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School assistants’ experiences of belonging
R. Sirkko , K. Sutela and M. Takala

Faculty of Education, University of Oulu, Oulu, Finland

ABSTRACT
Providing quality education for all pupils requires cooperation from
members of the entire school community. One group of
professionals is school assistants, who, together with teachers,
play an important role in supporting pupils and inclusive
education. Due to pupils’ diverse needs, the responsibilities of
school assistants in schools have broadened; yet, their role in the
school community has rarely been studied. This study focuses on
school assistants’ experiences and addresses the following
research question: How is belonging argumented in school
assistants’ narratives at their work? The data comprise free
writings (N = 52) and interviews (N = 9) of school assistants’ work.
The narratives are analysed using categorical-content analysis. The
results yield three experiences of belonging: stories of belonging,
stories between belonging and non-belonging and stories of non-
belonging. The study data reveal how a school as an institution
can be based on conventional practices, where relationships are
often formed through hierarchies, old-fashioned work roles and
exclusive meeting policies. The study’s conclusion encourages the
recognition of structural inequalities in school communities.
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Introduction

Providing quality education for all pupils and promoting inclusion requires cooperation
between staff and involves interdependencies whereby structural, social, and emotional
dimensions are interlinked (Nikula, Pihlaja, and Tapio 2021). In this study, inclusion
is seen as appreciation and respect for all people in the community. It is the process of
improving participation in society, particularly for people who are disadvantaged, by
enhancing opportunities and enabling access to resources (United Nations 2016). The
definition of inclusion can be found by reflecting on Professor Slee’s (2001, 116) ques-
tions: Who’s in? and Who’s out? In the answer, we can find the reasons or factors that
limit participation and belonging. Inclusion is about removing barriers to participation.

Kovač and Vaala (2021) argue that the idea of inclusion is not a straightforward
process where people simply belong to various social settings. It is important to
notice that people regularly identify, categorise and evaluate placing themselves and
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others automatically in ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’. People are thus selective when it
comes to personal relations and social attachments. However, belonging can be seen as
closely related to the concepts of inclusion and exclusion (Antonsich 2010; Kovač and
Vaala 2021; Lähdesmäki et al. 2016). Belonging can function as a resource that con-
structs, claims, justifies or resists socio-spatial inclusion and exclusion (Antonsich
2010). Belonging can be viewed from at least two perspectives: the sense of belonging
and politics of belonging (Antonsich 2010; Yuval-Davis 2006), to which we return
later.

Belonging is an important concept when working as a teammember in a school (Jardí,
Petreñas, and Puigdellívol 2022). Removing learning barriers and providing quality edu-
cation for all pupils with different support needs requires close cooperation from
members of the entire school community (Bennett et al. 2021; Saloviita 2020). One
group of professionals working at school with teachers are school assistants, also called
paraprofessionals, educational assistants, special-needs assistants, teaching assistants or
learning mentors (Köpfer and Böing 2020; Zhao, Rose, and Shevlin 2021). The terms
used vary among countries (Lederer, Breyer, and Gasteiger-Klicpera 2021). This article
uses the term school assistant, which refers to an educated person who works in a
school with the main task of assisting all pupils, including those with special needs.
School assistants, together with teachers, play an important role in supporting pupils
and inclusive education (Bennett et al. 2021; Finnish Basic Education Act 826/1998;
Lakkala et al. 2021; Lederer, Breyer, and Gasteiger-Klicpera 2021; Saloviita 2020; Zhao,
Rose, and Shevlin 2021). Recently, the number of school assistants has grown both inter-
nationally and in Finland due to the increased number of students with special needs (
Eskelinen and Lundbom 2016; O’Connor et al. 2021).

Bennett et al. (2021) revealed that successful cooperation between teachers and school
assistants requires planning and seeing the teacher and school assistant as a team. In her
research, Takala (2005, 2007) found that the teacher and school assistant seldom have a
common planning time or an agreed work division. These results were supported by Rii-
taoja (2013), who showed that school assistants’ possibility of being heard is lower than
that of other school professionals, which indicates their low status. Conboy (2021), in
turn, noted that lower status might also affect opportunities to receive information.
Sometimes, school assistants are not seen as important professionals in delivering infor-
mation about pupils’ education. In addition to these information flow challenges, school
assistants often experience violence or threats in their work (Bruckert, Santor, and Mario
2021; Finnish Institute of Occupational Health 2021).

