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Welcome
As a trustee of the NGN and editor of the
International Journal of Nurture in
Education it is a pleasure to welcome you
to our third annual issue which presents
the unique and valuable viewpoint of the
reflective practitioner researcher. This
issue is devoted to those who are
backing up practice with their own
school and classroom based research,
often as part of a further research degree.
Although written by practitioner
researchers, the papers in this volume
have been subject to the usual rigorous
process of academic peer review and the
authors and the editorial team of the
Nurture Group Network are especially
grateful to the reviewers who gave
detailed and extremely helpful criticism
on first (and second) drafts.
The Journal is read by academics and
researchers, educational psychologists,
nurture group and special needs
practitioners, school leaders, students and
consultants, all of whom have an interest
in nurture in education. In this issue of
IJNE there is food for thought for all. The
contributors have each carried out their
own small scale research and we hope
that their example will lead to other
practitioners incorporating research into
their classrooms and schools to improve
practice and understanding.
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This issue is devoted to those who are backing up practice with their own school
and classroom based research, often as part of a further research degree.

Each of the four papers indicates the value of nurture groups,
although each has its own unique characteristics. There have
been many studies of nurture groups in primary settings but our
focus is on the secondary sector in this issue. In Lisa Lyon’s paper,
A pilot study of the effectiveness of a nurture group in a secondary
special school, we have what may be the first study of nurture
group activity in a special school setting, in this case for
secondary age children diagnosed with social, emotional and
behavioural difficulties.

Work in a maintained secondary school is reported by Jacqueline
Perkins in her paper Improving our practice: a small-scale study of a
secondary nurture group. Her study is unusual in that she
considered the impact of having a nurture group in year 7 over a
four-year period, comparing four cohorts of nurture group pupils
socially and academically with a comparison group of similar
students who had not attended a nurture group. She has also
given consideration to the value for money provided by the
nurture group; an area that is ripe for future research.
The third paper by Fiona Durrant, Nurture and youth work: aiding
transition, considers how useful nurture groups are as a tool to
aid student transition from primary to secondary school.
However, Fiona also draws a comparison between the work of
nurture practitioners at the point of transition, and the similar
approaches taken by youth workers. Fiona usefully points out
that the overlaps in ethos and practice between nurture group
practitioners and youth workers indicate that there would be
benefits in shared professional development enabling shared
learning.
Finally, the paper by Carol Kennedy, Knitting and Nurturing, a
qualitative account of staff reflections on knitting with pupils also
based on research and reflection in a secondary setting, provides

food for thought for practitioners, as it details a knitting activity as
a means of ‘calming behaviour’ helping us to understand how
certain approaches involving distraction, relaxation and creativity
could be an effective addition to the approaches of practitioners
working with pupils in nurture groups.
We are grateful to busy practitioners for a varied and useful range
of papers that could only be produced by reflective, insider
researchers.
You might be interested to know that NGN has been asked to
edit a special edition for Summer 2017 of the Journal of
Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties where all papers focus on
an aspect of nurture: an opportunity to read more fascinating
research about nurture groups and nurturing schools in the UK
and elsewhere.
Submission of papers for the fourth issue of IJNE are now invited,
and expressions of interest with a brief abstract should be sent to
Dr Florence Ruby at florence@nurturegroups.org by 30
September 2017. Papers should be research-based and related to
any aspect of nurture in educational institutions. They should be
no longer than 6,000 words and will be peer-reviewed.
We are pleased to announce that we will be holding a second
Research Conference on 19 October 2017 at Woburn House in
Euston, London. Further details will be available shortly but put
the date in your diary now.
My thanks to our researchers Edurne Scott Loinaz for her early
work on this issue, and to Dr Florence Ruby who has taken over
from Edurne. I would also like to thank Florentina Melinte for her
thoughtful and efficient administrative support.
Dr Marianne Coleman
April 2017
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A pilot study of the effectiveness
of a nurture group in a secondary
special school
Lisa Lyon
University of Birmingham, Edgbaston, Birmingham, B15 2TT, UK • Contact details: lisalyon33@gmail.com • Published on 28 April 2017
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ABSTRACT

behaviours. In response to this a NG was implemented in September
2014.

Nurture groups (NGs) are an intervention intended to meet the needs of pupils
identified as having social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD). They
are temporary, mostly part-time, and designed to provide pupils with the skills
to successfully reintegrate into mainstream school (Boxall, 2002). Previous
research has been focused on the effectiveness of NGs within primary schools;
only more recently has research examined their effectiveness within the
secondary sector. In primary settings NGs have been seen to be effective in
improving pupils’ social, emotional and behavioural difficulties. This action
research project aimed to explore the potential benefits of a NG within a
specialist setting for pupils with SEBD.

The effectiveness of NGs in primary schools is well established (Binnie
& Allen, 2008; Cooper & Whitebread, 2007; Reynolds, MacKay, &
Kearney, 2009; Sanders, 2007; Shaver & McClatchy, 2013). While more
limited research around their use at secondary level has been
undertaken, there has more recently been an increase (Bennett, 2015;
Colley, 2009; Cooke, Yeomans, & Parkes, 2008; Garner & Thomas, 2011;
Hughes & Schlösser, 2014; Kourmoulaki, 2013). This appeared to
support the findings in primary settings around the positive impact
of NGs on improving pupils’ social and emotional literacy. No research
could be found that considered the effectiveness of NGs within a
special school setting. NGs are unique in that they provide an
opportunity for pupils to jointly develop both their academic skills
and their social, emotional and behavioural skills. Structures, routines
and staff are consistent allowing appropriate attachments to develop.

This qualitative study combined the use of semi-structured interviews,
questionnaires and observations of pupils, alongside examination of
quantitative data gathered prior to the implementation of the NG, and
throughout the year. The results go some way to corroborate findings from
previous research projects, in that clear improvements in terms of behaviour
and social skills were perceived to have taken place across the year. Parents
and staff agreed that the pupils’ social skills, and subsequently their readiness
to learn, had improved. The limitations of the study, most noticeably the
sample size and lack of control group, require that further investigation be
undertaken, with a larger sample and adjustments to mitigate the limitations,
enabling more robust evidence to be gathered.

INTRODUCTION
This pilot study took place in a community special school for pupils
with SEBD. The pupils enter the school at various points during their
secondary education usually having experienced significant
upheaval within their previous education setting. A high proportion
of pupils are looked after; all have either a Statement of Special
Educational Needs, or an Education, Health and Care plan. More
recently there has been an increase in the complexity of the needs
of the pupils, and an increase in the prevalence of attachment

NGs were first established in 1970 by Marjorie Boxall, a local authority
educational psychologist working in Inner London, in response to the
growing number of vulnerable children in primary schools who were
unable to cope with the demands and pressures of mainstream
education due to significant emotional and behavioural difficulties
(Bennathan & Boxall, 2000). Boxall firmly believed the difficulties
experienced by these children were a direct result of unmet needs in
early childhood. She maintained that their inability to form positive
relationships with adults, or understand appropriate conventions
with respect to social interaction with peers stemmed from missed
stages in their development, normally facilitated by the formation of
nurturing relationships with a significant adult in infancy (Boxall,
2002).
While Boxall set up NGs for practical reasons, the intervention is
based on several theories. Bowlby’s work on attachment forms the
most central of these theoretical underpinnings. In his trilogy
Attachment and Loss (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980), Bowlby considered
the formation of attachment, separation and loss. An attachment, in
this instance, is an affectional bond based on the need for safety,
security and protection. It is this affectional bond, formed initially
between child and caregiver, and present within secure attachments,
that develops later in life into positive peer and adult relationships.
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However, there are some aspects of Boxall’s theoretical framework for
NGs that cannot be explained by Bowlby’s theory. Both Rutter (1995)
and Garner & Thomas (2011) note that Bowlby did not accept that
the cognitive processing of events could play a key role in lessening
their long-term effects. This seems to contradict the premise of NGs
and their efforts to reduce the impact of attachment behaviours
through explicit, systematic teaching of social, emotional and
learning skills. Sroufe (1988) suggested that attachment had no direct
connections with cognitive development, which also brings into
question how effective NGs would be in improving academic
outcomes for pupils. Cooper (2004) and Garner & Thomas (2011)
highlight the influence that Vygotsky's socio-cultural theory of
learning has had on the development of NGs and suggest this may
provide some justification for the more educational elements of the
model. Additionally, NGs can be seen to be founded on the principle
developed by Maslow (1954) that cognitive learning can only take
place when emotional needs are met and young people feel safe and
secure (Bennathan & Boxall, 2000).
NGs aim to provide an environment in school that goes some way to
replicating the home environment. There are always two key adults,
mid-morning breakfast is a key part of the routine and pupils are
taught explicitly how to manage their emotions and interact with
peers. In this instance the NG differed from the provision within the
rest of the school as pupils were supported in the classroom by the
same two adults four mornings a week, rather than moving around
different teachers for different subjects. They were also explicitly
taught to develop their social and emotional skills through a range of
activities, including weekly outdoor education sessions, focusing on
relationships with peers, management of emotional responses, and
resilience, for example.

METHOD
The impact of the NG was examined over the course of one
academic year. Attempts were made to identify the level of its
effectiveness and to answer the identified research questions: had
pupils’ behaviour and attitude to learning improved, could significant
improvements in their social and emotional literacy be observed, did
pupils themselves feel more confident and happier in school? Data
gathered were then analysed to explore any commonalities of
experience, and to consider the validity and reliability of the findings.
An action research framework was considered to be most
appropriate for the study as the cyclical design, the concept of the
involved practitioner, and the reflective element of the model meant
that a useful examination of practice could take place. Furthermore,
as the research takes place in the researcher’s own school they
cannot be regarded as ‘disinterested observers’ (Thomas, 2013) due to
a vested interest in the project. This increases the importance of a
reflective approach being adopted. A qualitative approach, such as
action research, allows an insight into feelings and perceived impact
of change from a variety of standpoints.

