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It is estimated that a quarter of the mainstream school workforce in the UK are learning sup-
port staff. This is a substantial number of adults who have the potential to foster learning.
This paper provides a brief summary regarding the impact of support staff on children and
young people’s learning. It describes how the Mediating Learning Support Assistant (MeLSA)
training programme was developed to meet a training gap identified in the literature. This paper
also details the psychological theories and research evidence which provide the foundations for
MeLSA and describes the format of the training programme, which consists of six days (medi-
ating learning and mindset, thinking about thinking, memory and recall, mathematics, literacy,
and implementation) followed by ongoing supervision. The aim of MeLSA is to ensure that
learning support staff have the psychological and evidence-informed expertise to enable those
with whom they are working to become competent and independent learners.
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Introduction

What Is Known About the Impact of Learning Support
Staff on Children and Young People’s Learning?

The Deployment and Impact of Support Staff (DISS)
project was a longitudinal and multi-method evaluation that
called into question the effectiveness of learning support staff
(Webster et al., 2013). This comprehensive research high-
lighted “TAs’ interactions with pupils . . . tended to be more
concerned with the completion of tasks rather than learn-
ing and understanding” with the concerning finding that “the
more support pupils received, the less [learning] progress
they made.” (Blatchford et al., 2009, p. 2), even after con-
trolling for factors such as prior attainment, SEN status and
socioeconomic status. This begs the question, why is it that
learners who received TA support and had greater interac-
tions with a, presumably, more able adult made less aca-
demic progress? The answer is complex (Blatchford et al.,

In this paper, the terms Learning Support Staff, Teaching As-
sistant (TA), and Learning Support Assistant (LSA) are used inter-
changeably. We also refer to children and young people as “learn-
ers”; the latter active word reflecting the interactive nature of learn-
ing. Furthermore, we use the name MeLSA to describe the training
programme and MeLSAs to describe the people who have taken
part in the training programme.

2009). More recent research has further explored the DISS
project findings (e.g., Webster et al., 2013) through explo-
ration of “TA preparedness” and “TA practice”. Webster et
al. (2013) found that TA preparedness was increased when
detailed teacher planning was available for TAs to read prior
to lessons, which increased TA confidence, although data
collected explored the impact of preparedness, deployment
and interactions with pupils on learner attainment and not
just preparedness. However, this puts the onus on teachers
to share both activity planning and potentially how the TA
could interact with the learner, all in a written format to TAs.
In addition, the findings of the DISS project make little ref-
erence to the impact of the teacher/TA-learner relationship
or learning context on the learner’s progress. We propose
that a better solution to maximise the impact of TAs would
be to develop practice through supporting TAs to have an in-
formed psychological understanding of optimal interactions
with learners that maximise learner development. Having
a specific focus on learning interactions directly addresses
the key issues highlighted by the DISS project and also em-
phasises the huge importance of the interactional relationship
and context when learning.

Measuring the impact of TA support on learning attain-
ment is problematic (e.g., Blatchford et al., 2011) as there
are many interacting variables (e.g., deployment, TA char-
acteristics) and these may impact desirable outcomes such
as attendance and attitudes toward learning rather than at-
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tainment. However, this complexity should not deter from
further exploration of TA work that impacts differing aspects
of a learner (e.g., affective and cognitive skill development).
Alborz et al. (2009) conducted a systematic literature review
exploring the impact of support staff (TAs) on the partici-
pation and learning of pupils in mainstream settings. They
focused on targeted and non-targeted interventions delivered
by TAs. Of the targeted intervention studies (N=3), primary-
aged pupils with identified difficulties in learning, typically
literacy, made academic progress following a period of tar-
geted intervention from TAs. However, when examining the
impact of non-targeted interventions (e.g., general TA sup-
port in the classroom during teaching) the picture is far more
complex. There are significant methodological issues with
studies that explore the non-targeted impact of a TA (Farrell
et al., 2010). For example, is impact measured at the individ-
ual or class level, is impact measured on a learner’s academic
attainment or more affective aspects of learning, and how is
the work of the TA quantified?