Due to pupils’ diverse needs, school assistants’ responsibilities in schools have
broadened (Bennett et al. 2021; Eskelinen and Lundbom 2016). Nevertheless, too
little attention has been paid to the school assistants’ role and status in the school com-
munity (Eskelinen and Lundbom 2016; O’Connor et al. 2021). In this study, we focus
on school assistants’ experiences and how they describe belonging at their work. The
results are reviewed through the theory of politics of belonging (Yuval-Davis 2006). In
the Finnish context, school assistants’ work has seldom been studied. So far, school
assistants’ work in schools has not been studied internationally in the context of poli-
tics of belonging. Nevertheless, the curriculum and politics of belonging have been
studied, and the central role of belonging in education has been proven (Piškur
et al. 2021).
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Politics of belonging

Belonging and connection to others form an important part of the wellbeing of every
human being, and a lack of belonging and attachment induces multiple negative effects
on health (Baumeister and Leary 1995). Belonging can be defined as emotional attachment,
feeling at home and feeling safe (Antonsich 2010; Yuval-Davis 2006). However, Lähdes-
mäki et al. (2016) argued that although the concept of belonging is person-centred, it
does not refer only to individual feelings but comprises both emotions and external
relations. It also includes a political aspect and relation to the norms, restrictions and regu-
lations that enable or hinder belonging (Lähdesmäki et al. 2016). The politics of belonging
can be traced to legislation and regulating documents (Yuval-Davis 2006).

Yuval-Davis (2006) uses the concept ‘politics of belonging’, which describes belonging
as a relational, multilevel and dynamic phenomenon. She shared belonging to three main
inter-related analytical levels in which politics of belonging is constructed as (1) social
locations, (2) individuals’ identifications and attachments to various collectivities and
groupings and (3) ethical and political value systems. Level 1 refers to categories such
as age group, gender, race, profession and economic locations. However, many of
these categories also have a position in the power axel (Yuval-Davis 2006). Level 2 con-
structs people’s narratives about themselves and others, and about who they are and who
they are not. Often, these stories tell what it means to be part of a certain group or col-
lectivity (Yuval-Davis 2006, 2010). Level 3, ethical and political values, combines different
levels and refers to how these levels are valued and judged and how boundaries are drawn
in society (Yuval-Davis 2006).

Belonging is bound up with everyday practices, which are often taken for granted and can
be unconscious (May 2011). According to Yuval-Davis (2006, 204), the politics of belonging
‘is all about potentially meeting other people and deciding whether they stand inside or
outside the imaginary boundary line of the nation and/or other communities of belonging,
whether they are “us” or “them”’. Membership (to a group) and ownership (of a place) are
the key factors in the politics of belonging, and if one feels rejected or not welcomed to a
group, their sense of belonging would inevitably be spoiled (Antonsich 2010).

Kuurne and Vieno (2021) further developed the concept of belonging and studied
belonging in the work community by using the concept of ‘belonging work’. They concep-
tualised belonging work as relational work concerned with shaping situational interactions,
networks of relationships and social boundaries and materials as dimensions of belonging.
According to Kuurne and Vieno (2021), belonging work actively shapes social relationships
and practices, which can be done intentionally, routinely or even subconsciously. Some
workers belong almost automatically in workplaces, while others have to work hard to
achieve belonging. Some workers are not even in a position to try to achieve belonging
if their social position has been pre-stigmatized and marginalised. The concept of belong-
ing work not only turns the gaze towards what actors do to accomplish belonging but also
sensitises us to the structural inequalities at various workplaces (Kuurne and Vieno 2021).

School assistants’ education and work

School assistants have various vocational education levels, and the legal regulations
defining their duties vary throughout Europe (Lederer, Breyer, and Gasteiger-Klicpera
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2021). In 2010, the Finnish National Board of Education confirmed further vocational
qualifications for school assistants who often work as instructors in morning and after-
noon activities before or after school days. The examination of school assistants is a com-
petence-based qualification. Before the examination, many students complete a year of
education for work as a school assistant. Despite this examination, there are no legal qua-
lification requirements for school assistants working in Finland, and each community
can define its qualifications when hiring school assistants (Eskelinen and Lundbom
2016).

