Nurture Groups – It’s the stories that matter

‘Would you like some toast, Peter’? ‘Yes please, Kelly.’ ‘Thank you’. 

 ‘Did you go shopping with mummy yesterday, Jason?’ ‘No, she couldn’t go.’ ‘That was a shame, Jason, how did you feel about that? ‘Sad.’ ‘What can we do to make Jason feel better? ‘Perhaps his mummy will take him tomorrow?’ ‘That’s a good idea, Kelly, well done.’ What day is it tomorrow?’ ‘Wednesday.’ ‘That’s right, well done, Peter’.

The daily ritual of breakfast is acted out in hundreds of nurture groups across the United Kingdom every school day. The two adults, usually a teacher and a learning support assistant who run the group use the opportunity of eating together to practise good social behaviours but more importantly to encourage the children to talk, to listen to others and to experience a sense of being valued and ‘thought about’ by significant adult figures. The same adults and the same group of children work together through the most part of a school day in a homely environment specifically furnished and designed to promote a sense of security and safety for children whose wider experience is likely to be chaotic and disturbing. 

Repeated and consistent daily routines, using language to learn to express feelings rather than acting them out, use of names and eye contact, reminders about saying please and thank you not just to observe social niceties but to encourage interaction to promote sharing and taking turns, are each integral parts of the nurture group experience. The enormous therapeutic and educational value of ordinary experiences in a containing and safe environment is right at the heart of nurture group work. 

What are nurture groups? 

In their classic form nurture groups are classes of 10 or so children set up in primary schools with their own room, preferably in a central part of the school. The group is an integral part of the school’s provision, understood and supported by all the staff. Training for nurture group staff emphasises the importance of valuing the child as s/he is and responding to them at whatever developmental stage they might have reached; whether they need comfort and physical contact like a baby, control like a two‑year old in a tantrum or repeated explanations like a three‑year old at the ‘Why?’ stage. 

The children register with their ‘base’ class, are collected by group staff, spend most of the day in the group room, keeping in contact with the rest of the school by joining them for midday lunch and at playtime and returning to their base class for the last part of the day. It is recommended that nurture group staff should have one afternoon session for recording and planning, for training or for meetings with parents. On average children will spend up to four terms in the nurture group before re-joining their mainstream class.  

In many schools there are variations on the above, usually in terms of the length of time spent in the group each day or more involvement with their mainstream class in certain subject areas, but nurture groups always work to the core principles encapsulated in the above description, i.e.   

· Children’s learning is understood developmentally

· The classroom offers a safe base

· Nurture is essential for the development of self-esteem

· Language is a vital means of communication – more than a ‘tool’ it is a vehicle for expressing feelings and emotions                      

· All behaviour is communication

· Transitions are important in children’s lives

The beginning of nurture groups 

The late Marjorie Boxall, an educational psychologist employed by the Inner London Education Authority and based in Hackney, started nurture groups in 1969. She understood the difficulties of the most worrying children coming into the primary schools 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 that was further damaging their already fragile self-confidence and self-esteem. It was Marjorie’s creative vision and persistence that lead to the development of the nurture group model and its now extensive application in pre-school provision, primary schools and even into the secondary stage as a way of meeting the needs of vulnerable children.

Assessment and Evaluation

The focus of nurture group work is always on the individual and particular needs of each child in the group. Assessment for entry to the group focuses around use of the Boxall Profile. To carry out the Profile teachers score two checklists, the first of which reveals how the child has gone through the early learning processes and hence how well or badly s/he has organised experiences and internalised controls. The second identifies behaviours that inhibit or interfere with satisfactory involvement in school and suggests the origins of this behaviour. Completing the Profile shows the child’s areas of strength and deficits and helps in the construction of individual educational plans. It also develops teachers’ confidence and skills in responding to behaviour that they have previously found threatening and incomprehensible. 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.”  Originally designed for use at KS 1 and 2, the Boxall Profile is now found valuable by many KS3 staff and has been refined and updated over the years. 

The nurture group model is firmly underpinned by ideas and thinking about the early developmental needs of children. The main research programme lead by Professor Paul Cooper at the University of Leicester shows the powerful impact that nurture group provision can have not only on the individual children in the group but also on the whole school community including parents. (1)
The meaning of the stories

However, it is impossible to understand the meaning and importance of nurture groups without understanding the significance of the narratives about the lives of the children in the groups and the stories they tell to the adults in whom they begin to put their trust. 

‘When Robert entered school aged 4, he hit the other children, grabbed their toys and destroyed their work. He had no measurable attainments and poor control over his movements. He never seemed to listen so never did anything his teacher asked. It soon became clear that he was a very angry child defending himself as best he could.

Robert was the older child of a young lone mother who had a serious alcohol problem. The family was living in extreme poverty with the continuous possibility of the children being taken into care. The mother was affectionate to her younger child, although she kept her strapped in the pushchair much of the time. She found Robert difficult to manage and described him to the teachers as an ‘absolute horror.’  He was quickly placed in the nurture group where the staff focused on helping him to concentrate, to co-operate better with other children and to develop his motor skills.

After less than a year all his skills were up to par; he was obviously a child who could learn quickly. He has learnt to trust the adults in the group, to work with other children and to take pride in his progress. He was ready to return full-time to his normal class. His mother, who had been afraid that the school would reject him, was delighted with the change in him and was also beginning to get her own life back under control.’

Effective early intervention 

Effective early intervention is increasingly recognized as having longer-term benefits to children. Nurture groups help children to re-establish good relationships with adults and begin to see school as a place to experience success. On becoming more secure emotionally children find that their capacity for cognitive learning also increases and they begin to make progress with normal school tasks. 

Time spent in the nurture group supports and enhances those factors in children that increase resilience. Through being located in schools nurture groups have a unique opportunity to influence the lives of vulnerable children and parents with benefits extending into later years. 

For example, it is widely recognised that regular school attendance and positive friendships are important protective factors against involvement in delinquent behaviour through negative peer group influences that become such a powerful force in early adolescence. 

Similarly, the presence of significant and consistent adult figures and support in increasing a child’s capacity to think about others or to make and keep friends are potent factors in reducing the likelihood of later mental health problems for those children whose earlier experiences of being looked after may have been less than adequate.

The death of Marjorie Boxall in September 2004 was a mile-stone for the nurture group movement but her legacy is seen every day in the small steps of progress made by very needy children in the care of the skilled and dedicated adults who lead nurture groups, never mind the inestimable longer term value of what nurture groups may achieve.  

Jim Rose 

Director, The Nurture Group Network.   
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