The NG was implemented in September 2014, it involved four pupils,
three in Year Seven (Y7), aged 11-12 and one in Year Eight (Y8), aged
12-13; all the pupils involved were boys.
Baseline data provided a starting point to show how pupils had
previously performed in school, allowing progress in behaviour to be
measured. This was triangulated using data collected from the Boxall
Profile and Pupil Attitude to Self and School (PASS) questionnaire.
These assessments were repeated at two further points, in March and
July, enabling any shifts in feeling to be identified and examined in
more depth. The results from the formal assessments were
triangulated and reinforced through short semi-structured interviews
carried out with pupils towards the end of the research project.
Structured observations formed the focus of the first part of the
research and took the form of an ‘interval recording’ (Thomas, 2013),
in that pupils were observed for five minute intervals over a period of
45 minutes (one lesson), either in their previous school (as three of
the four pupils were transferring schools), or current class group prior
to entering the NG, to observe how much time was spent on or off
task. Observations were repeated in September, March and July, and
took place in the NG and in mainstream classes. It was hoped this
would provide an opportunity to draw conclusions about the impact
of the structure and relationships present in the NG on the pupils’
willingness and ability to engage in learning, and their ability to
transfer this to mainstream classes.
Simple stratified sampling (Walliman & Buckler, 2008) was used to
select six school staff not directly involved with the NG. This form of
sampling involves dividing the population into specific groups
sharing a particular characteristic (Bryman, 2012; Robson & McCartan,
2011), in this case their role in school. The staff (N=26) were divided
into three groups: senior leadership team (SLT), teachers, and support
staff, and a representative number from each group identified and
surveyed. The staff were asked to anonymously complete an online
survey in the format of a rating scale to gain their opinions about the
impact of the NG. Respondents were asked five questions and were
asked whether they felt that there had been a lot, a little, not much, or
no impact. Three open questions were added to the questionnaire to
allow respondents to provide more in depth answers, and to consider
their opinions and beliefs without the constraints of a fixed question.
The same questions were given to staff directly involved in the NG,
allowing an insight into any bias from those staff working directly
with the pupils to be identified and mitigated. Questionnaires were
also completed with parents/carers of the pupils to gain their views
as to the effectiveness of the NG, and to see if experiences in school
were replicated at home.
There was a need to keep in mind the power differential that existed
between the researcher, being the Headteacher in the school, and
the participants in the research, who were staff/pupils, and to
recognise the impact this might have on the answers provided by
those interviewed/surveyed. To counteract this, all opinions were
triangulated by observations or quantifiable outcomes. The British
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Educational Research Association (BERA) guidance stipulates that
due regard should be given to dual roles and the impact that this
may have on those involved (BERA, 2011). As the researcher was the
Headteacher of the school in which the research was to be
conducted, it was important that this be taken into consideration
when gaining informed consent from the pupils involved. Therefore
another member of staff was asked to discuss the research project
with the pupils to gain their consent, so they did not feel pressured
into agreeing if asked by the Headteacher.

Table 1: Correlation between
length of time in nurture and
improved on-task behaviour in
mainstream classes

Table 2: Correlation between
length of time in nurture and
improved on-task behaviour
within the group

Pupil

Correlation

Pupil

Correlation

Bob

-0.086

Bob

-0.969

Paul

0.812

Paul

0.834

RESULTS

Steven

0.996

Steven

-0.895

Quantitative data

James

0.831

James

-0.061

Figure 1 shows the results of the observations over the course of
the year in mainstream classes, including the initial baseline data
gathered in June.

Figure 1: Observations of pupils in mainstream classes
#!"

It can be seen from these graphs that three of the four pupils made
progress in their ability to maintain their attention in class over the
course of the year, though the amount varied. The correlation
between length of time in nurture and improved on-task behaviour
was examined; the data indicated a strong positive correlation for
three of the four pupils. Table 1 shows these figures.

'#"

Figure 2 shows the improvements observed within the NG itself.
Only one of the four pupils involved showed improvement. The
correlation between time in nurture and improved on-task
behaviour within the NG was not as high; indeed, in two cases a
strong negative correlation can be seen. Some variation in
performance between pupils is observed, however this is mainly
within a modest range. This data does not allow any concrete
conclusions to be drawn due to the discrepancies in performance
between pupils. No pupil shows any significant improvement or
decline in terms of their on task behaviour.

%!"

Data around attendance and behaviour were also gathered prior to
the implementation of the NG, and over the course of the year. It is
apparent from Table 3 that all four pupils showed improvements in
their attendance at school, and two of the four reduced the
numbers of significant behaviour incidents in school. Furthermore, a
steep decrease in the number of exclusions for Bob was apparent.
As this was the Y8 pupil already attending the school, it was of
particular interest, possibly indicating that the NG had been
particularly effective for this pupil.

'!"
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%#"
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#"
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Minutes on task Bob
Minutes on task Paul
Minutes on task Steven
Minutes on task James

Key for Figures 1 and 2

Figure 2: Observations of pupils within the NG
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Figure 3.1: Developmental strands – Bob
$B"

Key

$A"

A

$'"

B
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C

92.61
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D

Attendance 14/15 85.68 88.06 94.69 98.41

B"

E

Exclusions 13/14 26.5
(days lost)

2.5

A"

F

'"

G

Exclusions 14/15 7.5
(days lost)

0

%"

H

!"
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Table 3: Behaviour data
Bob

Paul

Steven James

Attendance 13/14 76.73 76.32 92.18

0
0

0
0

Boxall Profile data demonstrated that all
pupils made progress in terms of their social
and emotional development. The rate of
Figure 3.2: Diagnostic profile – Bob
progress in many strands was not sustained
$B"
over the course of the year, seemingly
declining in the second half of the year.
$A"
Improvements were more limited for all four
$'"
pupils in the areas assessing barriers to
$%"
learning. This may be accounted for by the
nature of the input from NG staff, or could be
$!"
attributed to the needs of the pupils
B"
identified as in need of intervention
A"
(see Figures 3.1-8 and Tables 4.1-4).

u

J

Key
Q
R
S
T
U
V

u

'"

W
u

%"
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Table 4.1 Boxall Profile data – Bob

Development strands/
diagnostic profiles
Organisation of experience

Internalisation of controls

Self-limiting
Undeveloped behaviour
Unsupported development

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
Q
R
S
T
U
V
W
X
Y
Z

Sep
2014

Mar
2015

July
2015

Indication range scores of competently
functioning young people

6
4
3
12
4
6
5
7
4
3
7
7
10
12
8
14
16
12
16
5

17
10
11
15
6
10
8
15
6
4
5
7
7
9
4
6
8
10
6
2

17
10
12
17
7
12
12
16
6
5
0
5
4
5
2
2
4
6
4
1

16-20
8-12
8-12
13-20
5-8
9-12
12-16
15-20
5-8
7-8
0-1
0-2
0-1
0-2
0-1
0-2
0-2
0-2
0-2
0-1
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Figure 3.3: Developmental strands – Paul
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Figure 3.4: Diagnostic profile – Paul
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Table 4.3 Boxall Profile data - Paul

Development strands/
diagnostic profiles
Organisation of experience

Internalisation of controls

Self-limiting
Undeveloped behaviour
Unsupported development

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
Q
R
S
T
U
V
W
X
Y
Z

Sep
2014

Mar
2015

July
2015

9
7
5
6
3
6
5
6
4
3
5
10
10
8
6
9
12
12
15
6

19
10
9
19
7
9
15
18
6
7
1
1
1
2
2
2
3
0
2
1

20
11
11
20
8
11
15
15
7
7
3
4
1
4
2
3
5
2
2
2

Indication range scores of competently
functioning young people
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13-20
5-8
9-12
12-16
15-20
5-8
7-8
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0-2
0-2
0-2
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Figure 3.5 :Developmental strands – Steven
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Figure 3.6: Diagnostic profile – Steven
Key

%!"
$B"

I""Q

$A"

J" R

$'"

,"" S

$%"
K"" T

$!"
B"

L" U

u

M""V

A"
u

'"
%"

N"W
X
O"
"Y
P""
u Z

u

!"

Table 4.2 Boxall Profile data – Steven

Development strands/
diagnostic profiles
Organisation of experience

Internalisation of controls

Self-limiting
Undeveloped behaviour
Unsupported development

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
Q
R
S
T
U
V
W
X
Y
Z

Sep
2014

Mar
2015

July
2015

10
5
5
11
3
6
5
7
3
3
10
11
12
16
8
12
14
15
20
8

13
6
6
15
5
8
10
12
6
4
6
7
4
7
5
6
10
6
7
5

18
10
9
19
7
11
13
16
6
7
3
4
2
4
3
6
7
5
10
2

Indication range scores of competently
functioning young people

page11 IJNE | Volume 3 | April 2017 | © The Nurture Group Network
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13-20
5-8
9-12
12-16
15-20
5-8
7-8
0-1
0-2
0-1
0-2
0-1
0-2
0-2
0-2
0-2
0-1
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Figure 3.7: Developmental strands – James
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Figure 3.8: Diagnostic profile – James
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Table 4.2 Boxall Profile data – James

Development strands/
diagnostic profiles
Organisation of experience

Internalisation of controls

Self-limiting
Undeveloped behaviour
Unsupported development

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
Q
R
S
T
U
V
W
X
Y
Z

Sep
2014

Mar
2015

July
2015

11
8
7
10
3
9
6
7
3
3
9
12
10
12
8
14
16
12
16
5

17
10
11
15
6
10
8
15
6
4
5
7
7
9
4
6
8
10
6
2

17
10
12
17
7
12
12
16
6
5
0
5
4
5
2
2
4
6
4
1

Indication range scores of competently
functioning young people
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Similar results were seen within the PASS data. While progress
was seen for all pupils in most areas, one pupil (Paul)
demonstrated a decline in three factors. This discrepancy could
be attributed to normal adolescent behaviour, for example,
negativity towards self, or could indicate a need for
adjustments to the curriculum and specific teaching of
different skills.

Figure 4.1: PASS data – Bob

Figure 4.2: PASS data – Paul
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Figure 4.3: PASS data – Steven

Figure 4.4: PASS data – James

"!!

"!!

*!

*!

)!

)!

(!

(!

'!

'!

&!

&!

%!

%!

$!

$!

#!

#!

"!

"!

!

+%

+&

+'

+%

+&

+'

+(

+)

+*

!

+"

+#

Key n Steven Sep-14
n Steven Mar-15

+$

+%

+&

+'

+(

+)

+*

+"

+#

+$

Key n James Sep-14
n James Mar-15

page13 IJNE | Volume 3 | April 2017 | © The Nurture Group Network

+(

+)

+*

The International Journal of NurtureinEducation

Quantitative data

And three open questions:

Parent questionnaires were undertaken in January 2015; all
four parents/carers provided responses. All four felt that their
child’s behaviour had improved, that they enjoyed coming to
school, and were making more progress because of the NG.
When asked why they felt they had seen improvements, two
clear themes emerged: the same classroom, and fewer pupils
in the group.
Parent comments included:

‘Because there are not so many in the class and have
more 1:1 time. Being in one room for the morning.’

‘Being in the same class with the same staff helps.’
‘I think because he is in a smaller environment, there are
less children. There is an expectation of behaviour.’

The pupils’ opinions seem to support their parents’ feelings.
Pupil interviews took place in July 2015. Like their parents, they
all felt that their behaviour and progress in learning had
improved.