The variability of work carried out by TAs has been fur-
ther compounded by Covid-19. A survey project found that
TAs rated themselves as playing an important role in en-
abling learners to learn purposefully at home (Moss et al.,
2021). Although TA self-reported impact on attainment may
be questionable (e.g., given the vested interest a TA may have
in demonstrating the impact of their work), the array of activ-
ities described, both targeted and non-targeted, highlight the
importance of TAs’ understanding of supporting learning.

It seems that the impact of TAs when delivering non-
targeted intervention is still up for debate. It is here that
MeLSA addresses not only an under-researched area but also
one which appears to have minimal evidence-informed train-
ing for the adults involved in supporting learning in schools.
Radford et al. (2013, p. 117) state “TAs’ pedagogical prac-
tice should be informed by relevant theories of teaching and
learning” and suggest a theoretical model for doing so but do
not provide any specific guidance regarding training content
and delivery, which is especially important given that there
is no formal training a TA needs to complete prior to em-
ployment. This is where MeLSA occupies a much-needed
niche. The work of TAs is variable and it is proposed that
MeLSA training supports all work of TAs, be that through
targeted or non-targeted intervention activities. Throughout
the MeLSA training, evidence-informed targeted interven-
tions (small group in or out of the classroom) for learning are
provided (for example, precision teaching) but the training
also allows MeLSAs to apply their learning for non-targeted
work (whole class or more generic support). After MeLSA
training, “every interaction can be a learning interaction”.

The Psychological Foundations and Structure of the
MeLSA Training Programme

The MeLSA Framework: Standing on the Shoulders of
Giants

The MeLSA framework is built on the Emotional Literacy
Support Assistant (ELSA) programme. The aim of ELSA is
to “build capacity of schools and support the emotional needs
of their pupils from within their own resources” (ELSA Net-
work, 2017). The ELSA programme consists of six days
of training delivered by educational psychologists (EPs) on
different aspects of emotional wellbeing (e.g., self-esteem)
and is followed by ongoing supervision sessions with EPs.
Supervision is a process of ongoing learning and develop-
ment that enables individuals to reflect on and develop their
knowledge, skills and competencies through agreed and reg-
ular support with another professional (Health and Care Pro-
fessions Council, n.d.). A small number of peer-reviewed
studies have focused on the impact of differing aspects of
the ELSA programme, and the findings from these studies
informed several aspects of MeLSA training. For example,
France and Billington (2020, p. 418) found that “supervision
acted as a prompt to ELSAs to utilise learning from training
sessions”, indicating the importance of supervision for the
implementation of MeLSA training. McEwen (2019) found
that the ELSA–child relationship is an important part of
ELSA work, and therefore in MeLSA training the MeLSAs
are encouraged to spend time forming trusting relationships
before embarking on learning. Wilding and Claridge (2016)
found that parents wanted engagement about the ELSA inter-
vention occurring with their children, and it is planned that
parents will be involved once the MeLSAs have embedded
their own skills. Chidley and Stringer (2020, p. 450) state
that ELSA’s success rests on the “organisation and commit-
ment to core implementation components”, drawing on the
work by Fixsen et al. (2009) regarding core components of
training programmes. Therefore, the MeLSA training pro-
gramme follows the same six-day format and follow-up su-
pervision as ELSA, although the MeLSA content is more in-
terwoven across the course than each of the ELSA training
days. The authors of MeLSA chose a similar structure to
ELSA for two additional reasons: schools’ familiarity with
ELSA that facilitated commitment to extended training and
supervision; and, secondly, the possibility of delivering train-
ing on a number of interrelated areas regarding children’s
learning that requires more than one-off training sessions.

Identifying Suitable Content for the MeLSA Training
Programme

The authors conducted an initial non-systematic but scop-
ing review of possible content for MeLSA consisting of:

• The authors’ reflections on their practice as EPs (e.g.,
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what were our common themes with regard to support-
ing learning in schools?);

• An online questionnaire emailed to Special Ed-
ucational Needs and/or Disabilities Coordinators
(SENDCo) in the 250+ schools in the authors’ lo-
cal authority (LA). Questions included What are your
views of the most important areas to develop for TAs
in your settings? What was the impact of any previ-
ous TA training around learning?. 30 responses were
received;

• Authors’ conversations with TAs (e.g., what would
TAs like to know more about with regard to supporting
learners in schools?).

