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RESPONSE OF THE NURTURE GROUP NETWORK
“To be honest, if I had known what a group like this could achieve, I would have paid for the support myself. It has just made all the difference.” (parent of a Key Stage 2 child) 
· Nurture groups have been effective in helping the most vulnerable of our children to flourish in mainstream school for over 30 years. 

· They improve attendance and attainments: build up confidence and self-esteem. 

· They support parents who see their children valued and become real partners in education.  

· They empower staff as they see the progress the children are making. 

· They promote inclusion, making mainstream school a place where all children can flourish. 

· They break the link between a poor start in life and later youth offending. 

· They teach children how to make good relationships with adults and with each other and so contribute to good mental health in the future. 

Nurture Groups have a valuable contribution to make to children’s education. The Nurture Group Network therefore welcomes the opportunity to make them even more widely known through the Primary Review. 

What is the Nurture Group Network (NGN)?
· NGN is a non-profit making organisation with charitable status which exists to promote, support and assure the quality of nurture groups in schools across the UK and beyond. It seeks to   achieve its aims  by its training programme, its support to NG practitioners through regional and national meetings, its website www.nuturegroups.org , and a termly magazine for members.
·  The growth of the Network  from an ad hoc committee  attached to SEBDA (Social, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties Association), previously the Association of Workers for Maladjusted Children  developed is detailed in A Brief History,  Annex X . This lists its history,  the commendations received in DFES policy papers since 1997, the funding which has allowed it to develop as a separate organisation with an effective management responsible to an elected Executive Committee. 
· The training programme, recently praised by ???????? is of central importance. It began with the setting up in 1999 of an accredited 4 day training course in the University of Cambridge in collaboration with the NGN training committee, with Paul Cooper as tutor.  Similar Courses were set up in Leicester and London Universities, all well subscribed and highly evaluated. A grant from the Esmee Fairbairn Foundation allowed the Network to appoint t a National Training Officer which has led to a great expansion of accredited Courses and provides a substantial income to allow the Network to expand its activities. By the end of 2006 over 3000 people had been trained on the four day university training courses. 
· An important development is the  setting up under strict selection and monitoring criteria of teams of trainers for Local Authorities who use the training material developed by the NGN. This provides local support to practitioners; it also demonstrates and fosters commitment from the authority which gives some guarantee of continued funding. 
· Research is central to NGN practice.  The DFES  announced in 1998 in Meeting Special Educational Needs: A Programme  of Action  their support and some funding for a project to research and promote nurture groups. This became the Leicester Research Project when Paul Cooper became Professor of Education in Leicester University. The first part of its highly positive findings is attached in Annex X
All 4-day Courses teach students how to assess pupils, how to measure their progress and how to audit outcomes. Many LAs require annual evaluations so that there is by now a great body of knowledge about results, reported briefly in the NGN Newsletters.  A recent example,  typical  of many evaluations, is currently available on the DfES Behaviour Improvement Programme website where a BIP funded nurture group project has produced an evaluation report on the first cohort nurture group pupils. BRIAN HOW ABOUT PUTTING THIS BELOW IN A BOX? 
· Effective and appropriate support is now available to children, which has impacted on their social, emotional and behavioural development within the Nurture Group and within the wider Key Stage 1 setting;

· There is clear evidence from the Boxall Profiles of significant gains in terms of social and emotional development for the first cohort;

· Observation suggest that the first cohort are able to transfer skills learned to mainstream classrooms and other settings;

· Class teachers were better able to spread their attention more equitably with less challenging behaviour – calmer classes;

· Reduced stress for class teachers and learning support practitioners;

· Clear gains in self-esteem for the first cohort:

· Headteachers and staff feel ‘good’ because the nurture group has enabled them to provide proactive and effective early intervention;

· The provision has also enabled staff and parents to develop closer links and become more effective partners in the children’s learning;

· Parents appreciate the extra attention their children are receiving.

