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Fact Sheet 37 - The island effect - How teacher aides negatively affect 

their students’ social development and how to avoid it. 

 

Students thrive when given the freedom to learn from their peers. 

Almost all TAs (with a few exceptions) spend most of their day supporting students 

with additional needs, particularly those with a diagnosed disability or disorder. Even 

with the best intentions, TAs can have the effect of isolating these focus students from 

their peers simply because of their physical presence (O’Rourke & West, 2015; 

Giangreco, 2010a). Research shows that students with disabilities report feeling 

agitated when TAs spend too much time hovering over them (Whitburn, 2013). Some 

students report that TAs tend to ‘mother’ them, which feels intrusive (Giangreco et al., 

2010). Sometimes the assignment of a TA can even lead to increased bullying and 

stigma for SwDs (Broer et al., 2005).  

 

Hint 
Students with disabilities receive 83% of their instruction from TAs (Suter, 2009). 

Would this be acceptable for non-disabled students? 
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Too much hovering can impede students’ social development, opportunities to make 

friends and sense of independence. We call this the ‘island effect’ because the student 

is physically in the class but effectively cut-off from his or her peers – as if they were 

on a deserted island. Think of it like this: how would a non-disabled student feel if an 

adult sat next to him or her for the entire day – permanently?  

The same isolating effect occurs when SwDs are removed from their class to attend 

one-on-one or small group ‘pull-out’ sessions (Giangreco, 2010b). While these 

sessions are organised with benevolent intentions and can have positive results, they 

can also have unintended social and academic consequences that need to be 

considered.  

It should be noted that the TA does not always cause these effects. A large study in 

the US showed that 85% of TAs recognised that they spent too much time with their 

focus students and that this limited these students’ social opportunities (Giangreco & 

Broer, 2005). Teachers rarely speak with TAs about how much time they should spend 

with each focus student and few are aware of the negative effects of spending too 

much time supporting one.  

If you have concerns that you are hindering the development of a student’s social and 

independence skills, respectfully speak with your teacher. Phrase your suggestion in 

a tactful way such as, ‘Are you happy for me to circulate now and then to help others 

when Johnny doesn’t need help? I think it would be good for him to spend more time 

with his peers to practise his social skills – me being there isolates him.’  

Another issue is that the island effect doesn’t just isolate students from their peers, it 

also isolates them from their classroom teachers (Giangreco, 2013). This inadvertently 

happens because it would seem strange for both the TA and the teacher to support 

the same student at the same time, especially when there are 20-30 other students in 

the class.  

This leads to a critical unintended consequence – the student with the most complex 

needs gets the least amount of attention from the most qualified person in the room – 

the teacher. In fact, research shows that the more severe a student’s needs, the more 

time a TA will spend with the student. This results in less time and attention from the 

teacher (Webster et al., 2013).  
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These are some of the reasons why only 21% of students with disabilities say they 

want a TA, even though teachers and parents advocate for TA support around 90% of 

the time (Giangreco et al., 2013). TAs can easily avoid this unintended impact by 

consciously thinking about how much time they spend with their focus students.  

The most effective method is to assist the focus student and to then circulate around 

the room (roving) to give the student space to interact with others (Rutherford, 2012). 

Ideally, it should not be obvious to other students that the TA is assigned to a particular 

focus student (Rutherford, 2012). Natural supports (such as peer learning) are an 

alternative option to TA support, although they should not be overused (Giangreco et 

al., 2005). 

From a behavioural perspective, additional needs’ students can be monitored from 

anywhere in the room. For learning purposes, few of these students need support 

every minute of every lesson. This type of excessive chaperoning would also be 

overwhelming, especially for students with autism (Whitburn, 2013).  

All of these factors lead to a TA spending an average of around 20-40% of a lesson 

with a focus student. A TA might even allow the student to work on his/her own or with 

friends for an entire lesson.  

Students who require physical care may need more time-intensive support. Think 

through the best approach for each case and speak with your teacher so there are no 

misunderstandings (and so that the teacher can update the student’s IEP/IBMP). 

Parents also need to be informed of the strategy, so they don’t think that their child is 

being ignored or mistreated. 

 

Hint 
Isolating a student with a disability from his/her peers impedes access and 

reduces inclusivity (which is a legal right of all people with a disability). A parent 

with a child who has a disability may want him or her to attend a mainstream class 

so they can make friends and learn to communicate effectively with their non-

disabled peers – a valuable skill for later in life. Subsequently isolating the student 

defeats the purpose of attending the mainstream class. 
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Advanced Strategies 

Teachers often assume that the only way to deploy a TA is for them to work one-

on-one (Suter, 2009). But is there another way?  

Traditionally, the teacher will teach the majority of the class while the TA will help a 

small number of students who ‘need’ additional support. The teacher spends most 

of his or her time organising students and managing behaviour, while the TA 

provides instruction to the 1-3 students with the most complex pedagogical needs 

in the class.  

Wouldn’t it be more logical for the teacher (who is the most qualified person in the 

room) to work intensely with the students who have the most complex learning 

needs while the TA roves, provides general support and ensures that everyone else 

stays on task? This flipping of the traditional approach has been suggested many 

times by researchers but is relatively unknown outside of academic journals 

(Webster et al., 2013). 

Teachers are not taught how to manage TAs and many have almost certainly never 

thought of implementing this strategy. You might want to let your teacher know 

about this option once you have a positive relationship with him/her and feel 

comfortable suggesting it. 
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