The above occurred prior to and during the Covid-19 pan-
demic. The collated feedback indicated a desire for more
understanding of basic literacy and mathematic skill devel-
opment (SENDCos and TAs), understanding cognitive load,
memory skills, and mediating learning (EPs), along with
evidence-informed interventions such as precision teaching
(EPs and SENDCos). Additionally, a previous literature
review exploring employability (Stanley-Duke & Stringer,
2017) was also utilised as a “beginning with the end in mind”
approach to learning, that is, building learning skills for em-
ployability and adulthood.

Psychological Theories at the Centre of the MeLSA
Training Programme

The psychological theories central to MeLSA are an
understanding of Vygotsky’s theory of learning (Berk &
Winsler, 1995) and the “Zone of Proximal (optimal) Devel-
opment” (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978), an understanding of what
makes an interaction “mediating” (Feuerstein et al., 1979)
and the importance of believing learning is possible (Dweck
& Leggett, 1988). Alongside these concepts are the im-
pact of cognitive load (Sweller, 1988) and executive func-
tion skills (Diamond, 2013). These theories are interwoven
and applied to supporting learning reading, writing and math-
ematics. These central theories were selected due to their
wide recognition and application to understanding children’s
learning and development in addition to substantial research
evidence (e.g., Vygotsky’s theory (Karpov, 2005); mediat-
ing (Feurestein et al., 2010); mindset (Dweck, 2015)). The
additional theoretical content of MeLSA was pragmatically
selected through triangulation of EP practice and SENDCo
and TA requests for training on how children and young peo-
ple learn. The authors explored the evidence base of these
theories and paid particular attention to the evidence regard-
ing specific interventions, such as precision teaching, paired
reading, etc. (see, for example, Education Endowment Foun-
dation, 2017).

Structure of the MeLSA Training Programme

Numerous measures were taken to support the TAs engag-
ing with the training programme. These were informed by re-
search on instructional teaching (e.g., Rosenshine, 2012) and
implementation science (e.g., Fixsen et al., 2009; Chidley &
Stringer, 2020). The measures included:

• Distributed learning within and across five days, with
each session revisiting the key points of the previous
session(s);

• The final sixth session revisiting the key learning
points as well as using a person-centred planning ap-
proach to “plan forward” how the group will imple-
ment their new MeLSA knowledge and skills;

• Experiential learning so that participants have first-
hand experience of the psychological theories and ap-
proaches they will be using with the learners in their
educational settings;

• The use of “workbooks” that contain the content of
each day plus additional reading to support the wide
variety of TAs’ individual needs.

The MeLSA programme consists of six days of training:

• Session 1: Mediating learning and mindset;

• Session 2: Thinking about thinking;

• Session 3: Memory and recall;

• Session 4: The psychology of maths;

• Session 5: The psychology of reading and writing;

• Session 6: Planning for implementation of MeLSA
within schools.

These six sessions are followed by ongoing supervision
for the MeLSAs.

MeLSA Session 1: Mediating Learning

The MeLSA training begins with a focus on mediat-
ing learning interactions, becoming the first of two “golden
threads” introduced in the first session and interwoven
throughout the subsequent training (mindset being the sec-
ond). Vygotsky’s theory details the importance of mediation
in moving from actual development (i.e., what a child can
do) to potential development (i.e., what a child can do in-
teracting with a more able other) (Karpov, 2005). Learning
interactions between adults and children have been given dif-
fering labels in the literature, the most frequent being “scaf-
folding”. For MeLSA, the term mediating is used rather than
scaffolding as the latter was not a term used by Vygotsky
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(Berk & Winsler, 1995), whose theory is at the centre of
MeLSA. Scaffolding is more commonly used by educational
staff when breaking down a task into smaller steps (see Van
de Pol et al., 2010). By using the term “mediating”, both
in the training title and content, the MeLSAs are directed
towards focusing on the learning interaction.