Importantly the views of the children in the nurture groups were also sought and their responses included:

· “I feel more confident and happy”

· “I have made more friends”

· “I enjoy learning more”

· “I can wait my turn to play games”

· “I enjoy doing ‘Sometimes I feel …’ “.
· Research in Glasgow
        The progress of nurture groups in Glasgow has been phenomenal so in spite of its being outside the remit of the Primary Review we record it  to show what can be achieved when the whole  LA, including elected members, become convinced of the  
effectiveness of nurture groups. 
The interest in nurture groups was sparked off 6 years ago by a 5 year old boy whose severe behaviour problems were defeating all the school could offer.  
After contact with the NGN and with some preliminary training, nurture groups were set up in 2001 in 5 schools in Central Glasgow. Following positive feedback, in 2002  nurture groups were set up in 12 more schools, with all staff attending NGN accredited Courses. The groups were then suspended as planned while evaluation was carried out by the Education Psychology Service. (This caused a public uproar with banner headlines in the Glasgow Herald rather unfairly reporting the deprivation of this valuable resource, which it said had impressed parents, teachers and their unions). The evaluation compared the progress of the NG children with control groups in 2 schools without NGs.  The results were so overwhelmingly positive on all counts that 29 groups were put in place by August 2004. 
In September (BRIAN MIGHT HAVE BEEN OCTOBER It’s in the book) 2004, the NGN organised a conference in Stirling which drew on Glasgow’s experience of nurture groups, including the 2003 research. It  was opened by Stephen Purcell, now  Leader of Glasgow City Council, who said: The nurture concept has been proven in Glasgow to play a significant role not only in developing the individual child who is struggling in one way or another in the mainstream class, often disrupting the education of others  in the class at a crucial time in their development. Importantly, the groups have also been shown to support families and to give them the confidence to develop their role in their child’s education, often in the most challenging circumstances. I have no doubt from speaking with parents, often lone parents, of the value that the nurture group experience can contribute to home life. It is important that educators see the nurturing approach as a tool both for developing the individual child and for supporting families.  Ref..Supporting Parents, Supporting Education: What Nurture Groups Achieve p.4. Ed. Marion Bennathan Pub.2005  The Nurture Group Network

The 29 groups  set up in 2004 across the city were evaluated in a sophisticated study  with extensive control groups. The resulting  Report to the City Council  is given in full in Annex IV.  To quote:-

“ (The children in the NGs) improved significantly, in comparison to their peers in the matched control schools, in the areas of:

· improved behaviour;

· improvements in their social and emotional wellbeing;

· improved academic attainment, particularly in basic literacy skills.

……. teachers, support staff, parents and pupils all report that the Nurture Group approach makes a significant difference both in the school and wider setting.   

· a parent reporting their child had been “transformed”

· a parent describing their child, before being supported by the Nurture Group as “shy”, uptight and dependent”, whereas following a short input described their child as “humorous, smart and mature”

· 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.”

* * * * * * * * * * * * * *** * * ** * * * * * * * * * *
How nurture groups began

Marjorie Boxall (1923 – 2004)  was an educational psychologist (EP)  in Hackney, then part of the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA).  Trained and working in  multi- professional settings, she started work in Hackney in 1959.  After a decade, working traditionally, accepting referrals from school for advice on children in difficulties and ever increasingly  for placement in special schools as ‘maladjusted’ or ‘educationally sub-normal’, she saw the great distress among children, school staff and  parents as so many children were failing and felt that schools had to change

Two factors are relevant. First, behavioural difficulties, psychiatric disorder and reading retardation in Inner London primary schools  was known to  be twice as high as in the Isle ot Wight. REF (Rutter et al., 1970).  In addition, Hackney, had  the highest number  in the UK  of immigrant families  from Jamaica. Many of them  faced extremely harsh social conditions; loss of extended family support; loss of safe play space; poor housing conditions; the necessity for mothers to work long hours, and a serious lack of good child-care facilities. Some of the  children came into school showing the effects of this stress. This is shown dramatically In Black in White (1995), by Jean Harris-Hendriks, an English child psychiatrist, and John Figueroa, an Afro-Carribean academic:-
In the late 1960s a phrase, ‘West Indian autism’ had brief currency. It was racist, since it attributed to a particular culture a problem common to all children who are under-stimulated; that they are expressionless, unresponsive even when attempts are made to stimulate them, delayed in speech and motor skills and may end up stimulating themselves by repetitive behaviours such as rocking.