‘Yes, I really do because when I started nurture I used to be
in and out all the time’– Paul
‘Yes, I think I have really made a lot of progress in my
writing and spelling ’– James

Moreover, they all said they enjoyed the NG and that it made
them feel happy. When asked what they liked about the NG
their responses included:

‘It’s a calm room and it’s chilled out and the teachers in
there really help you with your learning’ – Paul
They all felt that the NG had helped to improve their
behaviour in other lessons too. James added:

‘People just help you with your learning and your anger
problems.’
An anonymous online survey was sent to four staff members
directly involved in the nurture unit and six working in the
main body of the school; only one member of staff did not
respond. There were five closed questions:
1. Do you think the nurture group has had a positive
impact on the rest of the school?
2. Do you think the behaviour of the pupils in the
nurture group has improved as a result of the
nurture group?
3. Do you think that parents would agree that the nurture
group has had a positive effect on their child?
4. Do you think the nurture group offers good value
for money?
5. Do you think the nurture group has had an impact on
pupils’ academic progress?

6. What do you see as the successes of the nurture group?
7. How do you think the nurture group has contributed to
whole school ethos?
8. What do you think makes the nurture group different to
the rest of the school?
In response to the questions around improved behaviour and improved
progress, it can be seen that the majority of staff agreed that
improvements had been seen as a result of the NG; thus corroborating the
feelings of both parents and pupils. There was no difference in the
responses of the nurture staff to those from the rest of the staff
(Figure 5).
While all staff responded positively to Question 1, there is a marked
difference in how much impact it was perceived to have had. Responses to
Question 3 would seem to support parents’ views that they had seen a
positive change.
The responses from the three open questions, alongside other qualitative
data, were analysed using the constant comparative method. This elicited
two clear themes; environment and explicit teaching. Figure 6 shows how
these themes were widened out using network analysis (Thomas, 2013).
Staff comments supported parents’ and pupils’ beliefs that these were
significant contributing factors. With regards to explicit teaching they
commented:

‘Nurture students are more resilient than other students and are

much better at working together because they have [been] explicitly
taught these interpersonal skills.’
‘The NG has a more emotional approach to the students’ learning,
giving each student differentiated work. ’
‘The flexibility in approach to daily tasks has been used well to either
settle pupils or to build on prior learning.’
‘The students are overall more confident with both their learning and
their social skills.’
And in respect of environment, comments included:

‘They have a strong sense of belonging and pride in nurture.’
‘Nurture is a quiet, working place.’
‘A safe environment to learn and grow in.’
‘Inclusive.’
Thus, it can be seen through the qualitative data that the NG is highly
regarded by those whose opinion was sought. Limited criticisms of the NG
were voiced. The framing of the questions, however, requires some
consideration as it could be argued that the way in which they were
phrased, particularly in the staff survey, did not permit criticism of the
intervention. Indeed, the use of the word ‘successes’ in Question 6
introduced potential bias, as a presupposition had been made (Robson,
2011), particularly as it was not countered by any reference to
shortcomings or areas for development.
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It is noticeable that the areas within the
Boxall Profile where pupils did not fall within
the normal range were all focused within
the diagnostic profiles. These strands relate
to the pupils’ attachment behaviours, and as
such it could be argued that the NG has not
been effective in its key purpose. However,
all four pupils made significant progress
from their starting point, even if this
progress slowed down over the last few
months.
Thus, the data from this research project
would appear to support the findings of
previous research, and corroborate the
assertion that NGs do provide pupils with
the structure and environment they need to
improve their social, emotional and
behaviour difficulties. Then again, it is
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important to remember that this is a small-scale study of only
four pupils, selected by virtue of the fact they were placed in the
NG at the time of the study. Hence this limits the generalisation of
its findings; which only show that the NG was effective for these
pupils, in this school, at this point in time. In an attempt to
mitigate the very small sample size multiple sources of data have
been gathered. Equally, no control group existed that allowed
comparison to take place between the pupils within the NG and
other pupils transferring to the school and educated in the
mainstream part of the school. Could progress of pupils be
accounted for due to a change of environment rather than the
NG itself? Certainly, for Bob this is not true. However, the evidence
for the other three pupils is not sufficient to argue that this is not
the case. While the existence of a control group would have
strengthened the outcomes, this was not feasible in a small-scale
study with a sole researcher.

CONCLUSION
The issue of how to effectively support pupils with SEBD has
been an area of much discussion for many years. As has been
demonstrated, NGs have played a key role in part of this provision
since the 1970s. This pilot study attempted to provide some
information within the apparent gap in research in specialist
settings and sought to answer the identified research questions;
had pupils’ behaviour and attitude to learning improved, could
significant improvements in their social and emotional literacy be
observed, did pupils themselves feel more confident and happier
in school? The results demonstrated improvements in respect of
behaviour, and social, emotional skills for all four participating
pupils. However, the extent of improvement varied from pupil to
pupil.
The study itself has various limitations; as previously discussed
the very small number of participants and the lack of a control or
comparison group do not allow for any findings to be
generalised. Equally there are issues around the subjectivity of
the study. As mentioned earlier interview questions show some
bias regarding the successes of the initiative and equally
respondents are likely to be more positive about a new initiative
than negative. There is a perceived weakness with the baseline
data, the initial observation took place for three of the four pupils
in a mainstream primary class and therefore the data is not
comparable to that recorded in a secondary NG. More important
is the comparison between observed behaviour over time within
the NG and the mainstream classes of the secondary school.
Of importance is the fact that the participants in the research,
their parents/carers and staff in the school all perceived that the
NG had had a positive impact, thus providing an answer to the
third research question. This confirmed the findings reported in
the earlier research around NGs, and moreover, suggests that NGs
could be effectively employed to support pupils with SEBD
within a specialist setting, and not just within mainstream

primary and secondary schools. However, this is a small-scale study of
one NG that, while operating according to the ‘classic’ model in
accordance with Boxall’s initial NGs, is still unique in that the prior
experiences of pupils, and the skills and attributes of the staff involved in
the intervention cannot be replicated. Thus, the findings cannot be
generalised and caution must be exercised in maintaining that similar
successes would be seen, even within the same school the following
year.
Further research is required to reinforce the findings of this research
project. A larger scale study, encompassing several nurture groups across
several specialist settings, would be beneficial, as this would assist in
triangulating further the outcomes of this study, which indicate that NG
principles may be successfully applied in a special school setting. Other
researchers, Garner & Thomas (2011) and Kourmoulaki (2013), have raised
the issue of the effectiveness of NGs being better supported through
the introduction of nurture principles across the whole school, as it
ensures the return to mainstream classes is less challenging for pupils.
They found that nurture staff felt that there was a lack of understanding
of the aims and practices of the NG that did not support pupils within
their mainstream classes. This element might also be considered within
further research.
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ABSTRACT
Since 2008 a nurture group (NG) has been running in my school: a maintained
secondary academy in England. Specially selected pupils from Year 7 take part in
structured nurturing activities for two terms before returning full time to their
mainstream class.
As the NG teacher aiming to improve our practice I collected quantitative and
qualitative data relating to four consecutive years of NG pupils, comparing them in
each case with the same number of similar pupils who did not attend the NG and
addressing the following research questions:
1. Does the NG improve pupil motivation and achievement?
2. Do pupils who attend the NG tend to achieve better academic
results than peers with similar backgrounds and academic records who have
not attended the NG?
I also aimed to obtain a view on the value that the NG added to the school.
Overall the research indicated that learning levels, along with levels of motivation
and classroom focus, were positively influenced by attending the NG.
It would appear that the NG is likely to have been an effective use of resources.

INTRODUCTION
Since 2008 a nurture group (NG) has been running in my school, an English maintained
secondary academy. Specially selected pupils attend English and humanities lessons in
their mainstream classes for the first two terms of Year 7 while also participating in
structured nurturing activities. By Easter, all pupils return full time to their mainstream
classes in a gradual reintegration programme.
The research reported here was undertaken as part of my MA in Education in 2013.
From September 2012, there were pupils in both Key Stages 3 and 4 who had attended
the NG. This provided the first opportunity to study the impact of the NG throughout
the school. Informal feedback from staff reported improved classroom performance. As
the Special Educational Needs teacher I had responsibility for the NG where we also had
the involvement of an Assistant Head Teacher. I aimed to address the following research
questions with an overall aim of improving our practice:
1. Does the NG improve pupil motivation and achievement?
2. Do pupils who attend the NG tend to achieve better academic results than
peers with similar backgrounds and academic records who have not attended
the NG?
I was also interested in getting an overall impression of the value that the NG added to
the school.

METHODOLOGY
Research Strategy
The research philosophy behind the study followed an
interpretivist, phenomenological approach (Gray, 2004) rather than
a positivist approach. There were no hypotheses and the study
involved two small samples of pupils over a four year period. My
role was as a full participant or insider researcher and I used
multiple methods to analyse the ‘phenomenon’. There were action
research elements to the study, as specific information was
gathered to analyse a particular issue after which action for change
would ensue (Bell, 2010).
My own situation as an insider researcher fitted well into this
particular approach as I had been working and studying the
motivation and achievement within the group informally on a
regular basis over the five years that the group had then been in
existence. Gray (2004) describes the approach as analysing the
relationship between attitude and behaviour, incorporating the use
of observation supplemented by ‘some interview data for
clarification’.
The action research approach was appropriate, since as Bell (2010)
points out it can be used to analyse ‘any innovation or stage of
development in an institution’, The investigation is planned in
advance; evidence is collected systematically, observation used,
plus other methods, although no method is excluded. Using a
variety of methods was key to my research approach. Gray (2004)
describes action research as a ‘close collaboration between
researcher and practitioners; the emphasis is on promoting change,
attitudes and perspectives of practitioners are analysed’.
The study compared NG pupils and a group of pupils who had
similar Key Stage 2 results and ability scores on entry to Year 7 but
who had not taken part in a NG. Gray (2004) outlines an action
research case study that sought to raise the achievements of
special needs pupils with low exam scores; in this case a control
case study and experimental case study were analysed following
implementation of changes to the teaching programme. This
approach was similar in many ways to my own study and research
aims.
Reliability was enhanced through triangulating different methods
of data collection: Boxall profiles; observations and questionnaires
to staff and pupils enabling me to cross-reference results and
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check that findings were supported. In addition, I wanted to ensure
that the whole process was as valid as possible. I asked colleagues to
check for bias in the questionnaires, I checked the results of all
qualitative data with the participants (except the Boxall profiles) to
ensure that the results reflected precisely what they had written. The
final draft was shown to colleagues to confirm that they considered
that the information collected would be useful and relevant.