School assistants work in schools as either personal or class-specific assistants. Several
school assistants can also work in the same class, depending on the support required by
the students (Takala 2016). In the Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education
(Finnish National Board of Education 2016, 74), school assistants’ job description is
defined as follows: ‘The assistant guides and supports the pupil in carrying out learning
and schooling tasks in daily situations as directed by the teacher or other support pro-
fessionals’. Takala (2005, 2007) found in her study that school assistants’ work in
Finland includes various tasks, such as assisting pupils, assisting teachers, guiding
small groups or individual students according to the teacher’s instructions, carrying
out basic treatment and guiding pupils’ behaviour.

A school assistant holds the position of an employee in relation to the teacher (Conboy
2021; Riitaoja 2013), and there is a professional boundary between the teacher and school
assistant (Paju 2021). However, sometimes the blurred roles between teachers and school
assistants can result in unclear situations. For example, disciplinary responsibilities
(Webster and Blatchford 2014) are often transferred to an assistant from the teacher. Pre-
vious studies (Eskelinen and Lundbom 2016; Jardí, Petreñas, and Puigdellívol 2022;
Wiggs et al. 2021) have shown that school assistants in Finnish schools and abroad
often receive the role of discipline-keeper at class to provide the teacher a peaceful
environment to teach. Some studies (Paju et al. 2016; Sharma and Salend 2016; Yates
et al. 2020) have also shown that responsibilities in planning and teaching increase,
especially when school assistants work as personal assistants for one pupil. However,
school assistants do not have pedagogical or disciplinary responsibility in their work
profile in Finland or internationally (Paju 2021; Sharma and Salend 2016; Webster and
Blatchford 2014).

Paju and colleagues (2016) described that school assistants get used to adapting to
varying situations, which can be called ‘moment-to-moment pedagogy’. Everyday
school situations include many complex issues. However, if the teacher and school assist-
ant do not have a common vision of what to demand from pupils, the school assistant
might feel uncertain about handling the situation. School assistants, who often also
follow pupils during breaks, see pupils in situations that teachers never do. This
means that assistants have more opportunities to face pupils individually than the
teacher, who is responsible for the whole class and for the fulfilment of the curriculum
goals (Paju et al. 2016).

The (Finnish) school assistants’ situation in schools is contradictory. On one
hand, they are seen as an important part of the school system, and on the other
hand, they seldom participate in planning and are outsiders in many situations
(Eskelinen and Lundbom 2016). Moreover, their tasks at school are still unclear to
themselves and to the teachers, and the tasks vary considerably from assisting
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roles and teacher-type duties (Jardí, Puigdellívol, and Petreñas 2021; Paju 2021) to a
person supporting inclusive education (Zhao, Rose, and Shevlin 2021). Low salary
and work suspension for the summer are also problematic for school assistants
and show an understatement internationally (Eskelinen and Lundbom 2016; Zhao,
Rose, and Shevlin 2021).

For these reasons, it is important to determine school assistants’ experiences in the
school community. The present study explores school assistants’ role and belonging in
the school community using the theory of politics of belonging (Yuval-Davis 2006,
2010) as a framework for review. Political values, social locations, identifications and
emotional attachment affect belonging. Therefore, we primarily focus on school assist-
ants’ experiences and address the following research question: How do Finnish school
assistants describe belonging at their work?

Materials and methods

The data comprised two different materials: free writings and interviews of school assist-
ants’ work, which were obtained through Facebook’s closed Finnish School Assistants
group in the spring of 2021. The Facebook group had 4753 members, of which 77
school assistants responded. The link to the query was shared in the group, and the par-
ticipants were asked to write and share their work experiences. The school assistants were
provided with the following questions to help them start writing: What kind is your
workday and what does it all entail? What types of thoughts and feelings does your
work evoke? What type of work community are you working in, and how does it
influence the way you work? A possibility to sign up for an interview was also an
option if writing was a challenge or if the participants preferred to share their experi-
ences. In addition, the respondents were asked four background questions: What
school level are you working at? Are you working in a special school? Do you have an
education for work as a school assistant? How long have you been working as a school
assistant?

The first researcher who gathered the data and interviewed participants had worked
before as a special education teacher. She had prior knowledge of the work of school
assistants, which could be seen especially during the interview. However, an effort was
made to deliberately eliminate the effect of previous knowledge.

Writings about school assistants’ work

From the writings, we analysed the answers of the school assistants who had five to
twenty years or more of work experience. We excluded those who did not work in com-
pulsory education and those who had only recently started working as assistants. Within
this framework, we received 52 responses. The length of the writings varied from a few
lines to half a page of text.

