving one to 

speculate (Wendelborg et al., 2010) that TAs may not be assigned to students due to various 

reasons, such as the lack of TAs, turnover issues, and financial and educational restrictions 

(Ghere & York-Barr, 2007). Interestingly, no studies talked about affordability issues from the 

amount of energy of the child that was required to be able to socially participate. In Maxwell 

and Ganlund (2010) study the affordability dimension was only rarely identified in a majority 

of education studies and described as an outlier. As Maxwell, Alves, and Granlund, (2012) 

stated affordability could be identified as accessibility by others, hence, there is a lack of it 

being studied.  

4.2 What could be done?  

The literature suggests two approaches to improve the impact that TAs may have on 

social participation. One is to shift the roles of TAs and adapt the roles to the abilities of TAs. 

The other is through education and training of TAs. 

4.2.1 Roles 

TAs are usually the least trained personnel in schools (Giangreco, 2010). They work 

with children requiring special support, but their responsibilities usually do not match their 

former training. A role shift could be a one way (Giangreco, 2010; Giangreco & Broer, 2005; 
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Giangreco, Suter & Doyle, 2010) to deal with the issue of the lack of social participation in 

class. 

 Three different roles were identified that TAs had in classes and which varied from 

helping out with academic tasks to personal care, with mixed impact on social participation 

(Hemmingsson et al., 2003). Nevertheless, due to the fact that they are not trained, TAs should 

only have supplemental teacher-designed instructional and non-instructional roles such a group 

supervision, personal care, material preparation, and clerical duties (Giangreco, Suter & Doyle, 

2010; Giangreco, Doyle & Suter, 2012).   

One shift in the roles could be made to reach acceptability by omitting the dyad for-

mations (Tews et al., 2008). One of the ideas suggested was to change the role of TAs from 

one-on-one to supporting more than one, i.e. groups. Namely, to rotate TAs among classes to 

avoid dyad formation, and TAs (not) likeability by peers (Tews et al., 2008), and stigmatization 

(Giangreco, Doyle & Suter, 2012; Giangreco et al., 2005). In this case, peers may not avoid the 

student with special needs due to their feelings regarding a specific TA and, therefore, may 

show greater acceptance. This model can be problematic, because it may leave little to no room 

for planning and consultations (Butt, 2016; Cobb, 2007). Butt (2016) suggested to implement 

Teaching Assistant as Facilitator (TAAF) where the TAs’ roles would shift with teachers’ roles. 

TAs could help those who do not have special needs and a teacher could focus more on those 

in need due to their experiences. Thus, new and clear roles could be decided not only for TAs 

but also for teachers. However, it should be noted that this model has not yet been implemented, 

and effectiveness is not guaranteed. As Giangreco, (2010) implied, a shift in roles is necessary 

and better than merely reducing the number of TAs. Although the problem of misuse of TAs 

exists, TAs can still be a valuable resource in classes (Giangreco, Doyle & Suter, 2012; 

Giangreco et al., 2005).  

The amount of time spent with TAs has an indirect negative effect on social participa-

tion because it had a direct negative impact on participation in class activities (Wendelborg et 

al., 2010). Some roles that TAs have could be changed by other resources in class, such as peers 

(Giangreco et al., 1997; Tews et al., 2008). Peer-assistance may increase social participation, 

by making it more natural to help and / or support each other. Other available alternatives in-

clude being more engaged with teachers, co-teaching, having a TA for all class, and having 

better adapted classroom variables e.g. using assistive technologies (Giangreco, Doyle & Suter, 

2012; Giangreco et al., 2005) or different teaching styles (Hemmingsson et al, 2003).  
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4.2.2 Trainings  

Interactions with peers occurred more frequently when TAs were not in a close 

proximity of the child in need of special support. By understanding the effect of proximity, TAs 

could carefully select their placement in the class. If TAs work on promoting peer interactions 

the proximity could be extended or faded over time (Harris, 2011). Intervention studies showed 

that with training, TAs could help children with ASD to achieve better social participation re-

sults. The positive impact can be achieved by the training of possible facilitative strategies one 

of which was appropriate proximity (Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005; Malmgren, 

Causton-Theoharis & Trezek, 2005; Feldman & Matos, 2012; Koegel, Kim & Koegl, 2014; 

Robinson, 2011). 