Data Analysis
The information gathered within the NG i.e. Boxall data and parental
comments provided feedback on how the social and behavioural
skills of NG pupils improved and so partly addressed Research
Questions 1 and 2. A comparison of data between the NG and a
similar group was helpful to fully answer the questions. Attendance
data were collected from both groups while Boxall profiles were
undertaken solely with NG pupils. The questionnaires were used to
help answer Research Question 1. The academic data comparisons:
English target levels and the percentages above or below target in
the most recent progress checks were used in relation to Research
Question 2. Reflections on the findings overall were taken into
account when considering if the NG was likely to have been value
for money.
Once the qualitative data were collected and ready to analyse, I tried
to follow Denscombe`s four key principles (Denscombe, 2010) to
ensure I was committed to: ‘grounding’ conclusions, the careful
reading of results, avoiding the introduction of ‘unwarranted
preconceptions’ and comparing carefully with the quantitative data. I
checked that the triangulation procedure had been used to ensure
reliability and validity of the qualitative data. I started with broad
categories, as suggested by Bell (2010) to sort out the main features
of the quantitative and qualitative data displayed in various statistical
formats, including tables and bar charts. From this, I drew
conclusions, substantiated by the data.
I ensured that the BERA guidelines were followed (BERA, 2011). I
obtained informed consent to ensure that all parties involved were
willing participants with no pressure on them to be involved. Parents
received letters requesting their help to which they responded. I told
the pupils about the research that would help the school improve
the NG and let them know afterwards that their responses had been
helpful and that they had done well. I was always aware of the
principle that participants should not be put at any risk or harm as a
result of the research, e.g. experiencing social difficulties so I ensured
anonymity and confidentiality. Finally, I was continually aware that
the aim of research should be to produce information that will be of
use to fellow professionals.

FINDINGS, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
Nurture group data
a.Boxall graphs analysis
Boxall profiles were undertaken at the beginning and the end of a
pupil’s time in the NG to analyse social, emotional and behavioural
strengths. The developmental strands indicate a pupil’s strengths
and the diagnostic describes behaviour that impacts on learning.
There were considerable changes to scores in each year (Figure1).
In the 2008-9 cohort, all seven pupils outside the average range
showed some improvements during the year although the results
varied between slight and marked. An improvement in attention and
decrease in disengagement was noted, also more constructive
participation and the acceptance of constraints, e.g. tidying up when
asked. Four pupils showed improvements in emotional security. The
following year, two pupils showed slight but important
improvements, particularly in the areas of attention, participation
and engagement to take their scores to within the average range.
Two pupils diagnosed as autistic also showed improvements in
attention, accommodation to others and being biddable. Two pupils,
one diagnosed with attachment disorder, displayed high diagnostic
scores. By July, they had improved in attention and had decreased
scores in negation towards self and others, insecure sense of self and
rejecting attachment. Three pupils showed extremely high scores in
negation towards self and others. In all cases, although difficulties still
existed, the scores for positive participation and maintaining
internalised standards increased in July. There was a corresponding
decrease in negativity towards others and in plunging in, grabbing
and disregarding others.
In the 2010-11 cohort three pupils showed slight but important
improvements in both areas (two to within the normal range on the
developmental strands), particularly in accepting constraints,
constructive participation and negation towards self and others. The
remaining three pupils initially presented very low scores in both
areas. Their improvements were marked. There was a sharp rise in
constructive participation, connection of experience, purposeful
attention, emotional security and accepting constraints among all
three. Negation towards self and others sharply decreased. These
three pupils have since been diagnosed as having an Autistic
Spectrum Disorder.
In the 2011-12 cohort all pupils showed improvements in both
sections of the profile, particularly in the key areas of attention and
constructive participation. They also showed a corresponding
decrease in disengagement. In one case a pupil whose behaviour
was causing considerable concern showed weak scores in both
sections in October. However in May he showed improvements in all
areas: an increase in purposeful attention; constructive participation;
emotional security; accepting constraints; accommodating to others
and making constructive responses. There was a corresponding
decrease in self-negation, undifferentiated attachment, negative
attitude towards others and insecure sense of self.
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Figure 1: Number of pupils showing overall improvement on the Boxall Profile
(both diagnostic and developmental strands).
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Another parent said:

‘The support we receive is amazing…we are kept informed every step
of the way…he takes it all in his stride now and he’s much more
relaxed.’
The parental comments showed that progress in social, emotional and
behavioural skills in the nurture group often continued into the home
environment. They supported Hepburn’s assertion that self-confidence, an
ability to manage behaviour and motivation could be improved through
attendance at a NG (Hepburn, 2008).
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a. Attendance data

Key
n Total number of pupils
n Number of pupils showing improvement

The attendance figures (Table 2) indicate similar or improved levels for the
NG cohort compared to the comparison group. It was important to
remember that one reason for possible inclusion in the group could have
The results suggested that a regular assessment of pupils’ social included a deteriorating attendance at primary school and we expected
and emotional strengths could improve opportunities to
attendance rates to decrease amongst many of the cohort. However, this
practise emotional resilience, positive participation and feelings was not the case. Possibly, improvements in attention, active participation
of self-worth. The smaller group size, in addition to the
and engagement with peers led to an increased understanding of the
personalised support, could also help prevent as Seith (2010)
curriculum, making and keeping friendships and so an ensuing willingness
says, the chance of ‘failing miserably’ once pupils reach Year 7.
to attend school. The results would suggest that a majority of NG pupils
were motivated, or increasingly motivated to attend school throughout Key
b. Parental comments
Stages 3 and 4. It also tied in with an aim of the Academy Improvement
Parents/guardians of current NG pupils were emailed
Plan to improve pupil attendance to 96%. The maintenance of the
fortnightly to update on progress, to check if there were any
attendance figures through the Key Stages may demonstrate that the
issues to discuss and to ask if any improvements had been
principles of nurture had become embedded in the school ethos. However,
noted in social, emotional and behavioural skills. Comments
NGs are likely to be more successful in schools where both staff and pupils
were received regularly and were positive.
are nurtured and motivated pupils will continue to require a nurturing
They included:
model in mainstream if they are to continue to attend school (Warin, 2017).

‘…she really enjoys her (nurture group) classes, she feels
safe there and enjoys the tasks that are set for her’;

Table 2: Attendance data

Nurture
group cohort:
end of Year 7

a second carer said:

‘….we think he has settled in very well; he is excited about

Nurture
group cohort
to present

Comparison
group cohort:
end of Year 7

Comparison
group cohort
to present

going to school which is a pleasure to see…he does speak
highly of his group.’

2008-9

93.7%

91.3%

94%

89.4%

Another parent said:

2009-10

93.7%

92.5%

83.8%

93.0%

2010-11

95.9%

97.5%

95.6%

93.8%

2011-12

95.1%

93.2%

92.4%

94.06%

‘…. he seems very happy, talking all the time about
school.’
Parental feedback was also overwhelmingly positive as noted
in the Quality Mark report, awarded by the Nurture Group
Network (NGN) in March 2012, when parents were interviewed
by the training manager of NGN:

‘Parents and carers are very appreciative of the impact
that (the nurture group) is having on their children. ’
Comments from parents included:

‘(The nurture group) has totally changed her…she’s
confident, pleasant to be around…’
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Figure 2: How have you felt about school since you were in Year 7 (n=52)?

b. Pupil questionnaires
In total 27 pupils who attended a NG and 27
pupils who remained in their mainstream class
answered the questionnaire (note that some
pupils did not answer all questions). Results are
reported in Figures 2 to 11.
The pupil questionnaires provided interesting
reading: many of the responses seemed to
suggest that motivation was improved. It could
be seen that a higher percentage of the NG
cohort considered they had increased
confidence, tried harder and felt better about
school since Year 7. More pupils than those in
the comparison group felt that their behaviour
had improved since Year 7. In addition, a higher
percentage than the comparison group were
proud of their achievements so far and the
entire nurture group cohort were sure they
would achieve their full potential, more so than
the comparison group. The evidence supports
the findings of the Ofsted national survey (July
2011) that being part of a nurture group makes
a considerable difference to behaviour and
social skills (Ofsted, 2011).

14

2

9

Nurture
group

Comparison
group
10

10

7

Key
n I enjoy school more
n I enjoy school the same
n I do not enjoy school as much

Figure 3: How confident do you feel since Year 7 (n =48)?
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Figure 4: How have you got on with other people since Year 7 (n = 52)?

4
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Nurture
group

9

Key
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Figure 5: Do you find it easier to ask for help in lessons since you were in Year 7 (n = 54)?
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Figure 6: How hard do you try in lessons (n = 52)?
1

3

Comparison
group

Nurture
group

8
Key
n I try harder than before
n I try the same as before
n I do not try as hard as before

11

12

18

Figure 7: How much do you join in class discussions (n = 52)?
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Figure 8: How many questions do you ask compared to Year 7 (n = 52)?
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Figure 9: How has your behaviour changed since Year 7 (n = 52)?
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Figure 10: Do you think you will do as well as you know you can at school (n = 52)?
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Figure 11: Are you proud of your achievements so far at school (n = 52)?
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c. Staff questionnaires
The staff questionnaires supported the responses in the pupil
questionnaires to a large extent as can be seen in Figure 12. In
every question, a majority of those questioned agreed that the NG
cohort achieved the skills and abilities listed, to a greater extent and
more frequently than the comparison group pupils.
Overwhelmingly, staff responded that the main skills that were
clearly apparent in the NG cohort were the abilities to follow
instructions, settle to work, listen to the teacher and accept rules.
Homework was also felt to be a strength of the cohort: this tied in
with a key aim of the Academy Improvement Plan to improve the
completion of homework. Staff responses indicated that pupils who
had been in the NG were taught effectively how to write homework
down, complete to an acceptable standard and hand in on time.
Pupils became aware during their time in the NG that there would
be immediate follow up by staff if it was not done, contacting
parents if necessary to ensure that late homework was handed in.
A majority felt that pupils would ask for help if necessary and were
enthusiastic about the lessons, which supported the pupils’
responses. Their results would seem to suggest that pupils’

motivation was increased through attendance in the NG and
backed up the observations during completion of the Boxall profiles
while pupils were in the group.
In response to several questions, a minority of staff did reply that the
NG cohort scored no higher than the control group, indicating that
there were still areas to work on. Some indicated that there were still
frequent issues interacting with peers (although group work was
more effective than among comparison group pupils). This was
supported by the NG cohort responses for getting on with others,
which were no higher than the comparison group responses.
Perhaps this indicated an area that needed to be worked on. In
addition, some said that the NG cohort displayed no better
concentration skills than their peers, a contrast to the perception of
some of the NG cohort themselves. Perhaps it indicates a difference
of opinion between staff and pupils of what “concentration” involved.
Other minority negative responses about NG pupils included a lack
of organisation of materials, an inability to behave when there is a
change of routine and being unable to work independently, again
areas to consider when planning academic and nurture activities.

Figure 12: In your opinion, do pupils in the nurture group cohort achieve the following more frequently and to a greater extent than those in the comparison
group cohort?
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d.Comparison of English target levels

Table 3: English target levels

To consider whether NG pupils achieved more than their
peers, I looked at the numbers of pupils who were on,
above or below their target levels in English (Table 3). The
Year 11 NG contingent had a higher proportion of pupils
on target as did the Year 8 cohort. Percentages were lower
for Years 9 and 10. However, it must be remembered that
both cohorts contained three pupils each who displayed
behavioural difficulties due to outside circumstances, were
frequent visitors to the pastoral office and received
support from outside agencies. All these pupils
contributed to the below target levels: those who had
marked social, emotional and behavioural needs found it
more difficult to maintain progress towards the target
grade. Indeed, many pupils had managed to maintain
progress and in English lessons were able to develop key
skills essential for GCSE work.