In the early seventies many Inner London schools started ‘nurture groups’. These were invaluable and deceptively simple arrangements whereby young children who for whatever reason, and irrespective of their nationality or skin colour, were unprepared to cope with pre-school and primary school, were lovingly and systematically taught the skills to care for themselves, the language to communicate with other children and enabled to play. The results were invaluable to the children, their teachers and their parents. Ben/Box p.15.
(Boxall saw the needs of many of the Jamaican children as the direct result of the harsh conditions under which many of them lived and that, having often had good early attachment experiences, they responded quickly to the help given in nurture groups.  This was a transient problem; the proportion of children from ethnic minorities is now no greater than that of other groups.) 
The second factor was the changes in teaching style and classroom organisation largely brought about by the Plowden Report (1967).  Seen as an enlightened and exciting movement, stimulating children’s creativity, releasing them from stultifying reliance on rote learning,  it has since been much criticised. Baroness Warnock, for example, describes it as:  a Rousseauesque theory of education, according to which children must be given an environment in which, like plants, they could flourish naturally; they must not so much be taught as allowed to learn, and learning was best accomplished  through discovery of the world (including the worlds of literature and numbers) by the child himself. Child-centred education sounded good but it was disastrous for all but the most outstandingly intelligent children. (Warnock,M. (2000)  People and Places, A Memoir. Duckworth, London.)
 Practically, classrooms changed dramatically. Instead of the children  sitting in rows facing the teacher the they sat round tables, expected to co-operate creatively,  the teacher moving from group to group to encourage and   stimulate. 

What Plowden, along with many others in education, did not recognise was that this form of teaching takes for  granted that children come into school with self management skills adequate to the learning task. As the Headteacher of the first school in Hackney to have a nurture group told  a researcher (REF) about the new methods: People do not understand how much learning has to take place before children are ready to settle in school. My (junior) school  was on the first and second floors,  with an infant and nursery school at  ground level. I used to gaze in sorrow at the large shed in their playground through whose big windows could be seen any number of large, wheeled toys; the sort that our children from high-rise flats  with no safe play place had never had. I finally plucked up courage to ask the fierce, elderly Headteacher why the children were not  allowed to play with the toys. She told me angrily that her children did not know how to share, and until they did the toys would remain locked up.

The old hands could just about manage (the new system imposed by ILEA Inspectors): they largely kept to the structure that they knew worked, hastily doing some re-arranging when the inspectors were expected. Young staff fresh from training  were often in despair. “I was told in college that if I stimulated him he would learn; but the more I stimulate him the worse he gets.”
The core of nurture group thinking

Boxall saw that educationists were working in ignorance of  what the child brought into school from their early experiences, already well accepted in child psychology as the basis of much later development.  What others tended to see as  innate  ‘maladjustment ’ or ‘educationally subnormality’, she saw as the result of children   being frightened, feeling  overwhelmed, and reacting  with  challenging behaviour, or withdrawing, not responding to their teachers’ best efforts because they had come into school unprepared to meet the demands of classroom life. To quote Boxall’s  credo: 

Satisfactory emotional, social and cognitive development in the earliest years is the product of adequate and attentive early nurturing care. It is a many-stranded, intermeshing, forward-moving, unitary learning process that centres on attachment and trust and has its foundations in the close identification of parent and child, and the interaction and participation in shared experiences that stem from this. 

It is the first stage of a developmental process through which the child builds up adequate concepts and skills, learns to interact and share with others and feel concern for them. Through this process he becomes increasingly self-supporting and self-directing and able to profit from the learning experiences offered at school.