In addition, some children cannot learn social skills needed to interact by themselves 

(Barnard-Brak et al., 2014; Saddler, 2014; Fisher & Pleasants, 2012). For that reason, training 

is needed to teach social skills. For instance, strategies on how to help children to engage with 

each other, i.e. how to start games and activities on the playground (Kretzmann & Kasari, 2015).  

Trainings to improve social skills should start as early as possible and be continuous 

because the effects of interventions for children tend to fade (Frostad & Pijl, 2007).  

Two other important aspects were identified in the studies (Tews et al., 2008; Giangreco 

et al., 1997) where trainings could be provided on. Namely, the importance of likability and 

recess time. The TA is not always available during recess time, but the majority of interactions 

happened during these activities (Hemmingsson et al., 2003). TAs should also be aware of the 

negative and positive impact that likability towards themselves may cause for the child in need 

of special support.  

Furthermore, to increase social participation, TAs should try to emphasize similarities 

among children in the a class, thus making children in need of special support look more like 

their classmates, based on various criteria, such as age, gender, race, educational achievement, 

values, interests, beliefs, looks, intellectual level. Accordingly, TAs could try to make all 

children feel similar in as many ways as possible, which may improve the social participation 

since children in need of special support already differ by having a TA (Boer et al., 2013; 

Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005; Malmgren, Causton-Theoharis & Trezek, 2005; 

Frostad & Pijl, 2007; McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Cook, 2001)  

Finally, the understanding that social participation is as important as academic achieve-

ment is vital.  Academic performance was more important to TAs than social participation 

(Hemmingsson et al., 2003), while the contrary existed for children in need of special support. 
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Social participation and academic achievement are inextricably linked (Saddler, 2014), hence 

the importance of social participation should be emphasized during trainings.  

A combination of both trainings and shift in roles could allow TAs to facilitate social 

participations better (Dolva et al., 2010).  

4.3 Methodological discussion 

This systematic literature review provided a chance to look at what dimensions were 

used to investigate social participation and what research was done addressing the topic of TAs 

and their impact on social participation on children in need of special support. This detailed 

approach and structure provided the possibility for replications. Since the procedure was only 

performed by the author, this may had affected the reliability and increased the bias.   

Four databases, which focused on education, were searched. Since 837 studies had been 

found, the decision was made not to search in other databases. This may biased the findings.  

Grading criteria for quality assessments were not provided. The grading criteria were made 

up by the author, in an attempt to give the same amount of points to all three levels. Somebody 

else might have distributed the scoring differently. Despite the ambiguity of the grading system, 

the studies all had either medium or high quality and were included for the further information 

extraction.  

4.4 Limitations 

The age-range may have limited this systematic review. Some articles had younger and 

older children included as participants in addition to the age of interest. These articles were 

chosen to be included to increase the number of articles to scan in-depth. This may have had an 

impact on the findings.  

A hand search was added to the database searches, which, despite a large number of 

articles on the abstract level, resulted in a few studies on the full-text level.  Search words may 

not have been broad enough to capture all the possible articles, specifically the social partici-

pation concept and dimensions. Another explanation may be due to the databases used. It may 

well be that there were more intervention studies done on this specific topic for this age, which 

was excluded. Eight intervention studies were identified for this specific age group. The deci-

sion not to include intervention studies was made since they concerned what could be done to 

improve the impact of TAs while this systematic literature review focused more on how TAs 

operates without training when their roles shifted to inclusive settings.  
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In addition, only one handbook was used to do the hand searches and some articles may 

had been overlooked.  

