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helping children to succeed




Children and young people are still failing in unacceptable numbers either by poor school attendance or by behaving in such a way that that they become excluded from mainstream school. Publishing her annual report on 17 October 2007, Christine Gilbert, head of Ofsted said that 200,000 young people aged 16 to 18 have virtually no hope of getting a foot in the door to the world of work after leaving school with no qualifications. The barren prospects facing these young people were “alarming and unacceptable”. (Times. 18 October 2007 p. 30)

Nurture groups have been helping children at risk of failure in mainstream school since they began in Hackney in 1970. There is now extensive, peer-reviewed research to show this. The academic and social progress  that the children achieve in the nurture groups is often astonishingly  rapid and after somewhat less than a year on average 80% of the children return full time to their base class with which they have always kept contact. For the 20% for whom the group is not enough a much clearer picture of the child’s special needs emerges, which enables the transition to an appropriate placement to be planned without the precipitate exclusion from school with its damaging effect on child and family. 
There are now over 1000 groups all over the UK, often in areas of the greatest social deprivation. By raising attainments and attendance, by supporting families, they achieve the outcomes required for all children as set out in Every Child Matters. 

Nurture Groups had their origins in the high levels of educational stress and failure in the 1960/70s in Inner London. They were the creation of Marjorie Boxall (1923 – 2004), an educational psychologist working in Hackney, where there was widespread concern over the number of children seen as unsuitable for mainstream education and put forward for special schooling. She realised that educationists were assuming an inborn deficit in the child, whereas she, working in child guidance, saw such symptoms as the result of impoverished early rearing in families who were unable to offer consistent, affectionate care and appropriate pre-school experiences. Poverty, poor housing, mental or physical parental illness, domestic violence, criminality and   unregulated child care all make good child rearing extremely difficult.  

“Satisfactory emotional, social and cognitive development in the earliest years”, she wrote, “is the product of adequate and attentive early nurturing care…the learning process centres on attachment and trust and has its foundations in the close identification of parents and child, and the …participation in shared experiences that stem from this”. 
When this experience is lacking, the child enters school without the social skills, the feelings of self worth, the ability to listen, to attend or to share that life at school requires. Failure quickly follows as the bewilderment of teachers, whose best efforts get no response, the distress of parents who feel disgraced, are added to the child’s experience and confirm the perception that school is not a happy place.

Nurture groups provide a small, emotionally secure setting in a specially furnished classroom for up to 12 children where two staff, modelling a supportive relationship, make the child feel accepted and valued and teach in a way and at a level that the child can accept. In short, the child can go through the learning experiences they have missed. Being able to build trusting relationships with reliable and consistent adults and with their peer group establishes a foundation for healthy emotional development,   enhancing their self- confidence and their ability to take responsibility for their own behaviour, which increases chances of educational success. 

Careful assessments are carried out of the child’s cognitive and emotional needs and strategies devised to meet them. Relationships in the group are managed positively, so for example when quarrels develop, the children are calmed down and then helped to think how they can handle provocation better in future.  The move back full time to their base class is made easier by the fact that all the school staff support the nurture group, understanding its aims and in fact beginning to adapt its strategies. This support ensures that there is no stigma attached to being in the group; in fact the problems often is to keep the other children out! 

Families: Although parents and carers might be expected to be offended at the suggestion that their child needs nurturing, in fact the opposite is the case. They have commonly already been extremely distressed, knowing only too well that their child is failing. When they are welcomed into school, made partners in the child’s progress, they grow in parental self esteem. 

The Nurture Group Network is a national registered charity providing support to nurture group practitioners through the organisation and delivery of training programmes, publications, web based information, a quality assurance programme and research. 

The Network has its origins in the 1996 publication of Effective Intervention in Primary Schools: Nurture Groups by Bennathan and Boxall, which aroused widespread interest in teachers and made an impact on the then DfEE. 

