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Abstract  
 

Teaching assistants (TAs) have been introduced to support special educational needs 

(SEN) students and classroom teachers for quality learning in Hong Kong recently.  

However, most TAs are not adequately trained to work for this goal and there lacks 

empirical evidence about how effective TAs support SEN students and teachers.  

Among a wide range of effective support strategies for inclusion, the ‘Mediated 

Learning Experience’ (MLE) from Feuerstein’s theory is widely recognized in school 

practices in European countries and evidences from research show that it facilitates SEN 

students to learn better in inclusive settings.  In this pilot study, this facilitation 

technique, that builds a child’s capacity how to learn more independently, has been 

chosen as an approach for TAs to support SEN students.  The study is divided into 3 

stages: the pre-test stage, the experimental stage and the post-test stage.  Six pairs of 

teachers and TAs from six mainstream primary schools as well as two primary 4 (P.4) 

students with SEN from each school have been recruited. The effectiveness of MLE in 

improving TAs’ attitudes towards SEN students and their self-efficacy in supporting 

SEN students has been examined by using a combination of methods, involving 

measurements of students’ pre and post-test academic performances, analyses of focus 
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group interviews and video recordings of classroom observation.  We have also adapted 

a Mediated Learning Experience Rating Scale to monitor progress of the participant 

TAs.  Preliminary findings indicate that MLE is a promising supporting mode for TAs 

in the integration of SEN students in Hong Kong mainstream schools. 
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Introduction 

Since the implementation of inclusion, educators are presented with great challenges in 

catering for the needs of a wide range of ability in the inclusive classrooms (Ainscow, 

1999; CSNSIE, 2003). Generally, studies researching about the implementation of 

inclusive education in Hong Kong are limited. The statistics raised by reports and 

government about the number of SEN students studying in all the mainstream schools in 

Hong Kong, particularly the categories of disabilities, is always debatable 

(Rehabilitation Advisory Committee, 2007; Hui, 2008).  

 

A local study on the implementation of inclusive education in Hong Kong Primary 

Schools, jointly conducted by The Hong Kong Primary Education Research Association 

and The Hong Kong Special Education Society in 2006 (Tsui et al, 2006), 90% of the 

participating teachers reported that inclusive education has increased the difficulties in 

teaching, and 74.2% of the teacher respondents expressed that SEN students hinder the 

learning progress of the non-SEN students. The teacher participants came from 96 

primary schools, which were about 13% of the primary schools in Hong Kong (total 

712, government statistics 2005). Tsui et al. (2006) found that there were around 33.6 

SEN students in each primary school in Hong Kong, no matter whether the school had 

joined in the government inclusive education scheme or not. This implies that there 

would be around 5% to 10% of SEN students in each Hong Kong primary school with 

the assumption of 300 to 700 students per school. This statistic is similar to the 

population of SEN students reported in overseas schools such as in the UK or USA 

(EOC, 2012). In accordance with the figure provided by Education Bureau, the number 

of students with SEN in ordinary schools has been on the rise in recent years.  

 

With an increasing number of SEN students being included in the mainstream 

classrooms and teachers reported severe difficulties to face the various challenges to 

cater for the needs of students with and without SEN in the same lesson, teaching 

assistants (TAs) are being brought in as a means of support to teachers and students.  

However, TAs could not automatically help to settle the problem since they are not 

qualified teachers and their qualifications vary widely. Hence, TAs usually help 

classroom discipline and repeat teachers’ instructions to the SEN students without 

interrupting the whole class teaching. While the TAs numbers are increasing along with 

the number of SEN students, there are concerns about whether TAs’ support is effective 

towards the learning of SEN students. There are researches, (e.g. Blatchford et al., 2012; 

Takala, 2007; Wedell, 2005) indicated that the existence of teaching assistants may be a 

potential factor hindering the inclusive development, if over-reliance by teachers is 

taken into account, alongside with researches which endorse the value of TAs in 

assisting the implementation of inclusive education (Farrell, 2004; Anderson et al., 

2007). 
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In the “Deployment and impact of support staff project” (DISS) conducted by 

Blatchford, Bassett, Brown, Martin, Russell and Webster of Institute of Education, 

University of London, it obtained reliable data on the deployment and characteristics of 

support staff and the impact of support staff on pupil outcomes and teacher workloads 

over a five-year period (2003-08) (http://www.ioe.ac.uk/diss_research_summary.pdf). 

This study was the biggest worldwide and the only study we know of that investigated 

the impact of TAs on pupil academic progress in normal classrooms over the school 

day. It found that those pupils who received the most support made less progress than 

other similar pupils even when child factors likely influence support and progress (like 

SEN status and prior attainment) were taken into account. This finding applied 

particularly, though not exclusively, to pupils with SEN. The importance of this study is 

that it shows that in the UK at least pupils with SEN in mainstream schools tend to be 

supported by TAs, and yet this has been shown to have a negative impact. This raises 

the stakes and shows that the current deployment of TAs can no longer be justified. 