Finally, only articles in the English language was checked, which may resulted in some 

articles missed that were not published in the English language. The author could have looked 

at the articles from her country. 

4.5 Future research 

Future systematic literature reviews could look at different age ranges. In addition, the 

social participation dimensions could be identified in those studies as well. A broader search of 

social inclusion dimension search words could be used to retrieve articles. This could result in 

more studies identified.  

Furthermore, articles not only in English language could be included. The author could 

have looked at the articles from her country since the origin of the articles was not included as 

exclusion criteria. 

Intervention studies could be systematically reviewed, to find out which specific inter-

ventions have positive outcomes and under what circumstances on social participation also. 

 More studies should concentrate to represent a greater variety of disabilities. Even 

though some studies found (Wendelborg et al., 2010; Wendelborg et al., 2011) that disability 

does not have a direct effect, maybe the strategies to apply to support social participation may 

depend on the type of disabilities (Frostad & Pijl, 2007).  

Additionally, studies could be done exploring different perspectives, especially more 

children’s perspectives to be able to get the completer view of social participation and what 

children think about TAs, their support and what impact does TAs have on social participation 

(Giangreco, Suter & Doyle, 2010).  

Two studies identified likability’s influence on social participation, therefore, more 

studies could be performed to explore this result further.  

Finally, since the affordability aspect was not identified in the studies included, research 

could identify or be more specific and clear about what it takes for TAs and what it takes for 

children to work on the social participation. 

5 Conclusions  

The findings of this systematic literature review showed that the most studied social 

participation dimension was contacts and interactions. This dimension was tested in the seven 
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studies. Perception of pupil with SEN was studied in four studies, while friendships and rela-

tionships and acceptance by classmates were identified in two studies. None of the studies 

tested all four dimensions, which implies that the full understanding of social participation is 

not identified yet, at least not for this population. Thus, unless a complete picture of the social 

dimensions of social participation is outlined, the impact that TAs have on all the dimensions 

cannot be understood completely. In addition, a majority of identified articles revealed a nega-

tive impact of TAs on social participation of children in need of special support. This systematic 

literature review was done with hope to find answers on how to help TAs to better assist chil-

dren in need of special support to be socially included in classes. The impact of TAs on social 

participation in the class of those in need of special support depended on the roles of TAs had 

and participation in class. These are the aspects that can be enhanced, thus, some suggestions 

were made on how to improve the work of TAs with children in need of special support. The 

literature identifies two ways. One way is to shift roles and adapt them to the abilities of TAs. 

Another way is through the training of TAs. Trainings of TAs should contain supporting teacher 

without shifting roles of responsibility. TAs may work with the class while teachers work with 

the children that need the most support. TAs should also be aware of the impact they can have 

on social participation. If they know their responsibility and their impact on social participation, 

they would be more skilled to facilitate social participation when needed, e.g. during recess 

times.   
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Appendix A 

Appendix A. Table displaying the search words used in each database during the search pro-

cedure 

Database  Search words 

 
Teaching  

assistant 
Inclusion  School level Disability  

ERIC 

Teaching as-

sistant 

School aides 

Paraprofes-

sional School 

Personnel 

Inclusion 

Mainstreaming 

Social Inclusion 

Socialization 

Social Competence 

Social Integration 

Social Interaction 

Peer Networking 

Social participation 

Elementary school 

Early Childhood 

Education 

Elementary school 

student 

Elementary Educa-

tion 

Early Intervention 

Kindergarten 

 

Special 

Needs Stu-

dents 

Disabilities 

 

PsycINFO 

Paraprofes-

sional Per-

sonnel 

Teacher 

Aides 

Teaching As-

sistant 

School Aides 

Mainstreaming (Edu-

cational) 

Mainstreaming 

School Integration 

Social Inclusion 

Socialization 

Peer Networking 

Social Competence 

Social Interaction 

Social participation 

 