Nurture groups were recommended as effective early intervention in the  DfEE’s 1997 Excellence for All Children: Meeting Special Educational Needs; in 1998  Meeting Special Educational Needs: A Programme of Action, which also announced support for what became the University of Leicester national research study on nurture groups, and in the 1999 Social Inclusion: Pupil Support.
The Network has established accredited training courses in partnership with the Universities of Cambridge and Leicester, and at London University’s Institute of Education. It still works closely with these institutions but in addition now has its own training staff who run highly successful accredited courses, many of them for local authorities who have made nurture groups a central part of their special needs provision. Over 3,500 staff, teachers, learning support assistants and other educationists have benefited from Network training over recent years. 
The Network has over 300 school members, many of which represent other groups in their authority and 250 individual members, working in or supporting nurture groups. Through the Network, groups have now been set up in Canada and are beginning in New Zealand. There has been interest in Washington DC where inner city deprivation is a great concern.  The groups are also spreading through the age range in the UK; there is growing interest in secondary schools where the failure of some pupils to engage predicts serious educational failure with all its consequences. 
The evidence of the effectiveness of nurture groups:
There are many evaluations of nurture groups, often initiated by local authorities looking to validate funding. They uniformly record significant progress in attendance, attainments, behaviour and self confidence.  Also parental satisfaction and improvements in the relationships in the home are commonly found along with a high level of approval by all the school staff. Likewise Ofsted and Estyn inspection reports have invariably been positive.

The National Research Study, lead by Professor Paul Cooper of the University of Leicester, was designed to measure the effectiveness of nurture groups. Its results,  published in ‘Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties’ (Vol.12 Number 3 September 2007)   show that nurture groups are extremely successful, not only in sustaining children in mainstream classes but also in making a powerful and positive impact on other children and teachers in the school. As well as improvements in the behaviour, attainments and attendance rates for children in the nurture groups, other children in the school with less serious SEBD make measurable improvements. This contrasts with measurable deterioration in children with comparable difficulties in the schools which provided control groups. This is clear proof of a whole school effect of nurture groups. 

Nurture groups in Glasgow were established as a response to meeting the needs of children proving impossible to help even with the many support services available. Five groups were set up in 2001 after staff trained with the Network. Step by step the work of the groups was evaluated positively until today the authority has 58 and more are planned. An evaluation carried out to a high academic level with control groups in non-nurture group schools, was carried out recently and is attached. The results are highly positive and Glasgow is now planning to extend its nurture group provision downwards to nursery school and up wards to secondary schools.  Considerable attention is given to progress in school but also to parents’ views:  “A head teacher reported contact from a parent of a boy, who was supported by a school involved in piloting the Nurture Group approach 5 years ago.   Despite the fact that this school has now closed, the parent wanted to make contact to say how well her son was doing.   She stated that X’s 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 X’s behaviour had been out of control.”

Increasing theoretical support: Since nurture groups started much has happened to validate Boxall’s central thesis. The importance of  John Bowlby’s attachment  theory, which shows that the quality of  early experiences are central to a child’s development and shape their perception of his/her self and others thereby influencing behaviour profoundly,  is now recognised throughout the Western world.  These findings are confirmed by the rapidly developing techniques of neuroscience, which can measure what is happening in the developing brain and scan the damage occurring when children have been neglected or abused. It is also recognised that good therapy, which is what nurture groups provide, can begin to reverse such damage.  Reactive Attachment Disorder has been recognised as a disorder in the 1993 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Psychiatric Disorders of the American Psychiatric Association which highlights the relevance of nurture groups to future mental health. It also argues for the earliest possible intervention. 

To conclude:  letters sent to The Nurture Group Network by three 13 year old boys in a nurture group. 

‘Before I came into nurture, I was always in trouble. Sir and Miss have taught me to control my anger. If it was not for Mr W and Mrs S I would still be in trouble. They say you taught them how to be good to children so THANK YOU.’ 

‘Before I joined nurture I had no real friends and nobody knew me for what I am now. I had a past where I was beaten up every day in my primary and secondary schools. When I moved here I was teased, bullied, pushed about and had low self esteem. I used to walk the corridors alone and acted the class fool to try and get people to like me. Then I joined nurture.  Nurture has been the best highlight of my life. I have learned lots of new and interesting stuff and I no longer care for bullies. You couldn’t even imagine what you have done for me. Nurture has rebuilt my life. ‘


‘A year ago before I came to nurture it wasn’t very pleasant being me because I felt unwanted and abandoned. My behaviour was provoking my Mum but I did not realise it until now. Nurture is for me one of the most memorable things I have done and since I have been here I have learnt to find myself.  I found out what I could do, Wishing you well.’ 

Jim Rose, Director, The Nurture Group Network 
Marion Bennathan, Life President, Nurture Group Network
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