2008-9

Nurture group
cohort:
Sept Year 7

Nurture group
cohort to
present

Comparison
group cohort:
Sept Year 7

Comparison
group cohort
to present

L3-100%

60% on

L3-70%

37% on

L4-0%

40% below

L4-30%

50% below

2009-10

L3-84%

36% on

L3-100%

77% on

L4-16%

54% below

L4-0%

11% below

e.Comparison of attainment checks

22% above

10% above

The same was true for the numbers of pupils who were
above or below in three or more subjects (Table 4). Again,
Year 11 and Year 8 were mainly on target in most subjects.
However, more pupils were below in three or more
subjects in the other two years studied. We expected
pupils who attended the NG to fall further behind in terms
of reaching target levels as the work became progressively
more difficult. The results showed that the NG cohort did
broadly maintain the same levels as the comparison group
cohort. This backs up the observation by Mowat (2008)
that pupils welcome the nurturing aspects but that there
often still remains a wide gap in attainment.

2010-11

L3-100%

27% on

L3-90%

45.5% on

L4-0%

63% below

L4-10%

54% below
0% above

0% above

2011-12

L3-80%

60% on

L3-66%

66.6% on

L4-20%

40% below

L4-34%

22.4% below
11% above

0%above

Table 4: Percentages of pupils who were
three or more subjects above target or
three or more subjects below target in
the Autumn Attainment checks 2012

Three or more subjects
above target
Nurture group
cohort

13% above

0% above

Comparison
group cohort

Three or more subjects
below target

On target in most subjects

Nurture group
cohort

Nurture group
cohort

Comparison
group cohort

Comparison
group cohort

2008-9

0%

0%

20%

12%

80%

88%

2009-10

20%

12%

50%

22%

30%

66%

2010-11

0%

0%

60%

30%

40%

70%

2011-12

0%

0%

10%

0%

90%

100%
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DISCUSSION
The view noted by Lord (2006) that it is easier for pupils to feel
dissatisfied, that often there needs to be a greater than average
effort to keep up, was supported in my findings. Targeted help after
Year 7 was also recommended in the Quality Mark report provided
by NGN in March 2012: ‘Provide a similar provision for pupils who
would benefit from it in Years 8 and 9.’. The staff results suggested
that certain skills and abilities were not fully learnt while pupils
were in the NG e.g. working independently, behaving when there
is a change in routine. This was an opportunity, in addition to
specific activities in the NG, to work with the more needy pupils
later in Key Stage 3. This would have a different emphasis and
would aim to encourage behaviours that could avoid exclusions: it
would certainly be a cheaper alternative for those for whom
alternative provision cannot be found or where such provision
breaks down. For these pupils, it would be beneficial to work in
close conjunction with outside agencies where appropriate.
Was the group value for money? Although pupils were not
achieving more than their peers, most maintained progress and
seemed to be more motivated than the control group. Pupils who
we expected to become disengaged and possibly persistent
absentees continued to attend school. The anecdotal evidence
from staff and pupils themselves that there was increased
motivation and participation in lessons was borne out by the
analyses.
Some of the NG activities linked directly to aims in the Academy
Improvement Plan which would seem likely to enhance its value
overall for the school. One example of this was that the Academy
Improvement Plan emphasises moral and spiritual teaching and
this occurred naturally in the NG for example during ‘Blob Tree’
sessions (Wilson & Long, 2009). In addition, specific social,
emotional and behavioural skills were written in lesson plans in
the form of Boxall targets, which linked directly to National
Curriculum targets.
NGs also offered ‘value added’ throughout the school in terms of
professional development, as having learnt from colleagues what
has worked for the NG cohort, I was in a better position to support
staff, both through the activities emphasised in nurture time and
through extra sessions with Years 8 and 9 pupils.

CONCLUSION
Impact of research
One recommendation in the Quality Mark report provided by NGN
noted: ‘evaluate the impact of the NG to secure sustainability in the
future.’
Overall, the research showed that pupils who attended the NG on
the whole were motivated and achieved as much as their peers.
They attended school regularly at a stage when struggles with
academic work and lack of self-esteem could lead to
disenchantment and absence from school. Clear improvements
were identified in pupils’ behaviour, particularly their attention,
participation and accepting constraints. The pupils also showed a
higher degree of motivation, satisfaction with their achievements
so far and expectations of future achievements while the
questionnaires to parents also indicated that there was a
continuation of the improvement outside school. Motivation was
improved. Achievement was on a par with peers, a sign of success
when a decline might normally be expected in the cohorts during
progress through secondary school.
The research had a positive impact on pupils’ opportunities in the
NG. The aim was to build on areas of motivation and achievement
identified to further extend pupils’ social, emotional, behavioural
and academic success. Pupils were subsequently encouraged to
work independently and more collaboratively with peers.
Improvements in relationships with peers, as identified by pupils
and staff, had been shown to require further input. Group work
exercises were more neatly dovetailed to the task in hand, e.g. time
to allocate roles within the group. Pupils were able to practise in
social skills sessions, not just in academic lessons. Opportunities for
speaking, including Assessment for Learning activities were
incorporated into the planning. Changes in routine were
incorporated to support pupils developing skills in concentration
and emotional maturity.
The impact of the research provided further benefit to pupils as a
decision was taken to provide support in future years, both within
the classroom, to build on the skills they developed in the NG, and
for certain pupils a continuation of the nurture sessions several
times per week. This lessened the chances of skills developed
being lost.
The existence of the NG enhanced the Academy Improvement
Plan and enabled professional development of staff. Taking all the
findings into account it is likely that the NG did provide value for
money although this is always a difficult concept to prove.
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Reflexions on the research
It occurred to me during the research process that there were
several changes I could have made. The comparison group pupils
were selected from those with similar academic backgrounds and I
assumed that it would be easy to compare cohorts. However,
several staff told me that it was very difficult to compare groups,
even with similar academic backgrounds as similarities and
differences varied not only between groups but between
individual pupils. If I were to undertake this exercise again I would
prefer to compare one pupil directly with another. After discussion
with colleagues, I created a slightly altered template of the staff
questionnaire which would facilitate this in the future.
Time limitations meant it was impossible to carry out interviews
but they would have provided a useful opportunity to expand on
answers to the questionnaires.
Undertaking this research project has benefited me professionally
and personally. The research helped me hone my teaching and
gave me more focus when planning lessons. I became much more
aware that certain skills are learnt well, for example, the time spent
developing speaking and listening skills, is clearly well spent. It was
gratifying to find out that most NG cohort pupils were proud of
their achievements, were more confident and behaved better than
previously. However, I realised that I needed to incorporate specific
activities: nurture time provided an excellent opportunity to
practise in a small group environment. I also aimed to support
pupils in the classroom and in extra sessions. Closer collaboration
with outside agencies ensured that the foundations that were laid
in the Year 7 group could be revisited and reinforced in targeted
activities.
It proved interesting and worthwhile to work out ways in which to
compare pupils progress and to decide which data would be
effective in discovering pupils’ levels of motivation and
achievement. I also learnt a considerable amount about research
methodology and I look forward to undertaking further surveys in
school leading to further refinements and improvements to benefit
individual pupils and the school as a whole.

question of whether the group continues to provide benefits and
potentially value for money.
The governors received a copy of the results and expressed a wish for
the group to continue. Unfortunately, increased financial pressure on
the school budget meant that the NG had to be ended the following
summer. However, many principles of nurture continue and are now
embedded in the school ethos.
The pastoral system is more attuned to the needs of all pupils,
especially those who are vulnerable. My own lower ability classes,
although larger in number than in the NG, are allowed time to reflect
on their feelings and motivation. Difficulties are discussed and
achievement celebrated. More time is spent on organisation and
homework planning. Group work rules are explained and activities
working with other pupils practiced. Presentations are encouraged.
Pupils are praised for achievements, including pupils of the week in
Year assemblies. It is hoped, budget constraints permitting, that a
nurture type group will be able to be run in the near future as it has
proved so valuable and in principle has the backing of governors.

FINAL CONCLUSION
Membership of a NG appears to have impacted on pupils who
attended it. There is a greater sense of achievement and motivation
than among those who receive the more traditional forms of support,
i.e. in class support and tuition. Progress in many areas is identified by
staff who work closely with the pupils once they have returned to
mainstream. Certain identified skills could be further developed in
group sessions. Pupils would benefit from continued support once
they have left the group and for a few, a continuation of nurture type
sessions in Years 8 and 9. The NG has added value to aspects of the
whole school, contributing to the Academy Improvement Plan.

Further actions and recommendations
The research demonstrated clear ways in which we can measure
the impact of the NG. Previously, it had seemed necessary only to
complete the Boxall profiles twice a year and complete the tick lists
with pupils in Years 8 to 11. It was now apparent that a more
rigorous study was needed to encompass quantitative and
qualitative data comparisons with a similar group. Most importantly,
for our school pairs of pupils matched for academic attainment and
similar backgrounds were seen as preferable in making
comparisons. The views of mainstream staff provided invaluable
feedback as did the analysis of attainment checks and English
target levels. It was decided that the information would be collated
and presented to governors on a regular basis to help review the
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APPENDICES

Pupil questionnaire
Circle as appropriate

I am in Year

8

9

10

I attended (Nurture group)

11
I did not attend (Nurture group)

Tick the statement which most applies to you.
Since starting at (Name of school)
My confidence has grown
My confidence has stayed the same
I feel less confident

Tick the yes or no box
I think I will do as well as I possibly can at school

Yes
No

I find it easier to get on with other people
I get on with other people the same as before
I find it more difficult to get on with other people

I am proud of my achievements so far at school

Yes
No

I find it easier to ask for help
I ask for help at the same rate as I did before
I find it more difficult to ask for help

If I could change one thing at school to help me it
would be

I join in class discussions more
I join in class discussions at about the same rate
I join in class discussions less
I ask more questions
I ask the same amount of questions
I ask fewer questions

This is because

My behaviour has improved
My behaviour has stayed the same
My behaviour has got worse
I enjoy school more
I feel the same about school as I did before
I do not enjoy school as much

One thing that has helped me at school is
This is because

I try harder than before
I try about the same
I do not try as much as before
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APPENDICES

Staff questionnaire Pupil motivation and achievement
Tick as appropriate

Generally, do you think that nurture group pupils do the following, more frequently and
to a greater level of success than the control group pupils?
n Pay attention

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Settle to work

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Accept rules, follow instructions

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Ask for help when necessary

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Participate – put hand up to contribute

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Concentrate

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Group work

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Behave when there is a change in routine

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Interact positively with peers

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Organised with materials

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Able to work independently

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Listen to teacher, stay silent

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Complete classwork to acceptable standard

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Complete homework on time

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Show confidence

Yes

No

Don’t know

n Show enthusiasm, keen to do well

Yes

No

Don’t know

If you have noticed any additional skills that the nurture group pupils may have developed
which help build achievement and motivation, please list

Please return to

by

Thanks very much

NIE
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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, nurture groups (NGs) have maintained a positive
growth whereas targeted youth work in schools has diminished.
Transition into secondary education is a crucial time for a young
person, and this research examines the crossovers between youth
work and nurture groups, exploring how these interventions support
transition for young people.