Almost all the school assistants (N = 50) held school assistants’ work qualifications.
Most respondents worked in a pre- or primary school (Table 1), working both in
general and special education, often part of the day in general and part in special edu-
cation. Nine (N = 9) school assistants worked in special schools.
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Interviews

Fifteen school assistants participated in the interviews. The recorded theme interviews
were conducted in May 2021 through phone or videoconferencing (due to Covid-19
restrictions) as preferred by the participants. The following themes were used: personal
work history, basic information of current school, description of a normal workday, job-
related tasks at school, challenges and possibilities at work and possible collaboration in
school. The total duration of the interviews was 4 h and 20 min, with each interview
lasting approximately 30 min. The data amounted to 62.5 pages of transcriptions
(Times New Roman 12, spacing 1).

We chose nine interviewees for this study (Table 2). We excluded school assistants
who worked in a hospital school or university training school and those who were not
currently working. We focused on compulsory education, and interviewees with more
than five years of experience were accepted.

Analysing the data

In this qualitative study, the researchers understood the materials (i.e. writings and inter-
views) as a narrative through which participants share their experiences of school assist-
ants’ work. According to Baumeister and Newman (1994, 676), people’s efforts to
understand their experiences often construct narratives (stories) out of them. People
create narrative descriptions for themselves and for others about their past actions and
develop storied accounts that give sense to the behaviour of others (Hännikäinen
2008; Polkinghorne 1988). Narratives describe aspects of individual experiences,
emotions and thoughts (Baumeister and Newman 1994; Holstein and Gubrium 2012;
Polkinghorne 1995). However, the stories are usually constructed around a core of
facts or life events yet allowing wide freedom of individuality and creativity in the selec-
tion, addition to, emphasis on, and interpretation of these ‘remembered facts’. (Lieblich,
Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber 1998).

Table 1. School level of assistants who responded to the questionnaire.
School level N = 52

Pre-school or primary school 35
Secondary school 6
Comprehensive school (primary + secondary) 11

Table 2. Background information on the nine interviewed school assistants.
Participant Education School level Class Work experience

Nina Nanny Comprehensive school General education 5 years
Julie Practical nurse Primary school Pre-primary and Special education 1 year
Harriet School assistant Secondary school Special education 1 year
Jo Practical nurse Primary school General and special Education 6 years
Ines School assistant Secondary school Personal school Assistant 10 years
Amanda School assistant Comprehensive school General and special Education 18 years
Rachel School assistant Primary school General education 20 years
Lyn School assistant Primary school General education 8 years
Ann School assistant Secondary school General education 5 years

6 R. SIRKKO ET AL.



The perception of the materials as a narrative is also related to the theory of the politics
of belonging (Yuval-Davis 2006), because one level of belonging focuses on how people
describe themselves and others. Often, these stories describe what it means to be part of a
certain group. As individuals tell their stories, they are not independent of the context. In
contrast, the individuals in question are irreducibly connected to their social, cultural and
institutional settings (Holstein and Gubrium 2012; Moen 2006).

In this study, all data, both from interviews and the writings, were analysed using cat-
egorical-content analysis (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber 1998), also called content
analysis. According to Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber (1998), content analysis is a
classical method for analysing narrative materials. Before the actual analysis, all three
researchers read the data independently as a whole and then explored how belonging
was discussed (if discussed) in the writings and interviews. This is called ‘the holistic
reading approach’ (van Manen 1990). The responses included many materials about col-
laboration, working alone, belonging and non-belonging. After reading all received
materials, the final research question was formulated through discussions.

For the second phase, we selected the subtext in which the above-named themes were
discussed. The researchers read the text again independently by breaking it into relatively
small content units (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber 1998). The basic unit of analy-
sis was a sentence, description of a meaningful event, an idea or an emotional experience
(Vetoniemi and Kärnä 2019); these units were discussed together. According to Lieblich,
Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber (1998), researchers’ collaboration creates higher sensitivity
to the text and its meaning. Through this phase, the researchers found similarities and
differences among the materials, and the preliminary themes showed that belonging
and non-belonging were represented in the data. A closer look at these themes showed
that they included eight sub-themes: school culture, information flow, cooperation, hier-
archies among staff members, blurred work descriptions, appreciation, vocation for the
work and meaning/importance/role/relation to/of pupils. Based on these themes and
sub-themes, the researchers constructed stories of school assistants’ belonging to the
school community. After constructing the stories, the researchers looked at them
through the chosen theoretical background.

