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Origins: Nurture Groups in Inner London

1. Nurture groups were started in 1969 by Marjorie Boxall, an educational psychologist employed by the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA) and based in Hackney. Large numbers of young children were entering primary school in Inner London with severe emotional, behavioural and social difficulties, leading to  unmanageable rates of referral for  placement in special schools or for child guidance treatment. She understood the difficulties presented by most of these children as the outcome of impoverished early nurturing. Lacking an adequate experience of being cherished and attended to, they were not able to make trusting relationships with adults or to respond appropriately to other children. They were unready to meet the social and intellectual demands of school life, a failure which was further damaging their already fragile self-confidence and self-esteem.

2. The remedy was to place them in ‘nurture groups’, classes of 10 to 12 children with a teacher and an assistant, whose brief was to engage with the children at the developmental stage they had reached and to support them in meeting learning goals step by step. As the children felt accepted and valued, their confidence grew and they began to learn. 80% of them were able to return full-time to their base class and make good progress. 

3. Nurture groups did not stigmatise the children who were kept part of their base class by registering there in the morning and returning for the last part of the afternoon. The whole school were informed of the purpose of the group and trained to give support, so that base class teachers sent the child off with the group teacher or assistant to have a good day and greeted them with interest on their return. The reputation of the groups was so high that other children wanted to join them and most schools devised schemes for allowing this, such as invitations to tea, or sharing story-time.

4. The groups spread rapidly in Inner London and elsewhere in the UK, largely by word of mouth, and quickly gained official approval. In 1978 the influential ‘Warnock’ Report (1) stated:

“Among compensatory measures which may be taken we have been impressed by the ‘nurture groups’ which have been started in a number of primary schools in London for children approaching or over the age of five who are socially and emotionally affected by severe deprivation in early childhood.” (Para 5.30).

5. By the mid-80s ILEA was taking a lead in the national move towards inclusive education, setting up a committee headed by John Fish, Chief Inspector. The headteachers of the 50 or more schools, which had nurture groups, were in no doubt that the groups were central to successful inclusion and made strong recommendations of which the committee took note. Its report Educational Opportunities For All? (2), widely acclaimed nationally, stated: 

“The concept of nurture work ….for children who have not experienced many common domestic….learning experiences, or whose stressful experiences have prevented them from profiting from them, is an important one. Much has been learned from this form of provision which could inform other special educational arrangements. Because it is based in schools, where the teachers work closely with others in the school it can help teachers of other classes gain insight and provide for children who might have special educational needs. (2.8.20.) As an approach with a clear rationale aimed at preventing many difficulties becoming special educational needs, it is to be endorsed.” (2.8.23) 

6. The Greater London Council of which ILEA was part was abolished in 1989 and Marjorie Boxall, central to the training and support of nurture group staff, retired. The new Inner London Boroughs did not include nurture groups in their special education plans. While many schools held on to their nurture groups, there was no longer an incipient national focus. 

Growth: putting nurture groups on the national agenda

7. The Association of Workers for Children with Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (AWCEBD), a long established charity whose aim is to promote good practice in work with children with emotional and behavioural difficulties, was deeply concerned by the probable effects of the 1988 Education Act on its client group. The Act, with its introduction of the National Curriculum, its emphasis on raising attainments, on assessment and publication of results, on parental choice of schools, seemed likely to make school less tolerant of troubled and troublesome children. It was a matter of urgency to get nurture groups, which the Association recognised as effective early intervention, back on the public agenda.  A publication was needed and in 1996, Effective Intervention in Primary Schools: Nurture Groups (3) by Bennathan and Boxall appeared, incorporating Boxall’s highly regarded but out of print ILEA pamphlet The Nurture Group in the Primary School (1974).  The book put nurture groups in the changed educational setting, drawing heavily on the experience of Enfield, an Outer London Borough, where nurture groups had been set up under the leadership of Eva Holmes, Principal Educational Psychologist. They were part of the LEA’s special needs policy, were set up to agreed procedures with outcomes assessed and audited annually. 

8. The publication of the book was the basis for a round of day conferences conducted by the two authors, Bennathan and Boxall, by Pam King, teacher and co-ordinator of nurture groups in Enfield, and by Jo Richards, the first nurture group teacher in Hackney. Evaluations were uniformly enthusiastic; the call was for training in nurture group work, for greater publicity and for representation to government. The AWCEBD, therefore, met with the DfEE, now DfES, in early 1997.

Growth: the relevance of nurture groups to government policy

9.  The DfES paper Excellence for all children: Meeting Special Educational Needs (1997), strongly advocated the education of pupils with special educational needs in mainstream school. The AWCEBD had drawn the government’s attention to the nurture groups’ relevance to many aspects of policy, reducing exclusions, raising academic standards increasing social inclusion by reducing truancy and improving behaviour. The Green paper recognised that the ‘one group which presents schools with special challenges (is)…children with emotional and behavioural difficulties.  The number of children perceived as falling within this group is increasing.’ (p.77). The need for early identification and intervention was stressed, and nurture groups in Enfield were cited (p.80) as the example of good practice:-

“In Enfield, some primary schools run nurture groups for children showing early signs of emotional and behavioural difficulties. These small special classes provide a structured and predictable environment in which the children can begin to trust adults and to learn. Careful consideration is given to appropriate curriculum content. The nurture groups are an integral part of Enfield schools’ mainstream provision for children with special educational needs. The LEA’s advisory staff and educational psychology service support and train the nurture group teachers and assistants.