OFSTED reported in 2011 the value of nurture groups (NGs): for young people
with challenging behaviour, saying they made “...a considerable difference to
the behaviour and the social skills of the pupils” (Ofsted, 2011). This report
recommends that local authorities consider NGs as an early intervention
strategy, and while this evidence was compiled from primary schools, the value
could translate into secondary education. There has been a focus in policy
around transition for young people into secondary school and how this needs
to be better supported (Evangelou et al., 2008). The Department for Education
funded pupil premium summer schools for young people moving into Year 7 to
bridge the gap for students who might need additional support for key skills
such as numeracy and literacy (Department for Education, 2015).

Literature shows overlaps between nurture and youth work, although
neither specifically mentions the other and both remain independent.
The research covers three key themes: the value in using NGs to
support secondary transition, the specialist nature of NGs, and the
overlaps between NGs and youth work, defined by the National Youth
Agency as: “…the science of enabling young people to believe in
themselves and build positive futures…Youth work takes a holistic
approach…its starts where they are at” (National Youth Agency,
2017). Youth work takes place in communities and schools, and
“offers young people safe spaces to explore their identity, experience
decision-making, increase their confidence”. Youth work is governed
by a code of ethical conduct, released in 2004, that states: “The
purpose of youth work is to facilitate and support young people’s
growth through dependence to interdependence, by encouraging their
personal and social development and enabling them to have a voice,
influence and place in their communities and society” (National Youth
Agency, 2004).
The research took a pragmatic, mixed methods approach and was
undertaken with professionals from a wide range of disciplines with an
interest in the transition to secondary schools; including youth
workers, teachers, and CAMHS practitioners.
Findings suggest there are significant similarities between youth work
and nurture, and transition from primary to secondary schools should
be considered holistically alongside intervention work. Similarities are
such that both sets of practitioners would benefit from sharing
expertise and learning opportunities.

It is well documented that children’s brains undergo a secondary stage of
development in adolescence (Dahl, 2004): “Children aged 11 and 12
are…moving out of childhood and into the teenage years, when they are
expected to take on more adult responsibilities...school transition acts as a
status passage that allows children to progress to a higher level of psychosocial
maturity” (Symonds, 2015). Young people at this crucial stage of transition need
more support than they have ever done at this time of austerity and concern
about emotional wellbeing, when traditional school-based youth work with
external youth workers providing weekly group work during the school day,
that could have supported these young people has suffered extreme cuts
(Unison, 2016).

Literature review
NGs are designed to meet the needs of children with attachment issues;
Bowlby highlights the importance of making intimate emotional bonds, and
regards it as being “…a principle feature of effective personality functioning”
(Bowlby, 1988). The key thinking is the caregiver, namely the parent, holds a
major role in the development of positive attachment, resulting in attachment
behaviour. Bowlby explains attachment behaviour manifests in attaining or
maintaining proximity to another individual who they perceive as being better
able to cope with the world (Bowlby, 1988). This is what Bowlby calls a “secure
base” (Bowlby, 1988); the place (person) where someone returns when there is a
problem.
In youth work, the ‘relationship’ is the key to success with young people; the
ethical principles of youth work include “Treat young people with respect”, with
a focus on valuing each individual (National Youth Agency, 2004). Martin states
that “other professionals will normally form a client/professional relationship in
order to deliver a service”, however “In contrast, a youth worker will see the
relationship as a primary goal” (Martin, 2009). The Positive for Youth report
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recognises “young people need supportive relationships with people
they trust to help them to develop their values and judgement...”
(Cabinet Office & Department for Education, 2011). Sercombe notes that
“youth work is a professional relationship in which the young person is
engaged as the primary client” (Sercombe, 2010). This relationship may
be compared to the importance of attachment theory within NGs.
However, there is an argument as to whether a professional can be
classed as an attachment figure, and Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall
(1978) suggest that temporary relationships can be considered as
emerging attachments. Howes, however, recognised certain categories
of adults in a child’s life could be seen as alternative attachment figures,
including extended family, teachers, and child care providers (Prior &
Glaser, 2006).
Teicher and colleagues in (Boxall & Lucas, 2010) suggest the way that a
child is cared for can affect the size of brain areas and the maturation
process. It has been widely accepted that early experiences affect brain
development (Measer, 2005), however it is now recognised that the
adolescent brain goes through a phase of growth as well. Music (2011)
explains that the adolescent brain responds differently to that of adults,
and when confronted with fear it is the amygdala that reacts, whereas in
an adult it is the prefrontal cortex. Biological differences like this help
explain why teenagers can appear to over-react and erupt. Music (2011)
further claims that:“Those subjected to inconsistent care or trauma are
likely to be more hypervigilant and less able to concentrate.” We can link
this to attachment, and understand that young people who have not
had adequate care as children may have attachment issues and this can
affect brain development and behaviour.
It is during adolescence that young people start to explore new
relationships; Music (2011) suggests these relationships are influenced
by earlier experiences of intimacy:“Having a problematic relationship
with parents increases the likelihood of depression and problems with
peers.” Music (2011) recognises that:“while good relationships at home
aid an adolescent’s transition into independence, peer groups also
assert their own separate influences”. Therefore, work that takes place in
peer groups – potentially NGs – could have a big impact on a young
person.

knowledge across these two worlds – if someone from school is
interested in the other part of their life, it gives value for the child and
helps them transition. One of the strategies is to have “adult,
non-teacher, learning mentors [who] can be supportive for children
showing signs of disengagement” (Measer, 2005). These mentors are
“…not teachers, social workers or youth workers, but are trained in using
strategies derived from these practitioners. They seek to act as a reliable
adult for the child – one who stays around and can be trusted”.
This links to the style of work youth workers undertake, and traditionally
there has been youth work taking place on school sites, although more
recently Local Authority youth services have diminished. The
Department of Education and Science (1991) highlighted that “youth
work on school sites can make positive contributions to the personal
and social education (PSE) of young people”. The same report recognises
the benefit of having a room allocated that is designed to be more
homely, but more importantly the report notes that the most important
part of the work is “…the excellent relationships between youth workers
and pupils”. There are, of course, other principles that are underlying to
youth work – listed in the Ethical Conduct in Youth Work document are
ethical and professional principles, including: respecting young people’s
rights to make their own decisions, and contributing towards the
promotion of social justice (National Youth Agency, 2004). Youth workers
also follow a set of national occupational standards to accredit their JNC
qualification – these include: promotion of inclusion and equality;
facilitation of personal, social, and educational development; developing
youth work strategy and practice (National Youth Agency, 2017).

The link between nurture and youth work
approaches

There are six principles of nurture: children’s learning is understood
developmentally, the classroom offers a safe base, the development of
wellbeing, language is a vital means of communication, all behaviour is
communication, and recognising the importance of transition in
children’s lives (Lucas, Insley, & Buckland, 2006). Looking at this list, there
are key links to adolescents moving to secondary education – the most
obvious being the recognition of transition as being important in a
Difficulties associated with the start of adolescence are compounded for child’s life; NGs could have a strong role to play in this transition period
for young people.
young people in the UK who usually move from primary to secondary
school around this time: “…children undergo two transitions at this
Considering the “secure base”, theory dictates that there should be four
time – to secondary education and to being a teenager – and both
areas within a nurture room: home, work, kitchen, and play; thinking
must be considered and provided for” (Measer, 2005). The child moves
about the humanistic side, Eccleshall & Locke (2013) provide insight into
from a school where they have worked closely with one or two teachers the value of the workers, saying “…staff are the most important
in their own classroom, to a large environment where they have many
resource”, and “nurture leaders should…be able to form trusting bonds
teachers and many classrooms. It must be challenging for a child who
with the children and their nurture colleague”. This importance of the
has already suffered with rejection or broken attachment, to lose what
relationship is an obvious thread throughout youth work, transition
could be a secondary attachment or a secure base, likewise:“…there is
work, and attachment.
evidence that children who fail to make a successful transition are more
The qualities suggested for a practitioner are: emotional resilience, care,
likely to become alienated from school and to truant or create
compassion, warmth, kindness, gentle but also firm, and patience
difficulties and disruptions at school” (Measer, 2005).
(Eccleshall & Locke, 2013). These qualities sound familiar to those
To help overcome some of the problems associated with secondary
expected of a youth worker, particularly considered alongside
transition, there are a number of ways in which they can be alleviated.
documents such as the NYA’S Ethical Conduct in Youth Work or the
Greenhough and Hughes (in Measer, 2005), talk about children living in
Youth Work National Occupational Standards (National Youth Agency,
“two different worlds” at home and school, and the value in exchanging 2004, 2017); both of which reference qualities such as respect and trust
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The questions were a combination of tick boxes and open ended questions
and the five participants for interviews were selected on the basis of their
answers to open ended questions and their range of professions. The data
were analysed and themed according to the research aims by creating a
comparative analysis and through using coding across the interviews (see
Appendix 4).

as being integral to effective and professional youth work.
Considering transition, Eccleshall & Locke (2013) suggest
identifying pupils in the summer term of Year 6:“Nurture groups
can be particularly effective in managing the transition of
vulnerable young people from the primary phase into the
secondary phase” (Bennathan, Boxall & Colley, 2011), if NGs can
support this transition then one has to question why more
groups do not exist and why they are not compulsory.

Using the six ‘key ethics principles’ from The Research Ethics Guide (Boddy et
al., 2015), I drafted a Code of Ethics that included anonymity, confidentiality,
your right, the final report, data protection, consent (see Appendix 1) and I
went through this with each participant.

The research looks at addressing the following key questions, with
a view to providing practical support for practitioners in
secondary nurture settings:

The findings for each of the nine questions in the questionnaire are presented
first, followed by a summary of the themes that emerged from the interviews.

- What are the key similarities and differences between youth
work and nurture provision, and is there merit in sharing learning?
- What are the qualities a practitioner needs for intervention work
at the time of transition?

FINDINGS
Questionnaire findings

METHODOLOGY

The majority of professionals (70%) were working within secondary education.
46 of those were working with 11 year olds, and the ages with the highest
frequencies were between 11 and 16 (Figure 1 and Figure 2). Therefore the
results from the questionnaire are generally focused around the ages of
adolescence and transition.