Results

The eight sub-themes can be seen through belonging and non-belonging. In addition,
there was an area in-between them, about being in a mixed zone, whose final situation
could turn into either belonging or non-belonging. This is why the results are presented
in three parts: those representing belonging to the school community, those in the in-
between areas, and those representing the opposite (i.e. experiences of non-belonging)
(Figure 1). We call these three different views ‘stories’, which are now open. These
stories described the school assistants’ work, position and experience of belonging in a
school community. Underlying these three stories, it was possible to notice the three
interrelated levels: social locations, identifications and attachments, and ethical and pol-
itical value systems (Yuval-Davis 2006). In some stories, they had a major impact, and
minor in others. Sometimes, the quotes are shortened with… to protect the participant’s
anonymity.
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Stories of belonging

The stories of belonging describe an ideal situation in which a school assistant is a valued
employee and an important school community member. Membership is one of the key
factors in the politics of belonging (Yuval-Davis 2006). The school assistants, together
with the teachers, were supporters of pupils and collaborators in inclusive education
(Lakkala et al. 2021; Lederer, Breyer, and Gasteiger-Klicpera 2021). The school assistants’
stories of belonging brought out the stories which tell what it means to be a part of a
certain collectivity (see Yuval-Davis 2006). A major factor affecting the sense of belong-
ing experienced by Finnish school assistants was that the school principal and teachers
trusted them and appreciated their work. Therefore, they could propose their ideas
and implement them freely. Julie described her situation as follows:

Preventing bullying, this small campaign for the 6th graders… I also include social media
and have a small campaign… I can implement my own thoughts and ideas, as I don’t
need to think that we do just what the teacher says. I find this to be a job where I can
use my creativity.

Several schools exhibited a free and open atmosphere with no hierarchy. One sign of this
was that the school assistants could participate in all staff meetings and freely present
their ideas and suggestions for the school’s development. Enabling this participation in
the school, class and pupils’meetings also requires modifications to the school timetable,
as the assistants are available just for the hours for which pupils attend school. Extra
hours, such as meetings before or after school, can be an extra cost for the school,
which is also a financial issue. However, these schools allow extra costs and their practices
did not draw boundaries (Yuval-Davis 2006) between the different professionals in the
school.

Some schools emphasised the equality of staffmembers, and the name of the teachers’
room was changed to staffroom. Through this name change, efforts were made to reduce
the division of staff members into different professional categories and remove the div-
ision between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Yuval-Davis 2006). Sense of community was highlighted
by a school assistant’s statement about how the whole work community ‘pulled together’
(text 8). The staff members had a clear vision that the whole school community works
together and that no one is left working alone. This attitude helped the assistants’

Figure 1. The stories found in the data.
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work with challenging pupils, because support was available for their work. The schools’
everyday practices are important shapers of belonging (Kuurne and Vieno 2021) and in
these schools, the practices had been intentionally made to enhance cooperation.

Cooperation, open interaction between a school assistant and teacher and the feeling
of being a valued member of the class team were important for belonging. Moreover,
daily interaction ensured the flow of information about the school and class happenings.
The school assistants described how easy collaboration with teachers was and felt as part
of the class team.

We have a team meeting every week with teachers, school assistants and special education
teachers. In our work community, everyone’s work is valued, and there is a strong focus on
teamwork. I think it is important that we can work as one team. I get a lot of strength from
my work community for my daily work. We have a very relaxed, open and encouraging
atmosphere. (text 21)

The school assistants participated in the pupils’ class meetings. As a result, they were well
aware of the pupils’ situations and their different support needs as well as their relation-
ships in groups. The school assistants also shared their knowledge of the pupils. Often,
school assistants possess considerable information about the pupils from informal situ-
ations, such as during breaks or from the morning club (Köpfer and Böing 2020; Takala
2007).

In some stories of belonging, a somewhat blurred work description between teachers
and school assistants was the reality. Among other things, the school assistants said they
were planning and teaching students, although teaching should not be part of their work
(Paju 2021; Webster and Blatchford 2014). Acting as a teacher seemed to reinforce the
school assistants’ experience of belonging.