- Disorders 

Disabilities 

Special 

needs 

ScienceDirect 

and SCOPUS 

Teaching As-

sistant 

Paraprofes-

sional 

Teacher aide 

Social inclusion 

Social integration 

Mainstreaming 

Socialization 

Inclusion 

Peer networking 

Social participation 

Elementary School 

Primary School 

Kindergarten 

Disabilities 

Special Ed-

ucation 

Needs 
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Appendix B 

Appendix B. Table displaying the search strings used in each database during the search pro-

cedure 

Database Search string Hits 

ERIC (SU.EXACT(“Special Needs Students”) OR SU.EXACT(“Disa-

bilities”)) AND (SU.EXACT(“Teaching Assistants”) OR 

SU.EXACT(“School Aides”) OR SU.EXACT.EX-

PLODE(“Paraprofessional School Personnel”)) AND (SU.EX-

ACT(“Elementary Schools”) OR SU.EXACT(“Early Childhood 

Education”) OR SU.EXACT(“Kindergarten”) OR SU.EX-

ACT(“Elementary School Students”) OR SU.EXACT(“Elemen-

tary Education”) OR SU.EXACT(“Early Intervention”)) AND 

(SU.EXACT(“Inclusion”) OR SU.EXACT(“Mainstreaming”) 

OR (“social inclusion”) OR (“socialization”) OR (“peer network-

ing”) OR SU.EXACT (“social integration”) OR (“social compe-

tence”) OR (“social interaction”) OR SU.EXACT("Student Par-

ticipation") OR (“social participation”)) 

46 

PsycINFO (SU.EXACT(“Paraprofessional Personnel”) OR SU.EX-

ACT(“Teacher Aides”) OR “teaching assistant” OR “school 

aides”) AND (SU.EXACT(“Disorders”) OR SU.EXACT(“Disa-

bilities”) OR SU.EXACT(“Special Needs”)) AND (SU.EX-

ACT(“School Integration”) OR SU.EXACT(“Mainstreaming 

(Educational)”) OR SU.EXACT(“Mainstreaming”) OR SU.EX-

ACT(“Social Integration”) OR (“social inclusion”) OR (“social-

ization”) OR (“peer networking”) OR (“social competence”) OR 

(“social interaction”) OR SU.EXACT("Participation") OR (“so-

cial participation”)) 

15 

ScienceDirect (“teaching assistant*” OR “paraprofessional” OR “teacher aide*” 

AND “social inclusion” OR “social integration” OR “main-

stream*” OR “socialization” OR “inclusi*” OR “peer network-

ing” OR “social participation” AND “disabilit*” OR “special ed-

ucation needs” AND “elementary school” OR “primary school” 

OR “kindergarten”) 

313 

SCOPUS (“teaching assistant*” OR “paraprofessional” OR “teacher aide*” 

AND “social inclusion” OR “social integration” OR “main-

stream*” OR “socialization” OR “inclusi*” OR “peer network-

ing” OR “social participation” AND “disabilit*” OR “special ed-

ucation needs” AND “elementary school” OR “primary school” 

OR “kindergarten”) 

463 

Note: for all databases year range from 1994 -2017 and academic journals only were applied 

after. 
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Appendix C 

Appendix C. Data extraction 

Questions Comments 

Study: 

   Rationale 

   Questions 

   Design 

 

Methods: 

   How was social participation tested? 

   What aspects of social participation 

tested? 

   Dimensions of social participation 

   What is the impact? 

   What causes the outcome?  

   Whose view is being researched? 

 

Sample: 

   Disability 

   Children statistics(age, how many, where) 

   TAs statistics (age, how many, trainings, 

experiences) 

 

Findings: 

   Results 

   Discussion 

   Limitations 

  Suggestions (for professionals) 
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Appendix D 

Appendix D. Quantitative assessment tool 

Questions Studies 

Boer, 

et al., 

(2013) 

Webster 

et al., 

(2013) 

Harris, 

(2011) 

Wendel-

borg, et al., 

(2010) 

Wendel-

borg, et 

al., (2011) 

 

Citation       

Study purpose 

Was the purpose stated clearly?  
 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

Literature 

Was relevant background literature 

reviewed? 
 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

Sample 

Was the sample described in detail?  