 But the child who has not experienced satisfactorily this early nurture-based stage of learning will not be able to engage with normal, age-appropriate school provision and will fail if the loss is not quickly made good. The task of the nurture group is to give the child the opportunity to go through these missed early experiences by creating a setting conducive to early developmental learning. Understanding the determinants of this process is of primary importance: the content then follows. (Bennathan, Boxall,. op.cit.  p22)

Offering experiences appropriate to  each child

Teachers  and teaching assistants had no difficulty in understanding the determinants of this process. Once they started thinking in  terms of the nurturing process, they saw the hurt, the confusion, the incomprehension of what was being offered in school  that lay behind much of the unacceptable behaviour and failure to learn.  They understood   what children who had been inadequately cared for in their earliest  years needed  to make good their developmental delay and  were  enthusiastic in helping to set up the first nurture groups to provide the necessary experiences With much staff involvement the Boxall nurture group was developed.

 Boxall nurture group

1They are  classes of  between eight and twelve children, usually in a mainstream primary school, supported by the whole staff group and by parents. Nurture groups  always  have two members of staff. The children spend a substantial part of each week in the group but remain part of their mainstream class,  joining the other children daily for planned activities.

2 The adults’ role is to establish trust,  to  help children   to relate to adults and to other children.  Staff engage with  the children at the stage they have reached, offering unconditional  acceptance while teaching better ways of coping. The  National Curriculum is taught by offering work  appropriate and meaningful to the individual, taking into account  both their  emotional   and intellectual  development. The group teacher works closely with the base class teacher so that demands made on the child are consistent.

3.There is great emphasis  on language, being sure the child has understood.  Staff learn to listen more and talk less. They also make sure that when they talk the child understands; nothing is taken for granted; everything is explained. They also help children to play, a skill which has to be learnt. 
4.The relationship between the group adults is explicitly supportive and caring, providing  a role model which the children observe with interest and begin to copy.

5. Food, the most fundamental expression of care, is shared at ‘breakfast’ with much opportunity for social learning, helping children to attend to the needs of others. 

6. In short, group staff create  a setting where children relax and feel valued, perhaps for the first time in their lives, where they  are  encouraged to understand their  feelings, to learn to express them, which they will only do as they become confident that they will not be rejected or criticized.  This is the prelude to learning to manage themselves better, to value themselves, to be able to accept the need to change, to wait, to listen, to care for others. As this happens children grow in self esteem, self-confidence, in the ability to relate well to other pupils and to adults and eventually to return to their base class with which they have always kept daily contact.

The Boxall Profile

This is a schedule developed by Boxall with nurture group staff, a response to the need expressed to have a consistent way of assessing children’s stage of development  and monitoring their progress.and statistically prepared by ILEA’s Research and Development Group. It  provides a framework for the structured observation of children in the classroom and importantly,  it helps staff to understand what lies behind the child’s problem in learning. First used in 1984, it has two sections, the first, Developmental Strands, has 34 items  which describe  different aspects of the developmental process of the pre-school years; satisfactory completion of  which is essential if children are to make good use of their educational opportunities.  The second section, the Diagnostic Profile, has 34 items describing behaviours that inhibit or interfere with the child’s satisfactory involvement in school.  With the insight that this develops about what lies behind unsatisfactory behaviour or learning, teachers become much more confident and  accepting of the child,  are able to pinpoint areas of vulnerability and to plan  focused intervention.  
The spread of nurture groups

ILEA funded  nurture groups, but they were not made part of official policy, spreading from school to school almost by word of mouth. By the late 1970s there were over 50 groups in Inner  London. At a meeting of Headteachers of schools with nurture groups, remarkable tribute was paid to their  effect. One after another reported ‘great benefits  to the children and great improvements in the confidence and morale of all the staff as their nurture group became established.  The number of teachers changing jobs, either to go to other schools or to leave teaching altogether, dropped significantly, as did the number of teachers taking sedatives to relieve work-related stress. The supportive ‘whole-school approach’, now so widely recommended, was achieved. (Bennathan,Boxall op.cit. p.13).
This same group, responding to ILEA’s initiative on inclusive (then called integrated) education made it clear that nurture groups were essential for its success. The policy paper Educational Opportunities For All? (ILEA, 1985) as a result wrote:   

The concept of nurture work as normal pre-nursery learning for children who have not experienced many common domestic or material 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, when 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. As an approach with a clear rationale aimed at preventing many difficulties becoming special educational needs, it is to be endorsed.  (2.8.20.)