Feuerstein, building on Vygotsky’s ZPD, conceptualised
the “mediated learning experience” (MLE), which describes
the specific types of interactions that help a child’s cogni-
tive development (Mentis et al., 2009). Feuerstein’s theory
states that three essential aspects are needed for a learning
interaction to be classed as mediating: ensuring the learner is
focused on what they are learning (intentionality and reci-
procity), knows why they are learning it (meaning), and
where else the learning might be useful (transference or tran-
scendence) (Mentis et al., 2008). MeLSAs are introduced to
these concepts and have an opportunity to both experience
and practise these three essential aspects of mediating.

The MeLSAs have a broad introduction to Feuerstein’s
cognitive functions (Feuerstein et al., 1979) that form the
basis of mediating and are then further elaborated upon in
subsequent sessions. MeLSAs identify and discuss the cog-
nitive functions required for various activities such as jigsaw
puzzles and card games. The MeLSAs are introduced to lev-
els of questioning (Blank et al., 1978) and the concept of
beginning mediating at the lowest level but intervening in a
manner that encourages changes in the learner’s thinking.

Some consideration is given to the affective aspects of
learning, such as motivation, emotional wellbeing, and lo-
cus of control (Gutman & Schoon, 2013). Wellbeing and
academic achievement are positively associated but the re-
lationship is complex, e.g., wellbeing can mean happi-
ness through enjoyment or through meaningful experiences
(Clarke, 2020). MeLSAs can support learners to increase
their likelihood of experiencing meaning and purpose when
learning. However, given the focus of the training is on me-
diating, the input on affective aspects of learning is mostly
derived from discussions and reflecting upon MeLSAs prior
learning experiences. A future and long-term aspiration is
that educational settings have ELSA and MeLSA-trained
staff, working collaboratively and supporting schools to meet
children and young people’s emotional and learning needs.

MeLSA Session 1: Mindset

The first day of training includes a focus on mindset as the
second “golden thread”. Mindset refers to an established set
of attitudes/beliefs that are important for effective learning
(Dweck, 2010, 2015, 2017). Dweck (2010) highlighted two
main types of mindsets: growth and fixed. The term growth
mindset refers to a held belief that perseverance, effort and
determination will bring about new skills, knowledge, and
develop understanding whereas a fixed mindset refers to hav-
ing the belief that nothing can change, and our intelligence

and skills are more static (Dweck, 2010, 2015). There has
been much interest in mindsets in education (e.g., Dweck,
2015; Hanson et al., 2016; Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015;
Rhew et al., 2018; Seaton, 2018), and including this in the
training supports the MeLSAs engaging in both their own
and their learners’ propensity for change.

There is growing evidence to suggest that fostering growth
mindsets within learners can result in increased academic
outcomes and higher motivation (e.g., Rhew et al., 2018;
Yeager et al., 2013). In addition, when applying some of
the techniques described within the growth mindset litera-
ture, adults working with learners can increase self-efficacy
(Baldridge, 2010; Burnette et al., 2020; Seaton, 2018).
Growth mindset, therefore, is particularly important to in-
clude throughout MeLSA as a “golden thread”. For example,
when learning maths or reading and writing skills, a learner
that does not think they “can get better” may be more likely
to limit their progress through lack of effort or application of
prior skills.

During the mindset session of the MeLSA training, it
is hoped that MeLSAs will understand what is meant by
the term “mindset”, understand different types of mindset,
and explore evidence-informed ways of fostering a growth
mindset (e.g., celebrating mistakes, tuning into our own self-
talk, and understanding the importance of process [learning]
praise rather than solely product [outcome] praise). Along-
side this, the MeLSAs also have time to think about potential
mindset traps, such as holding a superficial growth mindset
(Dweck, 2015, 2016; Williams, 2018), rather than actioning
what a growth mindset truly and authentically means, espe-
cially in challenging times/situations. Ultimately, the aim is
to encourage MeLSAs to work alongside learners to “plant
the seed” of possibility, of growth, of a love of learning and
of a tolerance to challenge.