Stories about being in a mixed zone

The stories about being in a mixed zone revealed how blurry one’s position in the school
community could be and how the experience could change according to the situation,
work practices, people and professional title. As Nina explained, even ambiguity in the
professional title increased uncertainty about one’s place.

Well, for example, if the name we are called would be the same. We are called assistants,
helpers, school helpers, supervisors and so on, so sometimes I wonder that I do not
belong to any caste.

In Finland, a school assistant’s profession is not clearly regulated by law, and the titles
vary among schools. Schools can also determine qualification requirements (Eskelinen
and Lundbom 2016). In this case the policy level (Yuval-Davis 2006) influences the
school assistants’ sense of belonging, producing unclear professional positions.

In staff meetings, artificial participation and belonging were experienced at the insti-
tutional school level, as only one school assistant could participate. Their responsibility
was to inform others about the issues discussed in the meetings. This caused challenges in
information flow and was experienced as an unequal way of decision-making. Exclusion
from meetings can also be interpreted as a lack of appreciation (Eskelinen and Lundbom
2016) or as a sign of routine practices (Kuurne and Vieno 2021) that produce inequalities
among professionals. Having only one school assistant in a meeting was explained by the
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meetings being held when the school assistants had to be in another place (e.g. on a break
with pupils). In addition, the school assistants’ short work hours limited their partici-
pation in meetings. In many cases, they had no opportunity to be heard at all, as Nina
said in her interview:

Nina: We will not be able to participate (in meetings). One school assistant will
attend, and she reports all the key information in the school assistants’What-
sApp group.

Researcher: Well, what if there are situations where the school assistants should give their
opinion of something?

Nina: Have never been asked any opinion.

Furthermore, several schools exhibited hierarchies among their employees. Biggs, Gilson,
and Carter (2016) noticed that teachers’ attitudes considerably influenced the relation-
ship between teachers and school assistants. Several school assistants wrote that some
teachers did not appreciate their work and considered them inferior because they had
no pedagogical education. However, almost all school assistants worked as substitute tea-
chers. On one hand, this was seen as trust in their know-how and, on the other hand, as
increasing the workload of school assistants. A substitute was not always hired for school
assistants when they acted as substitute teachers, which meant that the school assistants
took care of both jobs simultaneously. When the school assistants worked as substitute
teachers, they experienced that it increased their value in the school community. This
brings out the teachers’ work appreciation in schools which traditionally has been
high in Finland (Heikkinen et al. 2020) and also highlights social boundaries/a hierarchy
(Kuurne and Vieno 2021) between professions.

Some teachers showed their appreciation, and the cooperation was smooth. However,
many school assistants experienced that the principals often tried to break down existing
hierarchies. The principals and administrators were told to have an important role in
supporting the school assistants’ work and position, as well as in promoting teacher
cooperation in the school community (Biggs, Gilson, and Carter 2016).

Collaboration with the teachers at the class level was often experienced as rewarding,
especially in situations where a teacher and school assistant worked together and had a
regular meeting time during which the teacher discussed upcoming issues and pupils
with the assistant. Rachel said,

We always have a meeting every Monday when the pupils have left home. So then we hear if
there is anything extra coming up. And if the teacher has any written statements (related to
three-tiered support), which always need to be made, she usually gives them to us to read.
And if we disagree on something, we can tell her.

Some schools did not have regular meeting hours; however, some assistants wanted to
attend class meetings outside office hours, because they considered it important and
wanted to belong to the team. The school assistants then worked without pay. Although
the school assistants felt like part of the team, the given role in planning the teaching
and pupils’ support was not active. From the teachers’ perspective, it was more about
reporting what the teacher had already planned than real joint planning and
cooperation.

If the school assistants worked with several teachers in both primary and secondary
schools, their experiences of belonging varied. Some teachers indicated a hierarchy
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between their positions and those of the school assistants, reducing their sense of belong-
ing. Moreover, some teachers, especially in secondary schools, did not know the school
assistants’ work descriptions; thus, they did not know how to work with them.

I think that special educators really understand the value of school assistants, but subject
teachers in general classes do not. They do not understand how the assistant could be
useful in lessons, and they feel they manage without an assistant. In practice, I have
noticed at least in one case… that the presence of the assistant might have softened the
symptoms of one pupil. I like my job, and I experience it important, but I have noticed
that the attitudes of some teachers make me feel inferior. (text 42)

At best, collaboration among the school assistants was important in supporting coping at
work and in strengthening the sense of belonging. The school assistants’ and teachers’
cooperation influenced the sense of belonging, even if there had been problems in coop-
erating with some teachers. The school assistants also discussed pupils and their support
needs and received professional advice from other school assistants.