Was sample size justified?  
 

 

1 

1 

 

2 

0 

 

1 

0 

 

2 

2 

 

1 

2 

 

Outcomes 

Were the outcome measures reliable?  

Were the outcome measures valid? 

 

0 

0 

 

2 

1 

 

2 

2 

 

0 

0 

 

2 

1 

 

Results 

Results were reported in terms of sta-

tistical significance?  

Were the analysis method(s) appropri-

ate?  

 

2 

 

2 

 

0 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

Importance was reported? 2 2 2 2 2  

Conclusion and Implications 

Conclusions were appropriate given 

based on study methods and results  

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

Total 14 M 15 H 17 H 16 H 18 H  
Note: question about dropouts and interventions were deleted. In total 20 points (0-7 low, 8-14 me-

dium, 15-20 high). No=0, not sufficient = 1, yes=2. 

  



SOCIAL PARTICIPATION, DIMENSIONS AND IMPACT OF TAS                                                37 

 

 

 

Appendix E 

Appendix E. Qualitative assessment tool 

Questions Studies 

Hemmingsson, 

et al., (2003) 

Giangreco et 

al., (1997) 

Tews et 

al., (2008) 

Study purpose 

Was the purpose and/or research question 

stated clearly? 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

Literature 

Was relevant background literature re-

viewed? 

 

1 

 

2 

 

2 

Was a theoretical perspective identified? 0 0 0 

Sampling 

Was the process of purposeful selection 

described? 

 

2 

 

1 

 

1 

Was sampling done until 

redundancy in data was reached? 

0 

 

0 0 

Was informed consent obtained? 2 0 0 

Data collection: 

Descriptive Clarity 

Clear & complete description of site:  

Participants:  

Role of researcher & relationship 

with participants: 

Identification of assumptions and 

biases of researcher: 

 

 

2 

2 

 

0 

 

0  

 

 

1 

1 

 

0 

 

0 

 

 

1 

1 

 

0 

 

0 

Procedural Rigour 

Procedural rigor was used in data collec-

tion strategies? 

 

1  

 

0 

 

1 

Data analyses: 

Analytical Rigour 

Data analyses were inductive? 

Findings were consistent with & reflec-

tive of data? 

 

 

2 

 

2  

 

 

2 

 

2 

 

 

2 

 

2 

Auditability 

Decision trail developed? 

Process of analyzing the data was de-

scribed adequately? 

 

2 

2 

 

2 

2 

 

2 

2 

Theoretical Connections 

Did a meaningful picture of the phenome-

non under study emerge? 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

Overall rigour 

Was there evidence of the four compo-

nents of trustworthiness? 

Credibility:  

Transferability:  

Dependability:  

 

 

 

2 

2 

2 

 

 

 

2 

1 

1 

 

 

 

2 

1 

2 
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Comfirmability: 0  2 2 

Conclusions and implications 

Conclusions were appropriate given the 

study findings? 

The findings contributed to theory devel-

opment & future practice/ research? 

 

2 

 

2 

 

0 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

Total 32 H 25 M 29 M 

Note: In total 42 points (0-14 low, 15-29 medium, 30-42 high). No=0, not sufficient = 1, yes=2.  
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Appendix F 

Appendix F. Case study assessment tool 

Questions Study 

Malmgren, 

et al., 2006 

Was there a clear statement of the aims 

of the research? 

1 

Is a qualitative methodology appropriate? 1 

Was the research design appropriate to 

address the aims of the research? 

0 

Was the recruitment strategy appropriate 

to the aims of the research? 

0 

Was the data collected in a way that ad-

dressed the research issue? 

1 

Has the relationship between research 

and participants been adequately consid-

ered? 

0 

Have ethical issues been taken into con-

sideration? 

0 

Was the data analysis sufficiently rigor-

ous? 