MeLSA Session 2: Thinking About Thinking

The second day of training involves deepening MeL-
SAs’ understanding of the thinking skills needed for ef-
fective learning through consideration of the previous in-
put on mediation and mindset and exploration of three in-
terrelated terms: metacognition, self-regulated learning and
executive function. Metacognition refers to the processes
used to plan, monitor and assess one’s understanding and
performance in addition to a critical awareness of thinking
and learning how to learn (Mannion, 2020). Self-regulated
learning refers to the process whereby learners proactively
sustain their thoughts, emotions and behaviours in a sys-
tematic way towards the achievement of their learning goals
(Schunk, 2008; Zimmerman, 1989). Executive functions are
a group of top-down mental processes needed to concentrate
and pay attention (Diamond, 2013) (e.g., impulse control, at-
tention, working memory, task switching and cognitive flex-
ibility). Metacognitive and self-regulation skills and abili-
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ties have sometimes been conceptualised as the behavioural
output of executive functions (Roebers, 2017). For exam-
ple, it might be the case that one’s ability to plan, moni-
tor, and assess one’s understanding and performance (i.e.,
metacognitive skills) is dependent upon one’s ability to at-
tend, check one’s impulses, hold several pieces of infor-
mation in mind, and think flexibly (i.e., executive function
skills). The research literature (e.g., Education Endowment
Foundation, 2021; Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006; Paris &
Newman, 1990; Schunk, 2008) suggests that by supporting
MeLSAs to promote the development of metacognition and
self-regulation, learners will be helped to develop increased
independence, confidence, and self-efficacy.

It is important to include an exploration of “executive
function” out of inclusion of “neurodiverse” individuals who
may sometimes experience difficulties with impulse control,
attention, task switching, working memory, and cognitive
flexibility (Demetriou et al., 2019; O’Hearn et al., 2008; Ze-
lazo & Carlson, 2020). The term “executive function” can be
seen as useful in this respect in that it makes the theoretical
link between “brain function” and behaviour. MeLSAs are
likely well-positioned in schools to help neurodiverse learn-
ers to understand themselves and how to make use of their
strengths whilst compensating for their learning needs. For
struggling learners to recognise that some of their (possible)
day-to-day difficulties are common features of the “differ-
ent ways some brains function” can have enormous power
and afford room for self-understanding, self-compassion and
more effective ways of day-to-day functioning and achieving.

MeLSA Session 3: Memory and Recall

The third day of training focuses on differing aspects of
memory and interweaves this with the input from the previ-
ous sessions. Memory, or the ability to retain and recall infor-
mation about past events in one’s mind, is crucial when learn-
ing. Poor working memory capacity can impact up to fifteen
per cent of children in the classroom (Holmes et al., 2010)
and is considered a strong predictor of current and future
academic attainment in literacy and mathematics (Alloway,
2009). The dominant focus of the literature field, therefore,
focuses on working memory specifically, with recommenda-
tions for intervention largely centring on strategy training,
classroom intervention and direct working memory training.
Working memory is often described as relatively fixed, in that
each individual has a capacity that is greater or less than that
of others. Working memory capacity increases over time, in
line with age and cognitive ability. However, gaps between
individuals remain stable, and so an individual with reduced
working memory capacity lags further behind (Gathercole &
Alloway, 2008). Prior research suggests that there is a gap
in knowledge regarding the impact of working memory on
both the academic and social abilities of learners and how
these difficulties can present more widely in the classroom

(Alloway & Carpenter, 2020).
Morris and Fritz (2006) sagely suggest “If you didn’t

catch some information initially don’t expect to remember
it” (p. 608). MeLSAs are encouraged to step back from in-
dividual capacity per se, instead considering the contextual
learning environment to establish optimal conditions of pro-
cessing in a bid to increase recall, regardless of fixed capac-
ity. To facilitate this, the content focuses on:

• Multistore Model of Memory and the Working Mem-
ory Model (Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968);

• Levels of Processing Theory (Craik & Lockhart,
1972);

• The Learning Hierarchy (Haring et al., 1978);

• Cognitive Load (Sweller, 1988).