The end of ILEA: threat to nurture groups
In the normal course of things, ILEA  being a leading education authority, other authorities would certainly have taken its policy as a basis for discussion and nurture groups might have been widely adopted as an aid to inclusion. But by the late 1980s it was known that ILEA would cease to exist with the ending of the Greater London Council, which happened finally in 1990.  Boxall then retired and  although her vision and her teaching had inspired a great personal following,  there was no obvious successor and no organisation to keep nurture groups going, and none of the Inner London Boroughs formerly part of ILEA and now responsible for educational provision, made nurture groups part of their policy.  There was also very little written material apart from an excellent pamphlet by Boxall: The Nurture Group in the Primary School  published by ILEA in 1976 and therefore out of print. Nurture groups were in danger of ceasing to exist.

Social, emotional and behavioural difficulties and nurture groups

SEBDA  is the current name of the long established Association of Workers for Maladjusted Children. which began as a group for staff of special, mainly residential, schools for maladjusted pupils.  With policy changes it  recognised that mainstream schools needed its support. Inclusion beginning with the Warnock Report was becoming a reality with the 1988 Education Reform Act, an act which with publication of SATs, of the reports of what was seen as a new and draconian system of inspection, paradoxically seemed likely to make its group of children ever more unwelcome in mainstream school. 
Thinking about children who were “maladjusted” has a long history, much of it ignoring the role schools could play in promoting  children’s good  emotional, social  and intellectual development.  Rutter  in Fifteen Thousand Hours: Secondary Schools and Their Effect on Children.( Rutter M. et al 1979.  Pub. Open Books)  drew attention to this as did Lord Elton in his 1989 Report  Discipline in Schools,  who wrote of the need for a positive ‘whole school ‘ approach.  In 1994, the Department for Education issued The Education of Children with Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties, REF (to whose preparation Sebda contributed considerably). This is an important paper which has continued to be the basis for much government policy. It makes quite clear  the responsibility on schools to be positive. ‘Schools vary widely in  the extent to which they successfully help children to overcome their difficulties and the extent to which they either create, minimise or exacerbate the levels of disruption and distress.’ (para 7. p.8)
Sebda thought that if their group of children were not to be marginalized,  action was urgently needed to support schools in their better understanding  and management of such pupils. They knew about  the effectiveness of nurture groups, partly  through their Chair, Marion Bennathan, who had trained as an EP with Boxall, as a close friend had closely  followed the success of nurture groups, lecturing on them widely at  child guidance and  other conferences.  It was decided that the relevance  of nurture groups needed to be widely known.  A  publication  was necessary putting nurture groups in the current educational context . Effective Intervention in Primary Schools: Nurture Groups  (Ref)   appeared in 1996  with a preface by  Baroness Warnock. She had praised nurture groups in her famous Report. 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. ((DES, 1978, 5.30).
The book included Boxall’s 1976 pamphlet as its second chapter and  drew heavily on material from the Outer London Borough of  Enfield  where the Principal Educational Psychologist, Eva Holmes, had  made nurture groups  part of LEA official Special Educational Needs policy, setting  up procedures and criteria which are still in use today. 

Outcomes and costs 

Particularly valuable was Enfield’s  regular  monitoring of outcomes and costs. Outcomes in child development are notoriously difficult to measure because of obvious limitations on what can be done to children in the name of science.  But the chance to evaluate the effect of nurture groups occurred when two proposed groups, with 24 children  identified  and carefully assessed for placement, had to be cancelled because of sudden financial cuts. 20 of the children were able to be followed up, providing a control group against which to measure the progress  of  308  of the children placed in groups in Enfield since their inception in 1984. This showed  that  the  proportion of children in the control group requiring formal assessment  and special provision was 3 times greater than in those children placed in groups. The proportion of children requiring special EBD school provision was almost 7 times greater. (It is of interest that the number of children both in Enfield and  in ILEA able to be re-integrated fully into their mainstream class was found  to be above 80%.)   As to costs in 1996, the  average cost of a child’s placement in a nurture group, which lasted on average for just less than a year  was £2,845. This compared with £12,000 for  support from the authority’s peripatetic service, lasting on average for 4 years.  The cost of residential school placement was reported to be between £20,000 and £60,000. (The Audit Commission  this month draws attention to the  very high cost of special educational placement).. The Enfield report also pointed out a further saving in that statements of special educational need, variously estimated to cost  between £2,000 and £4,000, were not required so long as the LEA’s procedures were followed. This also had  the additional advantage of cutting out the  delay in appropriate  support caused by waiting for a statement,  frequently six months or more.