1 

Is there a clear statement of findings? 1 

Total 5 M 

Note: In total 9 points (0-3 low, 4-6 medium, 7-9 high). No and cannot tell=0, yes=1
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Appendix G 

Appendix H. Summary of the studies 
Author, Year, Title Purpose Design Children de-

scription 

Disabilities TAs descrip-

tion 

Social partici-

pation mean-

ing 

Results Q 

A 

1. .Boer, A., Pijl, J., 

S., Post, W. & Min-

naert, A. (2013). 

Peer Acceptance 

and Friendships of 

Students with Disa-

bilities in General 

Education: The Role 

of Child, Peer, and 

Classroom Varia-

bles.  

“This study sets out to apply these 

different angles by relating such 

variables [child, peer, and class-

room] to peer acceptance and 

friendships of students with disa-

bilities who are included in general 

primary education. In this, we par-

ticularly focused on variables 

which have the potential to be 

changed through interventions.” p. 

Quantita-

tive, surveys 

 

  

65 students 

with disabili-

ties (31 Atten-

tion deficit / 

hyperactivity 

disorder and 

34 ASD), 985 

students with-

out disabili-

ties, ages from 

8-11. 

Attention deficit 

/ hyperactivity 

disorder and 

ASD 

Not described. 

Description only 

on whether TA 

gave assistance 

or not. Do not 

mention any 

trainings. 

 

Peer ac-

ceptance and 

friendships, so-

cial participa-

tion 

Classroom related factors, such as TAs had a nega-

tive impact on social inclusion by reducing the 

communications with peers.  

M 

2. Webster, R. & 

Blatcford, P. (2013). 

The educational ex-

periences of pupils 

with a Statement for 

special educational 

needs in mainstream 

primary schools: re-

sults from a system-

atic observation 

study.  

“The aim was to provide a rigor-

ous, objective and replicable de-

scription of behavior. (1) What 

proportions of the school week do 

pupils with Statements spend in-

teracting with teachers, TAs and 

peers, and in which locations and 

social contexts do interactions take 

place? (2) To what extent are tasks 

for pupils with Statements differ-

entiated from, or different to, tasks 

for pupils without SEN?” p.466-

467 

Quantita-

tive, system-

atic observa-

tions 

48 nine and 

ten year olds 

in 5th grade 

Moderate learn-

ing 

difficulties or 

behavior, emo-

tional and social 

difficulties  

Not described. 

Described that 

in 73% of obser-

vations TAs 

were in class-

rooms. Do not 

mention any 

trainings. 

Interactions 

with children, 

teachers and 

TAs 

Interactions with TAs for students with impair-

ments were mostly held on individual basis, and 

this interactions happened instead of talking with 

teacher or peers. Children with impairments had 

fewer interactions compared with control group. In 

addition, students with impairments were put into 

groups of lower attainment pupils, because they 

themselves are viewed as lower attainment.  

H 

3. Malmgren, W., K. 

& Causton-Theoha-

ris, N., J. (2006). 

Boy in the Bubble: 

Effects of Proximity 

and Other pedagogi-

cal Decisions on the 

Interactions of a 

Student with Behav-

ioral Disorders 

“To gain an understanding of how 

specific classroom structures and 

pedagogical decisions affect the 

interactions experienced by a stu-

dent with EBD, served in an inclu-

sive classroom with the support of 

a full-time paraprofessional.” p. 

304 

Qualitative, 

Structured 

Observa-

tions, and 

semi struc-

tured inter-

views (par-

tial child’s 

view) 

One 7 year 

old, second 

grader. Lack 

of interactions 

with peers ra-

ther than ag-

gressiveness 

Emotional and 

behavioral dis-

order 

1 TA working 5 

years. Full time 

one-on-one with 

student in need 

of special sup-

port full time. 

No trainings. 

 

Verbal and 

non-verbal peer 

interactions.  

TAs proximity affects peer interactions negatively.  M 
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4. Hemmingsson, 

H., Borell, L. & 

Gustavsson, A. 