The research methodology was qualitative as it was primarily
aligned to exploring attitudes, behaviour and experiences
(Dawson, 2009). However, after consideration of aims and
practicalities, it blended into a more pragmatic approach
incorporating a short questionnaire with tick boxes and ranking
systems to simplify data analysis (see Appendix 3) and in-depth,
semi-structured interviews (See Appendix 2 for interview
questions).“The point is that research is not about using some
methods rather than others; it is about using any methods you
know or imagine that are fit for your inquiring purpose” (Knight,
2002). The research was undertaken in May 2015 across
Hampshire, with a pilot questionnaire administered to inform the
main questionnaire, in which 57 professionals participated. The
sample was a convenience one, in that it was drawn from
professional colleagues. It was also a quota and purposive sample
as it included individuals relevant to the topic from the following
professional groupings: youth workers; teachers; school pastoral
workers; CAMHS workers, and someone from senior leadership in
a school.

Figure 1: The professional role of the 57 respondents
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Figure2: The age groups of young people the respondents worked with
Graph showing frequency of responses to Question 2 -What is the age group of young people you work within your professional capacity?
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Figure 3.1: Key themes relating to nurture identified by respondents

Figure 3.2: Key themes relating to youth work identified by respondents
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More respondents could identify nurture with a key theme of ‘personal,
social, emotional’ and a secondary theme of ‘transition’, than could
identify themes in youth work (Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2).

When asked to identify youth work, four themes emerged (Figure
3.2); the top theme was the same as that for nurture: ‘personal,
social, emotional’, with 15 respondents making this link.
Professionals were clearer on the purpose of nurture than youth
work, and were more able to identify nurture.

Participants were asked to consider to which intervention a list of
traits belonged to. The list was written from a combination of
nurture and youth work theory. Table 1 shows that most of these
traits were aligned to both nurture and youth work. Highlighted in
green is the highest scoring column for each trait, and the only one
that didn’t come up as ‘both nurture and youth work’ was the
element of the safe base. This trait is the only one that scored
highest for being nurture provision only.

Table 1: Qualities/traits identified with nurture and with youth work
Frequency of answers to the question: “Which of these qualities/traits would you relate to youth work and to nurture provision?”

Answer options

Youth
Work
only

Nurture Neither Both Response
Count
Provision
only

A positive relationship with an adult is key to success
Education based intervention
Welfare based intervention
Helps to improve attendance of young people at school
Helps improve self-esteem of young people
A young person is understood developmentally, for example, the work starts at the place where the young person is at
Language is vital for communication
All behaviour is communication
It is important to offer a safe base - with a home area, opportunity for play, kitchen and work area
Transition is important in a young person’s life and needs recognition and support
Help to raise aspirations of young people
Works with/benefits the whole community
Promotes a young person’s self-awareness, confidence and participation
Promotes inclusion, equality and diversity
Works with all young people
Enables young people to make decisions
Having and sharing food is important

0
3
7
1
1
1
1
0
2
0
4
15
1
1
16
2
2

0
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10
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Answered question

53
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4
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Highlighted in orange are the sections with secondary scores with a
response of 20% or more. There were two where nurture had a high
secondary score, and these were being an “education based
intervention”and “a young person is understood
developmentally…”
The transition element was noted as being predominantly both
youth work and nurture, with 75% of respondents suggesting this,
and a further 19% recognising that transition was a key element of
nurture practice.
Figure 4 shows interventions that staff were aware of or had
experienced. The interventions most had experienced were

one-to-one services – mentoring, counselling and Emotional Literacy
Support Assistants (ELSA). All of these scored highest in that category,
whereas the lowest scoring was transition summer schools. NGs
were the fifth most recognised intervention, with 14% of
respondents not aware of or unsure and 86% of respondents aware
or had experienced. Almost double the number of respondents
confirmed that NGs were taking place (51.02%) compared to
transition summer schools (26.53%) This figure was reflected in “have
experienced in my practice”, with 28.57% experienced NGs and only
12.24% experienced transition summer schools. This would suggest
nurture is used more favourably than summer schools to aid
transition.

Table4: Awareness of interventions
(responses to the question “Which of the following interventions are you currently aware of/are taking place with secondary age young people?”)

100%
90%
80%

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

Intervention

Key
n
n
n
n
n
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Not aware of
Aware of but not currently taking place
Aware of and taking place
Have experienced this in my practice
Unsure

Transition summer schools

Mentoring (1:1)

Youth clubs

Young people’s counselling
services (1:1)

ELSA work (emotional literacy support - 1:1)

One oﬀ group work sessions - such as
friendship workshops/social skills

Youth work targeted group work
projects - long term, external providers, in
school hours

0%
Nurture groups

Percentage

70%

The International Journal of NurtureinEducation

When asked who was best to run nurture provision in schools, the
results showed a pastoral member of staff was preferable over a
qualified teacher. There was some approval for youth workers,
although the preference was that they were internally employed by
the school as opposed to a third party (Figure 6).

Figure 5 shows interventions ranked by greatest impact with
young people – those with the lowest scores were considered to
have most impact and those with the highest scores least impact.
NGs were considered to have the greatest impact; followed by
counselling services and mentoring. The intervention considered to
have the least impact was transition summer schools, followed by
one-off group work sessions and youth clubs. All of the top three
require positive relationships to be built with over a sustained
period of time, whereas the bottom three interventions would not
require this relationship and were more ad-hoc in terms of
facilitators.

Respondents who answered “other” suggested it was dependent on
the skills of the individual, and that children needed to relate to the
worker. There was a proposal for a multi-disciplinary team of
teachers, youth workers and mental health professionals, which
provides an interesting angle in terms of meeting the needs of a
child in a holistic way.

Figure 5: Which interventions have the greatest impact on young people?
Of these interventions, please rank which ones you feel have the greatest impact with young people in terms of: improved attendance, self-esteem,
aspirations, attitudes, and general wellbeing (1 having the most impact and 8 the least)
Transition summer schools
Mentoring (1:1)
Youth clubs
Young people’s counselling services (1:1)
ELSA work (emotional literacy support - 1:1)
One oﬀ group work sessions - such as
friendship workshops/social skills
Youth work targeted group work projects - long term,
external providers, in school hours
Nurture groups
0.00

Figure 6: Who is best placed to run nurture provision?
Responses to the question: “Thinking specifically about nurture provision,
who do you feel is best placed to run this in schools?”
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Interviews

Relationships

Five professionals were interviewed, and the key themes
identified from the transcripts included: transition; similarities and
differences between nurture and youth work; relationships; the
person for the role; and secure environment.

The theme of relationships ran through all of the interviews; Youth
Worker (YW) explained a teacher was involved in the nurturing project:
YW…‘when she walked through the door she was a Trailblazer member of

Transition
School Pastoral Staff:... ‘secondary education is so much different to
what they’re used to in primary. At primary they move around less
don’t they, at primary they’ve got a teacher for the year...They move
into secondary school...they’re bombarded with loads of different
people and loads of different personalities…it’s much more
fragmented I think when they get to secondary school, and if they
don’t have that one person or a group of people who can help them,
with that side of things, then that can set that young person up to
have all sorts of problems...’
The school staff focused on the transition across educational
provision, whereas the youth worker talked more of a transition from
home to school, and how this needed specific support.
Youth Worker: ‘Nurture groups… I see them as breakfast club

…to try and transition from home to school environment …It’s
providing that kind of solid stable consistent approach that
young people may not for a variety of reasons be getting at
home… so they are better able to engage in education.’
One interviewee suggested involving a transition teacher would
be beneficial to nurture delivery (Interview 5:2). While all the
professionals interviewed work with the transition age group,
they all had different ideas of what transition was for a young
person.

Similarities and differences between nurture and
youth work
A large part of the interviews focused on the key differences and
similarities between youth work and nurture. The chart shows key
attributes that were assigned to each role by the interviewees:
It is clear there are attributes shared by each role, and similarities in
terms of grouping responses, “good listener” linking to
“communication”, and “able to adapt” linking with “flexible”. These
responses linked with those in the questionnaire from Table 1
reiterate that there are similarities in the skill set of professionals and
delivery of each provision.

staff and the young people did have to adapt to that …but generally they
were very good at that because they did have that positive relationship.
That comes down to picking the right member of staff. You’ve got to have
the right member of staff, where actually a little bit their heart is a bit more
youth worker than teachery…’
Having the right person for the role was brought up in interview 3:

School pastoral staff ‘I don’t think it should be a teacher, I don’t think

it should be anybody from a leadership side of things because I
think that in itself might be quite intimidating for a young person. I
think…young people, respond in a completely different way, and
in a much more relaxed way to someone they don’t perceive as an
authoritarian…’
This was echoed in interview 4: ‘I think in a secondary setting, somebody

who’s not a teacher is the better” (Interview 4:2 – Locality Team
Manager), whereas in interview 5 there was an opposing view: ’ …I
think it would be great for teachers and support staff to work together
on it’ , but recognised that ‘…I think it’s less about the kind of position
of the person, more around the capabilities of the person to deliver…’
(Interview 5:2 – Senior Leadership Team Member).
Interviewee 5 also said that: ‘the children have got to feel confident in
them and feel like they can trust and work with them’ (Interview 5:3–
Senior Leadership Team Member). All interviewees recognised the
relationship was important in the successful delivery of nurture work and
consideration was needed in appointing someone.

Secure Environment
Interviewee 2 talked about group work and having the opportunity to
talk about issues in ‘an extremely safe not vulnerable way’
(Interview 2:3 – Youth Worker), being safe where no one can walk into
the room unannounced; the suggestion is for a separate building that is
not seen as being part of school (Interview 2:5 – Youth Worker). The
school leadership interviewee commented on the need for a safe space,
saying:‘I think safe environment is absolute top priority that the

children or young people have got to feel safe in that
environment…’(Interview 5:3 – Senior Leadership Team Member).