Stories about non-belonging

In some stories, the work of school assistants was neither valued nor recognised by tea-
chers or even principals. These stories tell about being ignored and marginalised from the
community, where the school assistants’ work description was unclear for most teachers
and for some school assistants themselves. There were clear boundaries between the
school staff (Yuval-Davis 2006) which could not be crossed. The school assistants felt
like ‘a dog’s body’ (text 23) that could be assigned any task in the school at any time.
Some school assistants thought they were responsible for all work, from making
coffee, copying papers, helping the teacher and often teaching. Sometimes, they felt
that they were assistants for the teachers, not the pupils. However, school assistants’
work focus should be on pupils (Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education
2014).

The challenges of information flow showed underestimation of the profession in the
opinion of school assistants. As a result, school assistants were excluded from class and
school staff meetings. Interruptions in information flow were common, and the school
assistants said that they had to constantly ask what was happening and that they heard
much essential information from the pupils. This led to a strategy in which they operated
according to the prevailing situation, as Ann explained:

I never know what will happen. I know when all different issues will happen. When I go to
work in the morning. I see, well, we do not have this, but we have a special day. I never know.
I receive no letters or messages which the parents and pupils get.

Some school assistants experienced their position as being at the bottom of the school
hierarchy, which may be the reason why they experienced that there was no possibility
to achieve belonging in the first place (Kuurne and Vieno 2021). The teachers told the
assistants what they considered relevant to share about the pupils and their support
needs. This information was enough for some school assistants who said that they did
not need to know everything about the pupils. However, some assistants complained
that they did not receive enough information about the pupils’ situations and support
needs to support them well.
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There were also stories about jealousy and competition among the school assistants.
Some school assistants said that they could not trust collegial support. They did not
receive support from each other, even when facing a violent pupil, which affected their
coping at work. In addition, some assistants talked about competition among the
school assistants regarding their positions in class.

In my current job… I am often left outside, as the teachers and the other assistant have
acted as a pair in their previous school. I am often forgotten and receive information sud-
denly. The other assistant is afraid of a violent pupil, and that’s why it is me who… . The
other assistant turns a blind eye and does not come to help. I have acted as a barrier so
the kick does not catch the teacher. I am beginning to get exhausted in my current job.
(text 13)

School assistants often encounter violence in their work situations, and sometimes they
have to restrict students’ activities physically. However, according to the political
systems, the school assistants do not have disciplinary responsibility in their work
(Paju 2021; Sharma and Salend 2016), which can cause illegal situations in which
school assistants need to act as discipline keepers.

These stories of ignoring and non-belonging included experiences of burnout and
thoughts about changing their careers. Neither the structures created at the school nor
the school staff supported the school assistants in their work. The next quote concludes
with the school assistants’ experience of non-belonging:

Some teachers value us, but for some teachers, we are just jerks who can only copy papers.
Often, these teachers see the school assistant as their personal assistant… The salary is ridi-
culous… during the summer, no salary. We are an excluded worker category who do not
participate in any everyday planning nor groups. Legally, we do not exist. No right to
keep discipline, but on the other hand, no responsibility of anything. (text 3)

Some of the school assistants experienced being marginalised and feeling like an outsider
(non-belonging) as a normal part of their work. When thinking so, they gave up and just
tried to manage. They did not have a membership (Antonsich 2010) in the school
community.

Nevertheless, these three stories have something in common. Even if the school assist-
ants felt non-belonging to the school community, they also felt that the pupils were at the
core of their work. All three stories involved the school assistants’ narratives of how they
‘love’ their work due to the pupils. Supporting pupils was the reason behind their work,
although there were several challenges, often with adults and the school culture. These
challenges led to feelings of inferiority and worthlessness. Nevertheless, most school
assistants felt that they belonged to pupils.

