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The relevance of nurture groups to the development of language and communication

It need hardly be said that the ability to express oneself clearly and confidently, to listen, to understand is a central part of good development. Language is important in intellectual development.  It is also essential to the growth of the child’s social and emotional competence, to be able to express strong feelings by words not deeds, to be able to understand one’s own feelings and to be able to manage them. 

It would be widely agreed that children with specific   speech difficulties should have access to specialist services as soon as possible so that the original problem is not rapidly made worse by loss of confidence and fear of failure. What is not so widely recognised is that many children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD) also have poor language development which exacerbates their difficulties and gets in the way of their making good relationships with other pupils and staff.

Nurture groups exist to help children who are at risk of serious failure in school and hence in adult life to overcome their difficulties and make progress in mainstream school. Careful attention to language is central to their work. Staff first of all teaches the child to listen, by all sorts of strategies; story telling, verbal games, and songs. They never take for granted that a child has understood. Like a good parent they listen, encourage the child to talk, gently rephrase and extend what is said.  Disagreements between pupils, whether verbally or physically expressed, will, once calm has been restored, be talked through to help the child to think of better strategies to use next time there is trouble.   Quite small children become proud, even sanctimonious, about their ability to rehearse such rules of good conduct. 

Children need nurture group placement because what they have internalised from their early experiences has not equipped them to enter school with confidence in themselves. What nurture groups do is create a secure setting where demands are tailored to the child’s stage of learning, where defences against involvement can be dropped and healthy relationships can develop. 

Selective mutism where a child speaks quite normally at home but is totally silent in school is successfully treated in nurture groups. The underlying cause is extreme anxiety in social situations, something which afflicts many children in nurture groups.  There is no focus on the child’s disability. Through emotional acceptance and the lack of pressure the child’s confidence and trust grows and after a few months the mute child is heard to be talking. 

What nurture groups demonstrate is that for optimal learning to take place all schools should provide an encouraging, emotionally supportive setting. When  all staff understand that maladaptive behaviour is not aimed at them personally but is the result of the child’s having  developed an unconfident view of adults and of themselves, energy is released for devising appropriate ways of helping  the child to progress, to express themselves confidently and to prepare to take their place in society. 
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