Parents are regularly involved in discussion about their child’s progress and attend informal sessions. Pupils are encouraged to take part in school activities including assemblies and playtimes. Many pupils are able to function wholly within a mainstream class within a year.”

10. A National Advisory Group on Special Educational Needs followed (with Marion Bennathan a member of the sub-group on EBD). The consequent publication in 1998 of Meeting Special Educational Needs: A Programme of Action announced (p.44) that: a national programme will be in place to help primary schools tackle emotional and behavioural difficulties at an early stage.

Primary nurture groups – we are supporting, in partnership with the University of Cambridge and the Association of Workers for Children with Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties, a research project to promote primary age nurture groups for children who on entry to school show the effects of inadequate early learning experiences. They offer an educational programme precisely structured to the emotional, social and intellectual needs of each pupil while keeping them in close contact with their normal class."

11. In 1999 Social Inclusion: Pupil Support, was issued by the DfES in collaboration with the Social Exclusion Unit (part of the Cabinet Office and central to a wide range of cross departmental government policies), with the Home Office and with the Department of Health. The paper focused particularly on the need for regular attendance at school and high standards of behaviour; on reducing the level of unauthorised absences and exclusions. It acknowledged that some pupils are at particular risk of poor attendance or of exclusion, notably those with emotional and/or behavioural difficulties. Again attention was drawn (p.11) to the effective early intervention provided in Enfield by nurture groups:- 

Many of the children entering the school have a history of disrupted parenting and seriously under-developed social and linguistic skills that make participation in mainstream learning difficult. The small special classes provide a structured and predictable environment in which children can begin to trust adults and to learn.
Growth: the Nurture Group Network

12. With these endorsements, demands for training in nurture group work grew. To provide this and to formulate development plans the original training group was joined by several senior staff in Enfield LEA and the Nurture Group Consortium was formed as a sub-committee of the AWCEBD. In September, 1998, Ray Arnold and Eve Boyd, formerly senior members of Enfield LEA’s inspectorate, were appointed Research Associates at the University Of Cambridge School Of Education to work with Dr Paul Cooper on the Nurture Group Project announced in the Programme of Action.  With the Nurture Group Consortium the Project staff also started, in Spring 1999, a Certificate Course in nurture group work.  This was followed by similar Courses at Leicester, when Paul Cooper became Professor there, with Ray Arnold and Eve Boyd as tutors, and at the Institute of Education in London University with Sylvia Lucas as tutor. In 2003, the Network began offering Courses, accredited by Leicester University, to local authorities in their own areas. 

13. Other training continued including In-Service days, twilight sessions and workshops, so that in the year 2000 more than 1300 people attended such events. The Consortium, which expanded to include others active in nurture group work, held regular meetings, which were reported to the quarterly meetings of the Council of the AWCEBD. A training group was set up in 2000 to meet ever-expanding training needs and to ensure standards. The group sent a questionnaire to all graduates of the Cambridge Course to ask how they thought the Nurture Group movement could best develop.  This elicited a 70% response with a request for more public recognition and more access to funding, and a demand for a support and training network. To reflect this, the Nurture Group Consortium changed its name to Nurture Group Network. It recognised that to expand the work a clearer and stronger structure was needed. 

14. Changes were agreed at a meeting on February 5th, 2001. Marion Bennathan became Director, and also Co-Chair of a publicity, promotion, communication and fund-raising group; Paul Cooper became Chair of the research group and Eva Holmes Chair of the training group. Other Network members continued to serve as an advisory committee, all these positions being honorary, i.e. unpaid.  The February 5th meeting also agreed that the Network would stay part of the AWCEBD, whose Council had formally agreed the Network’s freedom of action so long as it worked within the remit of the Association. In 2004 it was decided that the Network needed a clearer identity for purposes of fundraising and public recognition. It will become a separate charity in Summer 2005, keeping friendly links with SEBDA, the new name of the AWCEBD.  

15. Priorities agreed were the setting up of a database which would gather information about the number and location of nurture groups and offer a network of support and information; the setting up a website; fundraising to employ staff , ( a part-time administrator was appointed) with an office other than the Director’s study to house them. 
16. In January 2004, a grant from the Esmée Fairbairn Trust made it possible to appoint Jim Rose as Director of the Network. An office and eventually a full-time administrator were acquired. Marion Bennathan became Chair of the Network and Acting Training Officer.  In May 2004 Marjorie Boxall became Life President. Sadly she died in September that year. 

17. In 2005 a grant was received from the Big Lottery which together with income from training courses enabled the Network to appoint Martin Haskayne as Training Officer and to strengthen administrative support.  
18. Through 2006 the Network continued to grow apace and amongst the achievements for the year were; the redesign of the newsletter to a termly magazine, ‘Nurture’; the piloting and launch of the Marjorie Boxall Quality Mark Award; the continuing upgrading of the website;

During the course of the year the Network was grateful to receive a substantial legacy from the estate of the late Marjorie Boxall. This will contribute enormously to the continuing development and growth of the Network’s activities in the coming years. 

19. Into 2007 - A further grant from the Esmée Fairnbairn Foundation has ensured the continuing employment of the Director for a further 2 years and plans are now in place for the appointment of further staff to support the continuing growth of the Network; this will include the expansion of our training and conference programmes as well as increasing our ability to support nurture groups in schools around the country.  
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