The publication of the book saw the launch of a  national campaign. Day conferences were held up and down  the UK with Boxall and Bennathan taking the lead. Audiences had no difficulty in  understanding the conceptual framework of nurture groups; they recognised the description of under-nurtured children, and there were many requests for further training. They also  asked why this thinking was not part of teacher training and said that  the government should immediately be persuaded to support nurture groups. SEBDA put this advice into effect by presenting the Enfield evidence on outcomes and costs to the Education Minister in the final weeks of the Conservative administration. A  delegation was invited to visit the DFES. This  resulted in Labour’s first policy paper Excellence for All Children: Meeting Special Educational Needs  (1997) which  strongly advocating  the education of pupils with special educational needs in mainstream school  cited nurture groups as the example of effective early intervention.
“…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.”
This was the first of many commendations in government papers, recorded in Annex X A Brief History. 
Much of the development of nurture group work has already been described. Some areas need, relevant to today’s children need further elucidation. 

Attachment theory.

.
The conceptual framework of nurture groups has been enhanced  by the increased acceptance of the work of John Bowlby on the child’s early attachment experiences. It should be said that Boxall took no great interest in theories of child development. As far as she was concerned her credo on the importance of the child’s first relationships was self-evidently true, as was widely accepted in child guidance work. Bowlby’s seminal book Maternal Care and Mental Health commissioned by the World Health Organisation appeared in 1951. It was slow to take effect, arousing great indignation in hospital staff with its call for an end to the ban on parents visiting their children; and  in fellow practitioners in the psychoanalytic movement   who derided him for refusing to accept their explanation of libidinal drives as the main determinant of  human development. Gradually his ideas  and the evidence he produced of damage caused by  inadequate early relationships, however caused,  became accepted in  most areas of  work with children. Only in education did they have little influence, perhaps because the concentration there has been on cognitive processes, on measurable intellectual outcomes, with little recognition until recently of the emotional components of learning.

Bowlby’s work has grown in acceptance over the years as evidenced by the inclusion of Reactive Attachment Disorder of Infancy in the authoritative Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders of the American Psychiatric Association. In its  fourth edition (1994) it states:

“its essential feature being markedly disturbed and developmentally inappropriate relatedness. ….The Inhibited Type where the child shows frozen watchfulness, resistance to comfort…….In the Disinhibited Type…..  the child exhibits indiscriminate sociability or a lack of selectivity in the choice of attachment figures. The condition is associated with grossly pathological care that may take the form of persistent disregard of the child’s basic emotional needs for comfort, stimulation or affection, persistent disregard of the child’s basic physical needs; or repeated changes of primary caregiver that prevent formation of stable attachments.”
This description accords well with the terms used in the Boxall Diagnostic Profile which had already  been in use for six years when the DSM IV was published. It also makes a clear link between poor nurturing and later  mental health, and thus emphasises the importance of effective early intervention.
Attachment Theory and the Boxall Profile 

Bowlby formulated the concept of the internalised working model; how the experience of early neglect is internalised and becomes part of the child’s self-perception. This is the  idea of other people and of ourselves which we all carry with us in our nervous system.  Staff have no difficulty in understanding this and, using the Boxall Profile, as taught on all NGN Training Courses, they often have a mind-blowing experience, a startling revelation of how the child comes to see the world s/he does, “Now I understand!”. This leads to a change of attitude, to compassion for the child,  so far not likeable, and to a release of energy to make precise plans to help. It also takes away the fear that many staff experience when faced with behaviour that had seemed incomprehensible. As one experienced nurture group teacher said: ‘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.’  This is enormously important because anxiety is communicable. Children from an early age pick up when their adults are afraid of them, sometimes confirming their deepest fears that they are bad, worthless, sometimes strengthening their reliance on anti-social behaviour. “If they don’t love me, then I’ll keep myself safe by making sure they are afraid of me”. 