 

There are findings from the UK and the US which indicated the misuse and overuse 

of TAs of the current educational systems (Giangreco, 2010) and concerns are raised 

about the ‘inadequacy of their preparation, training and supervision’ (Giangreco, 2010, 

p342). Alongside with Giangreco, the inadequacy of the TA preparation was one of the 

core components that Blatchford et al. (2012) summarized as affecting the impact of TA 

support. The educational consequences of the TA involvement seem to be the result of 

decisions from the school leaders and teachers on how TAs work, their deployment and 

preparation. These are three core dimensions that impact positive learning outcomes of 

SEN students. Blatchford et al. (2012) explained that the preparation of TAs can be 

described as the training and professional development of TAs and teachers, or the 

collaboration and communication between teachers and TAs such as aspects of planning 

and feedback between each other. Training and continuing professional development 

are significant factors that provide opportunities and qualifications for TAs to be 

confident, better prepared and skilled in their roles (Balshaw, 2010).   

 

The level of preparation affects the maximizing and inhibiting TA effectiveness and 

that directly relates to the quality and success of learning experiences of SEN students 

(Fox, 2003; Farrell, 2004) and positive inclusion and participation (Moran and Abbott, 

2002).  The lack of preparation, particularly the collaboration and communication 

between TAs and teachers, could result in the role of TAs operating in a reactive, not 

building on prearranged instructional aims, instead of proactive approach. Furthermore, 

an effective deployment of TAs improves the quality of curriculum experience for all 

students and likely reduce barrier for participation for students who have challenges in 

mainstream learning (Balshaw, 2010).   

 

Inclusive education was firstly started in the form of integration following its 

introduction by the Hong Kong government in 1997. Since then, Hong Kong education 

has experienced a major change with SEN students receiving education in ordinary 

classrooms in parallel to their same age peers (Sin, 2010). The Education Bureau (EDB) 

proposed a 3-tier intervention model with increasing levels of teacher support in regular 

schools in 2007 (Education Bureau, 2007). Tier-1 support refers to quality teaching with 

an emphasis on catering for the learning needs of individual students including SEN 

students. Tier-2 support is an “add-on” intervention to meet the needs of SEN students 

whose needs could not be met in the Tier-1 teaching. Tier-3 support is more intensive 

support, as an “add-on” intervention for students with significant difficulties in learning. 
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With an increasing number of SEN students being included, teachers reported 

various challenges in catering for the needs of students with and without SEN in the 

same lesson (Equal Opportunities Commission, 2012). They find the Tier-1 support of 

quality teaching really difficult to achieve under the same curriculum for all. SEN 

students encountered difficulties to learn the same curriculum in the same pace as their 

peers. Even though teaching assistants (TAs) are brought in the inclusive classroom, 

they could not help much to settle the problems. TAs are not qualified teachers, and 

their qualifications vary widely. It has been criticized that TAs help classroom 

discipline and repeat teachers’ instructions to SEN students. While there are researches 

endorsing the value of TAs in assisting the implementation of inclusive education 

(Farrell, 2004; Anderson et al., 2007), there are also researches (Blatchford et al., 2012; 

Takala, 2007; Wedell, 2005) indicated that the existence of TAs may be a potential 

factor hindering the inclusive development, if over-reliance by teachers is taken into 

account. 

 

The issue is three-folded. Firstly, teachers always report the lack of support in 

catering for diversity under the same curriculum, which limit their capacity in 

advancing inclusive education (CSNSIE, 2003; Forlin, 2008). The inclusion of SEN 

students increases teachers’ daily workload and the strong emphasis on student 

academic achievement further deteriorates teachers’ motivation and capacity for 

inclusion (Peters & Forlin, 2011; Sin et al., 2011). Secondly, the role of TAs becomes 

undermined since they are lack of appropriate knowledge and skills about how to 

support SEN students and teachers in inclusive practice. In fact there is a lack of 

literature about which TAs’ supporting mode is effective for facilitating the learning of 

SEN students. Lastly, the demand and resources of learning support becomes 

increasingly profound since the more students fail in Tier-1 support; the more the 

students will be referred to Tier-2 and Tier-3 (Tsui et al., 2006). 

 

Given the provision of TAs in inclusive practice, it is meaningful to examine the 

difficulties and collaboration experienced by teachers and TAs. It is also of great 

concern to seek for a facilitating approach for TAs to support SEN students and 

teachers.  Over the years, Feuerstein and his colleagues examined a number of 

approaches to enhance the cognitive abilities of children with special needs. Because of 

the learning difficulties, these students are with limited capacity for learning, despite the 

support in learning. Feuerstein believes that with appropriate mediation (i.e. interactive 

learning experiences), many children can learn to greater degrees than usually expected. 

In his work, he elaborated the understanding of the basic conditions underlying learning 

disorders and defined the specific cognitive capacities necessary for learning. He also 

examined how to develop these capacities to allow each child to move forward through 

mediated learning experience.  

