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Aim and Scope of the Thesis 

International discourses increasingly emphasise that the 

presence of professionals who support the work of 

teachers, given appropriate training and institutional 

support, positively affects student achievement, reduces 

teachers’ workload, and strengthens parental engagement 

(Andersen, 2010; Webster & Blatchford, 2013; Masdeu 

Navarro, 2015; Webster, 2024). These studies also 

highlight that teachers’ responsibilities extend far beyond 

the traditional framework of education, and that fulfilling 

this expanded role requires multidisciplinary, 

partnership-based collaboration in which support staff 

play a pivotal role (Homoki & Czinderi, 2021; Pusztai, 

2025). 

A central issue in the debates surrounding the 

function of support staff in schools is which operational 

model – internal, where support staff are school 

employees, or external, where they are delegated by 

service providers – is more effective in supporting 

student achievement and well-being. Critical 

perspectives, however, warn that the institutional model 
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alone does not guarantee success: inadequate training of 

professionals, both in level and content, lack of training 

for support staff and teachers to work together, and 

insufficient support from institutional leadership can 

even undermine the effectiveness of inclusion and 

pedagogical processes (Giangreco, 2013; Němec et al., 

2015; Sharma & Salend, 2016). Our research joins this 

international academic dialogue by examining the 

professional socialisation of school social workers, 

school psychologists, and teaching assistants in Hungary, 

as there has been no comprehensive empirical study in 

Hungary to date that comparatively analyses these three 

professional groups.  

The theoretical starting point of our work lies in 

professional socialisation models that interpret pre-

training experiences, learning processes during formal 

education, and experiences upon employment as 

interdependent and interacting dimensions. The concept 

of professional socialisation refers to the process of 

acquiring the knowledge, norms, and identity-forming 

elements of the profession, shaped by institutional 

contexts, professional communities, and interprofessional 
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collaborations (Weidman et al., 2001; Miller, 2010). This 

approach implies that socialisation is not only about 

acquiring professional knowledge but also about the 

networks of relationships in which professionals are 

embedded. This is captured by the notion of collaborative 

capital, which refers to the resources inherent in 

institutional and professional relationships (Beyerlein et 

al., 2005; McDonald et al., 2010). The presence or 

absence of collaborative capital has a decisive influence 

on the extent to which support professionals are able to 

engage in the work of teachers, since their effectiveness 

depends not only on their individual competences but 

also on the quality of the trusting relationships they 

maintain with teachers, parents, and other institutional 

actors (Csók & Pusztai, 2022). 

The overall objective of this research is to 

investigate the professional socialisation of school 

support professionals and to explore how the professional 

groups under investigation contribute to the educational 

processes in schools. Accordingly, our research questions 

focus on: what characterises the recruitment base for 

school support careers (K1); what professional beliefs 
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and values influence the career choices of school support 

professionals (K2); whether there are differences 

between groups of support professionals in the extent to 

which formal training promotes preparedness and 

confidence in school work (K3); what factors contribute 

to the successful integration of support staff into 

institutional teams (K4); what school functions support 

staff perform and to what extent they are substitutable in 

their work (K5); and finally, whether an internal or 

external institutional model of school support is more 

effective (K6). 

 

Methodology 

The methodological framework of the thesis was based 

on a mixed paradigm with a sequential design, in which 

qualitative and quantitative approaches were used in a 

complementary way to enable a complex, 

multidimensional exploration of the phenomena under 

study while meeting the requirements of methodological 

triangulation. When designing and carrying out the 

research, we kept in mind that each method has its own 
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perspective and interpretative limitations; therefore, the 

parallel application of different techniques not only 

allowed for the mutual confirmation of results but also 

for the exploration of deeper layers of meaning (Sántha, 

2017). In the qualitative phase, conducted between 2020 

and 2022, a total of 99 semi-structured interviews were 

carried out with 54 teachers, 21 school social workers, 13 

school psychologists, and 11 teaching assistants to 

explore the experiences, layers of meaning, and personal 

interpretations underlying professional role perceptions. 

This was facilitated by a combination of a hermeneutic 

approach and deductive and inductive coding supported 

by ATLAS.ti 7.5.7 software, which helped reduce the 

impact of researcher preconceptions on the analytical 

process. Building on the qualitative results, a quantitative 

data collection was conducted in 2022 involving 416 

professionals – 158 school social workers, 147 teaching 

assistants, and 111 school psychologists – using 

databases from the Educational Authority, national 

institutional directories, and professional community 

outreach, with participants contacted through multiple 

channels. Data processing was performed using IBM 
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SPSS Statistics 20 with descriptive and multivariate 

statistical procedures. 

Six hypotheses were formulated focusing on the 

social background of support professionals, their 

perception of their profession, the adequacy of their 

training, their institutional embeddedness, and the 

differentiation of their functions. H1a: School-based 

support professions are predominantly chosen by 

individuals with low social status, rural ties, and 

challenges arising from their own life circumstances. 

H1b: There are demographic, social, and family 

composition differences among those choosing school 

support occupations. H2a: Among school support 

professionals, the most common perception of vocation is 

grounded in post-material values and intrinsic 

motivations. H2b: Differences exist between professional 

groups in the factors influencing career choice and in the 

ideal image of work. H3: Variations occur across 

occupational groups in the extent to which formal 

education and training promote preparedness and 

confidence in school work, as well as in how work 

experience relates to the knowledge acquired during 
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education and training. H4: Professional factors, the 

preparatory role of training, and organisational, social, 

and environmental aspects influence the embedding of 

school support professionals in successful institutional 

teams. H5: The functions of support professionals are 

differentiated according to professional groups, school 

contexts, and parent communities. H6: Operating school 

support in an external model hinders the development of 

effective cooperation between school staff and parents 

and limits integration into the institutional community 

and everyday participation. 