At each stage, the role of memory and memory functions
are key — the learner must process novel information and
then retain it so that it can be applied and used in different
contexts. For example, building knowledge by effortfully
linking new learning to prior knowledge, and understanding
and consolidating learning by reducing the burden of fresh
learning on working memory (Howard-Jones et al., 2018).
MeLSAs are given ample opportunity to reflect on their own
experiences, which, in the context of the above theoretical
knowledge, brings their appreciation of learning in the class-
room to include the importance of the context when learning.

MeLSA Session 4: The Psychology of Learning Mathe-
matics

The fourth day of training focuses on learning maths and
provides a practical context for applying an understanding of
mediating, mindset, thinking about thinking, and memory, as
well as addressing the importance of developing the numeri-
cal skills needed for adulthood. In the UK, many young peo-
ple do not yet reach expected attainment levels in maths by
the age of sixteen (Department for Education [DfE], 2017).
Difficulties with maths have negative implications for many
adult outcomes, including economic prospects and wellbeing
(DfE, 2018). It has been suggested that maths has a greater
impact on adult outcomes than literacy skills (Brynner & Par-
sons, 2005). Successive UK governments have attempted to
address this important issue in several ways, e.g., reform-
ing the curriculum, raising the age of compulsory education.
Despite this, there are very few evidence-based mathematics
intervention programmes available for schools to implement
to support the learning needs of children and young people
(Education Endowment Foundation, 2017).

There are two main perspectives that have emerged within
maths education that advocate for particular approaches to
teaching and learning (Graves, 2018):
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• The “traditional” approach, which emphasises learn-
ing number facts and procedural skills (e.g., multi-
plication tables) through teacher demonstration, feed-
back, practice and rote learning (Baroody, 2003).

• The “discovery” or “constructivist” approach, which
emphasises “understanding at the expense of fluency”
and draws upon the work of Vygotsky (Fuson, 2009).
This approach emphasises that number concepts and
procedures form a growing network of meaningful
knowledge, and each learner constructs their own un-
derstanding through “guided discovery” (Baroody et
al., 2009).

There is a consensus within the psychological commu-
nity for the latter “active construction” or “number sense”
approach (i.e., helping learners to be comfortable handling
numbers, understand the connections between different con-
cepts and skills, and be able to apply this knowledge to real-
world problems; Graves, 2018).

The MeLSA maths session provides the MeLSAs with a
psychological understanding of learning maths (e.g., Graves,
2018); an understanding of the prevalence and nature of
difficulties with learning maths (e.g., Dowker, 2005, 2009;
Geary, 2011; Gross, 2007); a practical assessment and inter-
vention framework that can be used to support children with
learning (Graves, 2018), as well as a practical context for
applying learning from the previous sessions.

MeLSA Session 5: The Psychology of Learning to Read
and Write

The fifth day of training focuses on learning to read and
write (i.e., literacy skills) and provides another opportunity
for MeLSAs to apply an understanding of mediating, mind-
set, thinking about thinking, and memory. Having literacy
skills provides the “building blocks” for young people to
achieve not only academic success but also to develop every-
day functional skills (Quigley & Coleman, 2019). Reading
and writing are the foundational skills for becoming “liter-
ate”, yet in 2019, four in ten children from disadvantaged
backgrounds aged eleven years old did not reach their ex-
pected reading levels (Department for Education, 2019), and
it was projected that only one in ten young people from this
cohort would achieve a pass in their English GCSE (Bilton
& Tillotson, 2020).

The MeLSA reading and writing session provides the
MeLSAs with an understanding of constructing meaning
through reading (Castles et al., 2018); the range of complex
cognitive and language skills which can contribute to under-
standing how to intervene and support struggling learners;
the necessary development of phonological skills and word
recognition skills (Castles et al., 2018; Rose, 2006); the
importance of memorising high-frequency words (Solity &

Vousden, 2009); the need to develop reading fluency (Rasin-
ski, 2014); and how to develop writing skills (Gentry, 1982,
2005). Affective factors which may impact a young person’s
ability to read (such as motivation, independence, and enjoy-
ment of reading) are also considered.