 

Mediated Learning Experience (MLE) describes a special type of interaction 

between a learner and a person, whom we shall call a “mediator.” Three important 

features are important for the learner’s thinking process to be successful, i.e. must 

characterize the interaction: intentionality; reciprocity, mediation of meaning; and 

transcendence. The mediator should have knowledge and skills in analyzing the 

difficulties of the learner during the input stage of problem solving (stage 1), difficulties 

of the learner during the elaboration phase (stage 2) and difficulties of the learner during 

the output phase (stage 3). In the Feuerstein’s Instrumental Enrichment Program (FIE), 
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the program is a cognitive education program has been successfully used in 70 countries 

as a tool for the enhancement of learning potential in specially challenged individuals 

and those in high-risk environments. FIE is a classroom curriculum designed to enhance 

the cognitive functions necessary for academic learning and achievement. Thus the 

program seeks to correct deficiencies in fundamental thinking skills: provide students 

with the concepts, skills, strategies, operations and techniques necessary to function as 

independent learners; to diagnose; and to help students learn how to learn 

(http://icelp.info/ feuerstein-method/). 

 

Aim 

Various literatures (e.g. Fox, 2003; Farrell, 2004) have pointed out that the quality of 

support from teaching assistants directly relates to the success and the quality of 

learning experience of SEN students. The primary objective of this study is to evaluate 

the effectiveness of Mediated Learning Experience (MLE) as a supporting mode for 

teaching assistants to facilitate students with Special Educational Needs on their 

academic performance in Hong Kong mainstream schools. 

 

Method 

Participants: The study recruited 6 pairs of teachers and TAs from 6 mainstream 

primary schools as well as two primary 4 (P.4) students with SEN from each school.  

 

Measuring Instruments 

(i) The 15-item Sentiments, Attitudes and Concerns about Inclusive Education Revised 

(SACIE-R) Scale (Forlin, Earle, Loremand & Sharma, 2011) has been used to measure 

teachers’ dispositions about inclusive practice. Every item in the Scale uses a 4-point 

Likert scale and items on the sentiments and concerns subscales have been reverse 

coded before data analysis. Internal reliability as measured by Cronbach’s alpha was 

acceptable for both the combined SACIE scale (α = .74) and the individual subscales of 

sentiments (α = .75), attitudes (α = .67), and concerns (α = .65). The development of the 

instrument was based on conceptual judgment and principal component analysis. 

 

(ii) The Teacher Efficacy for Inclusive Practice (TEIP) Scale (Sharma, Loreman, & 

Forlin, 2011) has also be used as it was designed to measure teachers’ perceptions of 

self-efficacy in using inclusive instructions, managing behaviour and in working 

collaboratively. The TEIP has three domains and a total of 18 items; and a 6-point 

Likert scale is used for each item. The internal consistency of the three domains, as 

measured using Cronbach’s alpha, ranges from 0.85 to 0.93. 

 

(iii) A Mediated Learning Experience Rating Scale (Lidz, 1991; Mentis et al, 2008) has 

been adapted to monitor progress of the participant TAs.   

 

Procedures: The study consists of three stages. 

(i)  The Pre-test Stage:  All the 6 pairs of TAs and teacher participants have been invited 

to (1) explain the difficulties experienced by them in their mainstream classrooms when 

catering for the needs of students with SEN. Their existing supporting mode towards 

students with SEN have been recorded; (2) fill in the Sentiments, Attitudes and 

Concerns about Inclusive Education Revised (SACIE-R) Scale and the Teacher Efficacy 

for Inclusive Practice (TEIP) Scale; (3) be observed for one lesson in which their target 

students with SEN are involved in it. This lesson has been videotaped for further 

analysis. The academic performance of the target students with SEN have been noted 
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through their performance report.  Moreover, both the target students with SEN and 

their parents have been invited for focus group interviews about their situations.   

 

(ii)  The Experimental Stage:  A course of 45 hours on the facilitation approach, MLE, 

to support the learning of students with SEN has been be conducted for the 6 pairs of 

TAs and teachers participants who are supporting the two students with SEN in their 

school.  After training, the 6 pairs of TAs and teachers participants will be observed in 

the beginning, mid-way and after 6 months of teaching. Both the beginning and mid-

way lessons have now been videotaped. 

  

(iii) Post-test stage:  At the end of 6 months, they will also be asked to fill in the 

Sentiments, Attitudes and Concerns about Inclusive Education Revised (SACIE-R) 

Scale and the Teacher Efficacy for Inclusive Practice (TEIP) Scale. The academic 

performance of the target students with SEN has been and will be noted through their 

performance report. Furthermore, all the participating TAs and teachers, the target 

students with SEN and their parents will be invited for focus group interview about their 

views towards the supporting mode.  Qualitative analysis will then be employed to 

analyse all the data collected. 

 

Results & Discussion 

We are in the process of collecting the data for the post-test stage; preliminary findings 

of the study will be presented during our presentation. 

 

Conclusion 

The preliminary findings of the study so far suggest that MLE is a promising supporting 

mode for teaching assistants (TAs) in the integration of SEN students in Hong Kong 

mainstream schools. 
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