 

Results 

The first hypothesis (H1) was confirmed. Our findings 

indicate that school support occupations were indeed 

chosen in higher proportions by individuals with lower 

social status, often with rural ties and challenges arising 

from their own life circumstances (H1a). Furthermore, 

the demographic, social, and family characteristics of 

those choosing these careers differed significantly across 

occupational groups (H1b). School psychologists were 
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typically characterised by metropolitan origins, higher 

educational attainment, and later family formation, while 

school social workers mainly came from smaller 

municipalities, often had children, and worked in more 

disadvantaged areas. Teaching assistants represented the 

most heterogeneous group in terms of social and life 

circumstances: most held secondary education 

qualifications, and many were parents of several children, 

often choosing this as a second career. Overall, school 

support occupations are linked to different social 

positions and life-cycle stages, shaping both social 

mobility and opportunities for life-situational adaptation. 

The second hypothesis (H2) was also confirmed. 

Post-material values and intrinsic motivations played a 

decisive role in career choice (H2a), but their emphasis 

and meaning differed significantly across occupational 

groups (H2b). Teaching assistants were characterised by 

an experience-centred, risk-minimising, and comfort- and 

stability-oriented job profile, in which security, 

adjustment to family life, and proximity to the workplace 

were of particular importance. For school social workers, 

a comfort-sensitive attitude was combined with 
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professional ambition, a desire for self-development, and 

a commitment to social justice, while school 

psychologists were distinguished by a strong desire for 

knowledge acquisition and professional independence, 

alongside self-development. Overall, the results suggest 

that career choices are shaped by balancing personal 

values with the opportunities presented by life 

circumstances. 

The third hypothesis (H3) was confirmed. The 

data clearly indicated that the depth and specialisation of 

formal education were key determinants in developing 

professional self-confidence, role identity, and value 

orientation. Longer and more in-depth training for school 

psychologists resulted in higher levels of professional 

confidence and clearer role interpretations, while school 

social workers occupied an intermediate position in this 

respect. For teaching assistants, gaps in training and a 

lack of clarity regarding responsibilities led to 

professional uncertainty and blurred boundaries of 

competence, indicating that professional socialisation is a 

crucial domain of identity formation alongside 

knowledge transfer. 
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The fourth hypothesis (H4) was also confirmed. 

Professional and organisational embeddedness was 

primarily influenced by professional experience, school 

type, and internal employment status. Teaching assistants 

were more closely connected to everyday school life, 

typically through horizontal networks of relationships, 

whereas school psychologists and school social workers 

were more engaged in hierarchical, formal 

collaborations. Due to their continuous presence, 

internally employed professionals were more readily 

involved in informal learning processes, which enhanced 

professional trust, increased organisational recognition, 

and contributed to the longer-term consolidation of their 

roles. 

The fifth hypothesis (H5) was partially confirmed. 

Although responsibilities were differentiated by 

professional groups, school contexts, and parent 

communities, professionals were often required to take 

over each other's responsibilities, especially when certain 

actors were absent or under-represented within the 

institution. In the short term, this ensured the continuity 

of daily operations, but in the longer term it risked 
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blurring the boundaries of competence and undermining 

professional quality. 

The sixth hypothesis (H6) was confirmed. The 

relational embeddedness of professionals employed 

under the external operating model, as well as their 

interaction with the school community, was found to be 

more limited. Teaching assistants developed daily, direct, 

and trust-based relationships with teachers and school 

management through their internal status, whereas the 

integration of school social workers and other externally 

employed professionals was more fragmented, 

characterised by weaker partner ties and a more limited 

daily presence. For school psychologists, higher 

professional prestige partly compensated for these 

disadvantages, but overall the data indicated fewer 

opportunities for cooperation. 

Three types of parents (collaborative inquirers, 

expectant wonderers, indifferent rejecters), four types of 

teachers (cooperative recipients, intolerant idealists, self-

directed individual doers, distant sceptics), and three 

models of function (situational-individual, milieu-

shaping, tripartite) emerged from the interviews. The 
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professional self-image of teaching assistants was found 

to operate on three levels: unreflective identification, 

interpretative understanding, and a self-reflexive-

performative approach. 

The novelty of this research lies in the fact that it 

is the first to comparatively examine the professional 

roles of school social workers, school psychologists, and 

teaching assistants, their embeddedness in school 

communities, and their collaboration with educational 

partners, while also developing new typologies of 

teacher, parent, and support staff attitudes. However, the 

study was limited by the cross-sectional nature of the 

data collection, the lack of sample representativeness, 

and potential biases arising from the self-selection 

mechanism. 

The results suggest that increasing the number of 

support staff, improving the regulation of the division of 

labour, and reducing teachers’ workload should be key 

policy priorities. Integrating training on inter-

professional teamwork is essential; therefore, skills in 

collaborative problem-solving, communication, and 

institutional cooperation need to be strengthened in both 
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teacher and support staff training. This would help 

systematically embed a partnership approach into school 

culture, providing long-term, effective support for 

students, teachers, and families. 
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