Solity et al. (2000, p. 124) suggest that “. . . the key to
ensuring children make progress is what and how they are
taught rather than the availability of additional resources,
parental support or one to one teaching.” (e.g., reading in-
terventions are delivered little and often to specifically target
the areas where the learner needs support). MeLSAs also
learn that it is most important how the learners respond to
an intervention following an initial assessment of their skills
(Rose, 2009). There are several evidence-based, evidence-
informed interventions that MeLSAs are supported to under-
stand, experience and implement:

• Precision Teaching (Ramey et al., 2016; Solity et al.,
2000);

• Paired Reading (Topping, 2006);

• Teaching Fluency (Rasinski, 2014);

• Write from the Start (Addy, 1996);

• Assistive technologies (Caute & Woolf, 2016; Jeffs et
al., 2005).

MeLSA Session 6: Planning for Implementation Using a
Person-Centred Approach

The final day of training revisits the key points from the
previous sessions to facilitate learning and to allow space for
further clarification as needed by the MeLSAs. A person-
centred planning (PCP) approach called Making Action
Plans (MAPs) is facilitated by EP trainers. This method aims
to support the implementation of MeLSA training in schools
(Chidley & Stringer, 2020; Mansell & Beadle-Brown, 2004;
Robertson et al., 2005). It allows the opportunity to reflect
on the training and to plan for the future. A PCP approach
was chosen because it can offer participants a nonjudgmen-
tal, inclusive and understanding problem-solving framework
(Corrigan, 2014; Newton et al., 2016; O’Brien & O’Brien,
2000).

The different sections of the MAP include: “The story
so far” (e.g., where did the MeLSAs knowledge/skills start?
What did each day cover?), “The Dream” (e.g., where the
MeLSAs dream of being in their new role and their ideal fu-
ture for a MeLSA), “The Values that come out of the Dream”
(e.g., what the MeLSAs have to help hold back the night-
mare scenario), “The Nightmare” (e.g., what would the MeL-
SAs not like to see happen post training?), “Who/What is a
MeLSA” (e.g., metaphors of the MeLSA role), “Your Gifts”
(e.g., what gifts/strengths/capacities/qualities do you bring to
the MeLSA role?), “What will it take?” (e.g., How are we
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going to keep the momentum of MeLSA going forwards?),
and finally each MeLSA takes away specific and time-bound
actions. The resulting visual MAP is used within subsequent
supervision sessions. This person-centred approach facili-
tates the group culminating their knowledge base and making
declarations for short- and long-term actions. The intention
is that the MeLSAs are not simply left just with the training
content but that they have a solution-focused collaborative
opportunity to plan their next steps, so that the training can
springboard them into actions back in their educational set-
tings.

Ongoing Supervision

Any training only has an impact if participants implement
the training content in their practice. Chidley and Stringer
(2020, p. 449) state that “EPs are well placed to provide sup-
port beyond training, to support effective implementation”
and that there needs to be “a focus on wider strategies de-
signed to achieve desired outcomes beyond the day[s]” of ini-
tial training. Given the extensive content of MeLSA, ongo-
ing supervision aims to provide a safe, supportive space for
sharing ideas, revisiting content as required and collectively
problem-solve implementation issues whilst being supported
by two EPs.

Next Steps: Establishing an Evidence Base for MeLSA

Thus far, the concept, formulation, and psychologically
informed content of the MeLSA programme have been pro-
posed. The authors of this paper have piloted the MeLSA
content with two cohorts and are currently evaluating data
collected to answer the research question “Is there evidence
to suggest that the MeLSA training programme helps par-
ticipants understand how to support the learning of children
in their educational setting by using psychology?”. There is
a substantive long-term research plan in place with the aim
of building the research evidence to help ensure the efficacy
and impact of MeLSA through exploring the MeLSA con-
tent, consumer experience and, most importantly, the impact
on the learners that work with MeLSAs.

Summary

This paper has outlined the research regarding the ef-
fectiveness of learning support staff in schools and has de-
scribed the subsequent conception, development and theoret-
ical foundations of the MeLSA training programme. MeLSA
is a six-day training programme with ongoing supervision
for educational support staff that focuses on how children
learn and is informed by psychological theory and evidence-
informed research. Ensuring that learning interactions are
effective and informed by best practice has the potential to
impact a significant number of learners in educational set-
tings and is at the heart of the MeLSA training.
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