Discussion

In Finland as well as internationally school assistants are important persons in support-
ing inclusive education in schools (Bennett et al. 2021; Finnish Basic Education Act 826/
1998; Lakkala et al. 2021; Lederer, Breyer, and Gasteiger-Klicpera 2021; Saloviita 2020;
Zhao, Rose, and Shevlin 2021). In this study, inclusion has been seen as a broad
concept as the process of improving participation in society for all people who are dis-
advantaged, through enhancing opportunities, voice and respect for rights (United
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Nations 2016). We see that belonging can function as a resource that constructs, claims,
justifies or resists inclusion and exclusion (Antonsich 2010; Kovač and Vaala 2021). In
this qualitative research, we wanted to find out Finnish school assistants’ own views
on belonging with the question: How do school assistants describe belonging at their
work? The theoretical basis was provided by the theory of the politics of belonging
(Yuval-Davis 2006).

In this study, the experience of Finnish school assistants’ belonging was divided into
three parts: stories of belonging, being in a mixed zone and non-belonging. The three
levels of the politics of belonging (social locations, identifications and attachments,
ethical and political value systems, see Yuval-Davis 2006) influenced school assistants’
belonging. In the stories, the school assistants’ social location and identification
changed. In stories of belonging, school assistants were a valuable part of the entire
school community. The stories of being in a mixed zone talked about being between
belonging and non-belonging. Some partially belonged to their class team or to other
school assistants’ groups, but they did not feel like being a member of the whole
school community or member of the class team, but they were longing for it. Hierarchies
between teachers and school assistants, but also between some assistants existed in these
stories. Some school assistants did not feel that belonging was important – they were ‘just
doing their job’. The concept of belonging also comprises the possibility of non-belong-
ing (Lähdesmäki et al. 2016). However, most school assistants experienced belonging in
relation to their pupils, and the pupils were the reason why they worked as school assist-
ants (also Eskelinen and Lundbom 2016). The belonging was experienced in different
relationships within the school context and was bound up with everyday practices
(May 2011). In this study, belonging comprised experiences of being recognised as a
community member and being part of us (the school staff), not outsiders (Yuval-Davis
2006).

The external factors (ethical and political value systems) affected a school assistant’s
work and belonging. The indeterminacy of the professional image of school assistants
in Finnish law contributed to the ambiguity of the job description. Political systems
and values affected, for example, school assistants’ employment contracts and possibili-
ties to participate in, for example, school meetings.

This study has several limitations. It has a strong regional focus and thus it cannot
be directly transferred to another school system. The data were gathered from a
Finnish Facebook group for assistants in which the first researcher was one of the
members. When applying for membership in the group, the researcher openly told
administrators of her intention to conduct the study through this Facebook group.
Also, the participants were informed about the purpose and data protection of the
study. We assume that collecting data in a group limited the number of participants.
Perhaps only the most active school assistants responded. In the future, one could do
participatory ethnographic research for a certain period, thus catching up better with
everyday life. Many school assistants are busy and tired and not able to answer the
questionnaire or participate in interviews. The voices of teachers, principals and
pupils remained unheard in our study. However, the study results agreed with the
previously obtained results (e.g. Conboy 2021; Eskelinen and Lundbom 2016;
Zhao, Rose, and Shevlin 2021), highlighting the instability of the role of school assist-
ants in school.
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The study data revealed how a school as an institution can be based on conventional
practices, where relationships are often formed through hierarchies, old-fashioned work
roles and exclusive meeting policies. Although people identify and categorise others and
themselves automatically creating belonging and non-belonging (Kovač and Vaala 2021)
this study encourages the recognition of structural inequalities and exclusion of certain
professional groups in school communities. When multi-professional work is studied,
issues related to identity, power, territory and expertise are relevant and need to be dis-
cussed (Rose 2011). The analysis therefore suggests that schools as institutions need to
develop collaborative, social and pedagogical skills of the staff if they wish to promote
belonging and, through it, inclusion. The achievement of belonging and inclusion is
an active process (Ainscow and Messiou 2018; Kovač and Vaala 2021; Kuurne and
Vieno 2021). However, the role of staffs’ belonging in supporting inclusion in schools
has been less explored and via this study, we also want to bring out this question. Can
the school be inclusive if there is an exclusive work practice, and the staff do not belong?

In the future, the school assistant’s role in a school, especially in collaboration with a
teacher, needs to be clarified at the Finnish policy level. The responsibilities of school
assistants and the information they require to work also need to be clarified. The impor-
tance of school assistants in an inclusive school has been proved, and cooperation
between teachers and school assistants should be taught and practised in teacher edu-
cation both in Finland and internationally. Also, the meaning of belonging to the staff
in supporting inclusion should be discussed internationally.
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