The Boxall Profile was used in a cyclostyled form from 1984 (BRIAN Check it’s at top of  front  inside page) in its early days. In 1998, the ILEA material was published in a Handbook with supportive material. It has to date sold some 7000 copies with all profits going to the NGN.     (Ref Bennathan,M.& Boxall,M. The Boxall Profile: Handbook for Teachers.  Pub. NGN London.)  
Brain development
What has also happened since Boxall started nurture groups is an astonishing growth in our knowledge of how the brain develops. Researchers no longer talk of ‘nurture versus nature’ but of the ‘nurture of nature’. The child is born with a genetic endowment which is important, but what then happens may be even more important. Where there is extreme deprivation of attentive care, as in the notorious Romanian orphanages, scans show that parts of the brain are grossly undeveloped. It is also known that children subjected to early abuse or neglect have chemical changes in their brain which affect their ability to relate, and underlie their negative ‘internalised view of the world’. This can be taken as depressing but the good news increasingly coming through from research is that supportive relationships, whether in formal therapy or in a nurturing school can begin to reverse the damage. This gives added urgency to effective intervention for children and their families where things are going wrong. 
This is a very brief look at an important topic. Sue Gerhardt’s highly readable book Why love matters, how affection shapes a baby’s brain.  Pub. 2004 Brunner-Routledge is strongly recommended to staff in training. 

Parents and nurture groups
Parents are currently  high profile in discussions of educational and social problems. To quote John Reid, Home Secretary: “A child with recognised behavioural problems will, by the age of 28, have cost taxpayers £70,000 in terms of interventions by public services - or 10 times the norm. By tackling bad parenting we are tackling child disadvantage and social exclusion.” (Observer 19.11.06)  Leaving aside the unhelpfulness of much of the current  stigmatising of parents, the commitment of nurture groups to welcome parents into school, to refraining from judgement  whatever the provocation, has had remarkable effects. 

In fact, what happens  is that staff, thinking developmentally, realise that many parents themselves  have not been well nurtured, with effects on their self-esteem.  Some of them are coping with very difficult circumstances: criticism of their child by the school is often one blow too much.  This changes with nurture group placement  so that while it would be reasonable to think that parents might take offence at the suggestion that their child has been  inadequately nurtured, the opposite is usually the case. An ILEA Headteacher reported: 
Parents, asked to school to discuss their child’s behaviour, were often defensive, feeling guilty, resentful, blaming or angry: feelings which increased in intensity as the child’s behaviour failed to improve. Many parents, in discussing their child with the nurture group teacher, became more positive towards him or her. They began to identify success in their child’s work and behaviour and somehow seemed to view their child as more ‘worthwhile’. (Bennathan, Boxall op.cit. p.92)
More research on parents  was reported in Paul Cooper’s  contribution to the Stirling Conference.  (Annex V) 
He points out that parents are not intrinsically experts in the psychological welfare of their children but they know when things are not right, and they recognise and appreciate intervention that helps to restore ‘normal’ development and relationships  especially if they feel accepted and not criticised.  
One of the striking findings from interviews with parents was the view expressed by some that the nurture group had had a positive influence on their own relationships with their children. 
He quotes numerous examples of parent’s comments on nurture groups:

Before starting in the nurture group class my child was not participating in groups, or activities, very shy, almost mute. And now it’s wow! My child is speaking out and it’s like I’ve got a new child, it’s a real reform.

The teachers saw him as a behaviour problem but he said that he just didn’t understand what he should do. He couldn’t read at all. Since being in the nurture group his maths is OK; his writing is OK. He is much more confident and talks to us about school now. His behaviour seems better at school now and he is more settled at home. 