(2003). Participation 

in School: School 

Assistants Creating 

Opportunities and 

Obstacles for Pupils 

With Disabilities.  

 

“The purpose of the research was 

to increase the understanding of 

the phenomenon addressed within 

a given context. The current ex-

plorative study focuses on how as-

sistance is provided in school to 

pupils with physical disabilities 

and how the assistants influence 

pupils’ participation” p. 95. 

Qualitative, 

Field obser-

vations, in-

formal and 

planned 

semi-struc-

tured inter-

views (par-

tial child’s 

view). 

7 children: 7, 

8, 10, 13, 13, 

14, 15 years 

old children 

from various 

schools with 

physical disa-

bilities. Two 

were from 

special educa-

tion classes. 3 

considered av-

erage, 3 below 

average, 1 

above aver-

age.  

Physical disabil-

ities: Cerebral 

palsy, Spina bi-

fida, Amblyopia 

and Mild hemi-

plegia. 

7 TAs, less than 

two years of ex-

periences, one 

had 5. Age 

ranged 21-52. 

The type of as-

sistance not de-

scribed. No 

trainings. 

Interactions 

with class-

mates, Social 

participation. 

If given a choice children wanted assistance if that 

would promote their social participation and com-

munication with non-disabled peers. If children be-

lieved that TAs assistance would decrease their per-

formance with peers they did not want help from 

TAs. TAs intervened the teacher-pupil communica-

tion through always being there. TAs interfered 

with interactions with peers, for instance, TAs did 

not allow child to talk with others and encouraged 

rather to concentrate on a task.  

H 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Giangreco, F., M., 

Luiselli, E., T. & 

MacFarland, C., Z., 

S. (1997). Helping 

or hovering? Effects 

of Instructional As-

sistant Proximity on 

Students with Disa-

bility.  

 

 

 

 

 

“The purpose of this study is to 

further extend this recent research 

by highlighting some of the key is-

sues we observed in general edu-

cation classrooms where students 

with disabilities were supported by 

instructional assistant.” p. 8. 

Qualitative, 

Classroom 

observa-

tions, 40 

Semi struc-

tured inter-

views with 

team mem-

bers in 

schools. 

11 students 

aged from 4-

20 years of 

age. 

Deaf´- blind, 

with some hear-

ing and vision, 

with significant 

cognitive delays 

and additional 

disabilities such 

as orthopedic 

impairments, 

health impair-

ments and be-

havioral impair-

ments. 

In all but one 

classroom, one 

or more TAs 

were assigned to 

children in fo-

cus. No train-

ings. 

Peer interac-

tions.  

TAs spend too much time around children with dis-

abilities. Pair left earlier to go to different class to 

avoid queuing, thus separating child in need of spe-

cial support from others, ignoring the idea that 

communications occur during this time. TAs and a 

child in need of special support were sitting away 

from the teacher to be able to leave if necessary. In 

addition, TAs likability was vital. If other children 

liked TAs then the peer interactions was not a prob-

lematic, because TAs attracted the kids themselves, 

and vice versa, if children did not like TAs, then 

they avoided the children that spend the most time 

with TAs. Once TA gave more space, children 

would start to communicate more.  

M 

6. Tews, L. & Lu-

part, J. (2008). Stu-

dents With Disabili-

ties’ Perspectives of 

the Role and Impact 

of Paraprofessionals 

in Inclusive Educa-

tion Settings.  

 

“The present study was aimed at 

expanding the work of Broer et al. 

(2005) by interviewing students 

with intellectual and developmen-

tal disabilities, such as autism and 

Down syndrome. In addition, the 

present study examined the per-

spectives of students while they 

are still involved in the educational 

system with paraprofessional sup-

ports.” pp. 40-41. 

Qualitative, 

semi struc-

tured inter-

view 

(child’s per-

spective). 

3-6, 7-12, 13-

17, 18-30 

ages, two in 

each group. 

