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helping children to succeed




Back on Track

A strategy for modernising alternative provision for young people

Response of the Nurture Group Network

Introduction

In general we find the proposals for ensuring a good standard of education for all children excluded from mainstream school positive. Children failing in school not only put their own futures at risk but become a potential cost to society, both in the short and longer terms. We agree with the need for schools to feel confident in their powers to discipline and with the need for PRUs to be well connected with mainstream schools, as both sides benefit from sharing experiences.  

We   agree with the call for early intervention and would point out that nurture groups were cited in Excellence for all Children: Meeting Special Educational Needs (DfEE 1997) as an example of successful intervention. “In Enfield, some primary schools run nurture groups for children showing early signs of emotional and behavioural difficulties…………..Many pupils are able to function wholly within a mainstream class within a year.”
Since that time well over 1000 groups have been set up throughout the United Kingdom, increasingly in secondary schools where the problem of exclusion becomes more acute.  We have trained some 5000 teachers, learning assistants and support workers at accredited training courses in the Universities of Cambridge, Leicester and London and these course are increasingly provided directly by the Network.  
The central concept of nurture group work, easily understood by teachers but not currently taught in most teacher training, is that children bring with them into school the internalised effects of their early experiences. If they have lacked reasonably consistent affection and help in managing themselves socially, they will respond badly to school, where failure will compound their problems. Adolescents who become involved in antisocial or offending behaviours commonly have a long history of failure at school. Once the source of the child’s difficulties is understood, staff are energised to change their view of themselves and of others, giving them the experiences they have missed, so that they build up the trust in staff and learn to relate well to other children. These children develop the self confidence required to make progress intellectually and emotionally and to develop the skills necessary for success in mainstream school. 

Do nurture groups work?  
A major research project was set up in 1998 after the DfEE Meeting Special Educational Needs: a programme of action announced: “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.” This Project, led by Professor Paul Cooper and financed by the DfEE and a grant of £80,000 from the Nuffield Foundation, is completed and published. It can be seen on our website: www.nurturegroups.org.  A major finding is that in schools with nurture groups, pupils with problems not serious enough to warrant a place in the group improved significantly in their behaviour, attendance and attainments. Pupils at a comparable level of difficulty in the control schools without nurture groups deteriorated on all these measures. 

 As well as this peer –reviewed research we have many evaluations carried out by local authorities: all have been highly favourable. Glasgow has continuously evaluated its provision since it first set up 4 nurture groups in 2001. As a result there are now 58 groups and more are planned for the future. 
Another development is that many local authorities are contracting to work in partnership with The Nurture Group Network. The partnership arrangement includes training staff within the authority to deliver the Network’s accredited courses and provide ongoing support to the nurture group provision. This is an important indication of the approval of local authorities to what nurture groups can achieve and leads to growth in the number of groups and in their sustainability.

Parents are supportive

As your paper stresses, it is important for parents to be supportive of plans for their child’s schooling. Nurture groups, as all the research shows, befriend parents and treat them with respect. In so doing they build up their self confidence as parents the lack of which is often for reasons in their own history and has contributed to their child’s difficulties in school.  Sure Start programmes admit that there are difficulties in reaching those parents who most need support. This is not a problem for nurture groups who have the child and so the parents in their care. As one mother wrote to her son’s former school, his “inclusion in the nurture group gave her the chance to experience a family life and restore her faith in people, as she had been shunned by neighbours and other family members when his behaviour had been out of control.” The research shows that parents frequently comment on the improvement in their family life once their child goes to school happily and succeeds.

Responding to early identification

There are suggestions in the paper as to how to respond to early identification of children likely to have continuing problems in school. This is done positively in nurture group work by the use of the Boxall Profile Handbook which has now sold over 10,000 copies. The Boxall Profile is an assessment schedule used in nurture groups and elsewhere with pupils with social, emotional and educational difficulties.  It helps teachers identify the pupil’s areas of weakness and suggest what can be done. As one teacher wrote “Confronted with a child whose anxiety-provoking behaviour seems to make no sense, the Profile is where you start. It gives you insights and suggests points of entry into the child’s world.”  It empowers teachers to help the child and the whole atmosphere of the school changes. 

Responding to early identification by the use of ASBOs as has been suggested or placing children in a special unit before they get worse seems to us a highly dangerous tactic. Parents and children really mind such labelling; it can even be the last straw for highly vulnerable families which brings about family breakdown. There is no stigma about being placed in a nurture group. In fact most schools find they have to have plans for allowing the rest of the school to spend time in the nurture group. 
Nurture Groups – Inclusion not Exclusion

We share the opinion of Councillor Carol Runciman, of York Children’s Services Committee. Quoted in ‘The Press’ under the headline “Black Marks for Sin Bins”   she says:  "I don't like the idea of dumping a child out of the classroom for a short time then dumping them back in. You have to very careful how you do it. In York we already have nurture groups which we feel are far more effective. Sometimes there are very complex issues in a child's life outside of the classroom which sometimes makes them react and not be able to cope with the structure within school.
Our nurture units are a place where children can go to calm down and take a little time out with trained professional people. Sometimes this is all that is needed. The problem with sin bins is that you are already labelling a child and they can sometimes begin to take pride in being sent to the sin bin.”

This is strong testimony to the way that nurture groups promote children’s inclusion in the powerful and influential area of engagement in education, the route to later responsible involvement in society... 

Jim Rose, Director, The Nurture Group Network.

Marion Bennathan, Life President, The Nurture Group Network.
Note: Jim Rose has a long experience in work with severely disturbed children and young people. From 1998 -2001 he was Professional Advisor to the Home Office on the placement and management of young people sentenced to custody for grave crimes. 
Marion Bennathan was Chair of the Association of Workers for Maladjusted Children (now SEBDA) for 13 years and a founder and first Director of Young Minds.
PAGE  
1