In his forthcoming book, (REF Nurture Groups  at Home and in School ???etc) partly funded by a grant from the Calouste Gulbenkian foundation given to the NGN to support its work with parents Cooper and Tiknaz  give extensive evidence of  parents’ positive experience of nurture groups both for their children in school and  for their family life generally.
Issues for nurture groups and for the NGN

Funding for nurture groups comes from a variety of sources. Some LAs make funding available centrally; some schools fund groups from their budget, others by grants e.g. from the Children’s Fund, the DFES Behaviour Improvement Project (?). These last are often for  a specific period and the groups are at risk when the funding runs out. Research shows that  nurture group staff increase their skills with 2 years experience. It is particularly sad that this is the period when funding is cut. The NGN has an urgent task in campaigning for sustained funding. 
Nurture groups and inclusion: as we have written,  nurture group are recognised as having an important part to play in including children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties in mainstream school. Two points to be made: for the purist to whom inclusion means everything taking part in the same classroom, nurture groups are sometimes seen as stigmatising. This shows a total lack of insight into the feelings of the child not coping in mainstream class, disliked by peers, disapproved of by exhausted teachers; that is stigma in action. The reality is that nurture groups are seen as desirable places which  other children like to visit.  But the NGN does not believe that nurture groups are adequate for all special needs. Some children have highly  specific difficulties, such as severe autism, which need special placement; some are coping with such damaging and unmodifiable homes that their only hope of good development is residential placement. What usually happens is that parents feel that their child has been accepted and valued in the group and they have been treated with respect. This makes it easier for them to accept  the need for a change. so even if the placement is technically a failure, it has brought some  benefit to the child and family. 
Definitions

The classic Boxall nurture group has already been described. Since ILEA days what ideas of what is acceptable practice have changed with experience. Nurture groups are now to be found in day and residential special schools, in off-site units and as an area facility for several schools. An exciting development has been the growing interest in NGs at the secondary stage, especially for  vulnerable pupils in their first year when difficulties of adjustment are common. Here curriculum constraints limit the amount of time that can be spent in the group, but good results are being reported, training is developing  and research is in hand. 

There is a need for definition of what can be accepted as a nurture group. When the popularity of the NGs concept  became quickly apparent after 1996,  an attempt was made to patent the name and so  confine its use. Professional  opinion was that we were too late, the phrase having been adopted by eg support groups attached to churches.  What has been done is to define what is acceptable for membership of the NGN. 
Cooper and Whitebread give 4 categories: 
1. The classic Boxall NG as described above with requirement that staff should have had NGN training. 
2.  New variant NGs as described in the first paragraph of this section. 
3. Groups informed by NG principles, often support groups which meet briefly and are not seen as having a  teaching function. These would not count as NGs but  are  welcome to join the NGN. 
4. Aberrant NGs which use the name but do not put into practice the principles of NGs .
 “The first two variants might be seen as genuine NG’s. The third variant often provides important social and emotional support for pupils, though there is a danger that this form may be educationally marginalized. The fourth variant is potentially dangerous, by promoting a distorted image of the theorised NG.” (Cooper and Whitehead 2007). 

The Marjorie Boxall Quality Mark Award

The Marjorie Boxall Quality Mark Award  was started as  a positive move to support good standards. The criteria would cover the groups listed  under 1 and 2 above  and are based on the principles.and  characteristics of nurture groups, as originally defined by Eva Holmes and refined over a number of years by those people most directly concerned with the growth of the nurture group model including the originator, Marjorie Boxall ( See Annex ?)

Nurture Groups and the Future of Primary Education

We hope that our response to the Primary Review demonstrates that nurture groups support families and  empower staff who get great satisfaction out of seeing their pupils progress. They help to create nurturing schools for all pupils. 
They promote the good development of children not only by raising academic attainments but by attending to emotional and social needs. NGs  thus achieve inclusion in the widest sense of the term, bringing up children to be able to hold their place in  school and eventually in the wider  society. They also  speak to the aims and concerns of Every Child Matters

Nurture groups demonstrate that teachers and  teaching assistants have no difficulty in absorbing and using ideas that have traditionally been the preserve of highly trained and costly support staff, and that this understanding urgently needs to be made part of teacher training.

 Marjorie Boxall had a powerful  phrase which sums up the optimism and the energy of the nurture group movement, “nurture groups are about growth not about pathology”. Our  assertion is that nurture group practice and philosophy should become an integral part of all Primary provision.  
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