ASD, Down 

Syndrome, brain 

injury, diag-

nosed develop-

mental delays, 

Prader-Willi 

syndrome. 

Not described. 

Mentioned that 

TAs were as-

signed accord-

ing to the laws. 

Peer socializa-

tion, peer per-

ceptions, en-

gagement in 

school. 

6/8 implied that TAs help in making friendships: 

educating others and educating a person with im-

pairment how to make friends. TAs likability is vi-

tal: less likable by children leads to spending less 

time with the child TA helps. Overall, students had 

different understanding about TAs help: 3/8 wanted 

TAs near during recess period for protection and to 

help make friends. 

M 
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7. Harris, A., B. 

(2011).Effects of the 

Proximity 

of Paraeducators 

on the Interactions 

of Braille 

Readers in Inclusive 

Settings.  

“The purpose of the study pre-

sented here was to examine the ef-

fects of the proximity of a one-on-

one paraeducator of a student who 

is a braille reader in an inclusive 

general education setting on the 

student’s interactions with peers 

and teachers.”p.468. 

Quantita-

tive, system-

atic observa-

tions. 

7-13 years old, 

1, 3, 5, 7 

grades. 

Visual impaired. 4 TAs, 3-6 years 

experiences 

working with 

visual impair-

ments. Were as-

signed to a child 

in need of spe-

cial support. Do 

not mention any 

trainings. 

Interactions 

with students in 

classroom. 

More interactions occurred when TAs were not in 

a close proximity with peers, teachers.  

H 

8. Wendelborg, C. & 

Kvello, Ø. (2010). 

Perceived Social 

Acceptance and 

Peer 

Intimacy Among 

Children with Disa-

bilities in Regular 

Schools in Norway.  

“The aim of this study was to ex-

amine how children with disabili-

ties between the ages of 11 and 13 

who attend regular schools assess 

their own levels of social ac-

ceptance and peer intimacy. Fur-

thermore, attention will be paid on 

the impact that educational organ-

ization in regular schools has on 

the interaction between children 

with disabilities and their peers in 

after school-time, as well as on 

how they perceive their social sit-

uation.” pp.143-144. 

Quantita-

tive, survey 

(children’s 

view). 

85 participants 

from 11 to 13 

year old. 

Physical, intel-

lectual, multiple 

disabilities. 

Not described. 

Only hours with 

assistant identi-

fied: ‘1–5 h’, ‘6–

10h’‘11–15 h’ 

and ‘16 h or 

more. Do not 

mention any 

trainings. 

Perceived so-

cial acceptance, 

peer intimacy, 

social partici-

pation.  

Perceived social acceptance and peer intimacy de-

pended on participations during leisure time. TAs 

have negative impact on social participation during 

leisure time and negative impact on social interac-

tions in class time. 

 

 

H 

9. Wendelborg, C. & 

Tøssebro, J. (2011). 

Educational Ar-

rangements and So-

cial Participation 

with Peers Amongst 

Children with Disa-

bilities in Regular 

schools. 

“The purpose of this study is to ex-

amine social participation with 

peers amongst children with disa-

bilities in regular schools and clas-

ses in Norway. Furthermore, we 

will address the impact of educa-

tional arrangements in regular 

schools on social participation 

with peers amongst children with 

disabilities.” p. 498. 

Quantita-

tive, surveys 

(parents’ 

view). 

11-13 years 

old children of 

262 parents. 

Physical, intel-

lectual, multiple 

disabilities. 

Not described. 

Only hours with 

assistant identi-

fied: ‘1–5 h’, ‘6–

10h’‘11–15 h’ 

and ‘16 h or 

more. Do not 

mention any 

trainings. 

Social partici-

pation, interac-

tions, friend-

ships, ac-

ceptance. 

Having TA is negatively related with classroom 

participation (classroom participation is related 

with social participation) especially for children 

with intellectual disabilities. 

H 

Note: quality assessment rating: M-medium, H-high. 