Table 2: Key attributes of youth workers and nurture leaders identified during interviews

Interview
1
2
3
4
5

Youth workers
Open minded, good listener, able to adapt
Relationship building, empathy, care
Open minded, flexible
Empathetic, emotionally intelligent

Nurture leaders

Have time, approachable, availability
Communication, flexible
Emotionally intelligent, empathetic, group work
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DISCUSSION
The findings indicate that transition for young people is much more
than the move from primary to secondary education; in one of the
interviews with a youth worker, they discussed more of the transition
from home to school, as opposed to across key stages in education.
Practitioners discussed transitions for young people from home to
school, as well as the move in physical environment and educational
methods. Transition needs to be seen holistically by practitioners, and
it must be understood that transition does not only happen at 11, but
is an ongoing process through life (Palmer & Panchal, 2011) which
needs support from peers and trusted adults. Transition cannot be
understood vertically or as age-related, because people move
through different experiences at different ages, and means
“recognising the transition process is a vital requirement in
understanding and developing a coping strategy” (Washington, 2011).
Transition needs support throughout life and as adults we may
experience it through peer friendships or more formally through
developmental coaching but there is a case for providing it through
structured group work that may be at its strongest in adolescence.
It is recognised that “neuroscientists now believe young brains can be
shaped – and young people’s futures changed for the better or worse
– during this second major phase of development in adolescence”
(Hunt, 2015). This reinforces that:“we should be recognising that
teenagers are children too” (Hunt, 2015). This knowledge is imperative
for practitioners working with teenagers. All too often teenagers are
considered old enough to look after themselves, when if their brain is
fundamentally redeveloping then they need as much support as a
toddler. Brain development should be taught to all practitioners
working with young people, as this could change their practice and
help them reconsider their interactions with adolescents. The 2011
Positive for Youth discussion paper on adolescent brain development
highlights the need to invest in this area and even for parents to work
to understand their children’s behaviour through what has been
understood in this field (Cabinet Office & Department for Education,
2011).
The evidence shows NGs have a place in many secondary schools, but
not in all, and that there are many who do not offer this intervention.
There are pockets of good practice, but this is sparse and varies across
the country. It was evident that the key to a successful intervention
with young people was the relationship they had with the facilitator,
and that getting the right person for the role is one of the most
important starting points for success in terms of building a trusting
relationship for learning to happen (Tiffany, 2001). This was evident in
both the survey and interviews. In Figure 6 which shows who is best
placed to deliver nurture in schools, those who selected ‘other’ fed
back that it was dependent on the skills of the staff and that the
children needed to relate to the worker. This is fundamentally similar
to youth work in terms of the focus around building positive
relationships. It seems logical that there is learning that could be
shared between nurture and youth work around how best to build
these relationships.
Generally, the findings indicated the strong similarities between
nurture and youth work, with the only key difference being the nature
of youth work as a voluntary relationship (Figures 3.1 – 3.2, and

interview with Locality Manager). Other interventions do not necessarily
rely on the relationship focusing more on the product, rather than the
process. This makes youth work and nurture very similar as the process is
most important, relying on experiential learning rather than a didactic
approach (Blacker, 2001). Many of the interviewees felt that there could
be merit in youth work being provided in schools (Figure 4 and 5) but in
a role where it was supporting nurture and working alongside it
(interview with youth worker 1 – “It’s often the voices you don’t hear the
most that you hear the loudest”; Figure 6). There were mixed feelings
about an external youth worker providing nurture, as they would have to
work within the parameters of the school and this could compromise
their ability to keep things confidential (interview with youth worker 1 –
“if it’s also delivered by school teachers, you’ve got a struggle with
confidentiality”). It is clear there would need to be definitive guidance for
the staff running the group if an external youth worker were to be
involved with a school member of staff, but for the overall impact and
benefit it could have on young people and the community, it could be
really positive.
There is a lack of knowledge between professionals around what youth
work is and what it can provide. This was also evident, to an extent, with
NGs. The lack of knowledge seemed mainly to occur with staff in
secondary education, who were unaware of youth work projects
(Figure 4). This could be a sign of the times for youth work which has
suffered severe cuts. However, there is also an opportunity for youth work
charities to work with schools to help meet the needs of the children in
their care by providing alternative educational opportunities for young
people. Schools are in receipt of pupil premium, which leaves
opportunities for youth work to be creative and be funded by schools.
One of the pertinent messages that came across from the research was
around joined up working, and the value in weaving youth work into
schools as part of the intervention to ease transition to create a context
for the intervention and give it more meaning in the wider community,
so that schools are not seen as isolated, but that any work undertaken in
school benefits the local area.
In a report from Demos, nine out of ten teachers had favourable attitudes
towards non-formal learning and 51% strongly agreed their students
would benefit from non-formal learning opportunities (Birdwell, Scott, &
Koninckx, 2015). The report also showed:“Three out of five teachers
strongly agreed that non-formal education can help young people
develop important social and emotional skills, as well as skills that are
important for the workplace” (Birdwell et al., 2015). Having opportunities
for young people to learn in an informal way gives many more of them
the opportunity to achieve. This is evidence there is an appetite for this
style of learning but it may be necessary to provide additional finance to
enable it to happen.
Overall the research addressed the following key questions, with a view
to providing practical support for practitioners in secondary nurture
settings:
What are the key similarities and differences between youth work
and nurture provision, and is there merit in sharing learning?
The main similarity between youth work and nurture is the use of the
relationship; both of these interventions depend on having positive
relationships between professionals and young people, and without this
the intervention cannot work. Both of these interventions are experiential

page38 IJNE | Volume 3 | April 2017 | © The Nurture Group Network

The International Journal of NurtureinEducation

styles of learning, and both operate with young people needing
additional support for emotional and social learning. The key
difference between the two is the nature of the relationship –
being voluntary in youth work and compulsory in education. The
other important difference is being able to measure and validate
the work that takes place – NGs using a Boxall Profile are better
able to demonstrate their impact than youth work providers who
do not have a standard way to monitor and measure impact. If
there was a similar tool available for youth work, this could have a
major benefit in terms of accessing funding.

What are the qualities a practitioner needs for
intervention work at the time of transition?
The qualities that were recognised as being important across both
of these interventions were: emotional intelligence and empathy,
open mindedness and being approachable. It was recognised that
in both nurture and youth work you need to be able to build
positive relationships with young people, and understand that
transition is more than just a move of schools.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Youth work and nurture have similar traits and skill sets, and it would
make sense that there be shared learning between the two practices;
youth workers would benefit from learning about attachment and
nurture provision, and nurture could learn about how best to deliver
group work and build positive relationships. In terms of supporting
professionals with this research, it would be sensible for trainers of
each profession to offer specialist modules to each other to share
their practice and strengthen both youth work and nurture. It would
also support youth work to be able to understand how to interpret
and use a Boxall Profile and then make appropriate interventions as a
result of this; there could be a stronger relationship between schools
and youth workers if they worked together to meet the needs of the
young people in both of their care. It would also support youth work
with credibility if they could use the Boxall Profile to measure the
development of young people they are working with, although there
might need to be some adaptation. Youth work is continually being
asked to measure success and the Boxall Profile is a good way for this
to happen, as well as to ensure that intervention for young people is
targeted and meeting their needs.
School staff should consider working more closely with youth
workers to utilise their specific skill set in working with young people
who may be disengaged from learning. Teachers do not seem to
know enough about youth work and related positive interventions,
and it would help for this to be part of secondary school settings so
that different types of learning experiences can be offered to young
people, offering them something other than the current formal
education. It would appear that there is sufficient overlap in the
principles and practice of NGs and youth work that joint staff training
would be a good way to skill teachers in complementary practices
that would support their work in aiding the transition of young
people from primary to secondary education and other transitions
related to early adolescence.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 2 - Semi-Structured Interview

Appendix 1 - Code of Ethics

WELCOME Code of ethics and introduction to research.

The purpose of this research is to grow knowledge in the area of youth work and nurture
practice in secondary education. The research is part of my MA in Youth and Community
Learning and Development, at the YMCA George Williams College. This research project
has been approved by Tina Salter (lecturer at YMCA GWC) as being suitable and relevant
for this course of study.

ANONYMITY I guarantee that no names or contact information shall be used in
the final report. Information you give will not be stored or categorised under your
name, and you and any case studies you share shall remain anonymous. This will
help to prevent anything that is said being traced back to you.
CONFIDENTIALITY I guarantee that I shall not disclose any information that you
share with me, to any third party, unless permission to do so has been agreed.
YOUR RIGHT I agree to keep you informed of the progress of my
research, and if at any point you wish to see the final report, you have the right to
do so.
THE FINAL REPORT The final report from this research will be held in the YMCA
George Williams College library. It will also be available upon request to anyone
who has taken part in the research, or to other professionals who are working
within the sphere of youth work or nurture provision.
DATA PROTECTION As a researcher, I will comply with the Data Protection Act
1998. Any information you share with me will only be used for the purpose listed
above and will be kept securely and anonymously.
CONSENT I have read and agree to this Code of Ethics and understand how my
input will be used within this research. I agree to my input being used in the final
report and understand that this will be anonymised. I understand that at any point I
can request an update on research progress and am able to access the final report.
I confirm that I am taking part in this research voluntarily:

Name, role, where do you work? Tell me about your job.

NURTURE What do you know about nurture? Have
you experienced this in your practice? What is the impact?
Do you have an example or case study to share? What is it
about nurture that sets it apart from other interventions?
YOUTH WORK What do you know about youth
work currently? Has this changed within the last 5 years? Is
youth work relevant as an intervention for young people?
What role (if any) does youth work have in schools? What
makes youth work, work? Do you know of youth work
programmes in schools? How do these work?

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES
What do youth work and nurture have in common? What
sets youth work and nurture apart? Can nurture and youth
work combine to develop resources in schools to support
young people? What else needs to be considered for youth
work and nurture to develop as resources to support
young people?

ROLE OF THE PROFESSIONAL
What attributes does a nurture leader need? What
attributes does a youth worker need? Is there a role for a
youth worker in schools? What would they do/what can
they bring to education that is different?

Signed
Date
CONTACT
You may contact the researcher, xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx , by the following:
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Appendix 3 Questionnaire
Thank you for participating in my survey. This is a survey aimed at a targeted group
of professionals working with young people, to try and ascertain the value of
nurture provision and its effectiveness, particularly with students in their first year of
secondary school.
All comments and feedback will be anonymised, and the Data Protection Act 1998
will be adhered to. By completing this survey you agree for your feedback to be
used in the final report, of which a copy will be held in the YMCA George Williams
College library.
If you wish to see the final report you may do so by emailing XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX.

Tick the box which most applies to you

4. Which of these qualities/traits would you relate

1. What is your primary

to youth work and to nurture provision?

job role?
Teacher
Teacher - Leadership
Secondary School Pastoral Staff
Youth Worker
CAMHS Staff
Other (please specify)

2. What is the age of the young
people you work with in your
professional capacity?

3. What do you understand by
the following:
Nurture provision

Youth work

Youth Work
only

It is important to offer a safe base
- with a home area, opportunity for play,
kitchen, and work area
All behaviour is communication
A positive relationship with an adult is key
to success
Education based intervention
Helps to raise aspirations of young
people
Language is vital for communication
Having and sharing food is important
Promotes a young person's self
awareness, confidence, and participation
Works with all young people
Transition is important in a young person’s
life and needs recognition and support
Helps to improve attendance of young
people at school
Helps to improve self-esteem of
young people
Promotes inclusion, equality, and diversity
Works with/benefits the whole community
Enables young people to make decisions
A young person is understood
developmentally, for example, the work
starts at the place where the young
person is at
Welfare based intervention
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5. Which of the following interventions are you currently aware of/are taking
place with secondary age young people?
Not
aware
of

Aware of but
not currently
taking place

Aware of
and taking
place

Have
experienced
this in my
practice

Unsure

Nurture groups
Youth work targeted group work projects - long term, external
providers, in school hours
One off group work sessions - such as friendship
workshops/social skills
ELSA work (emotional literacy support - 1:1)
Young people's counselling services (1:1)
Youth clubs
Mentoring (1:1)
Transition summer schools

Other (please specify)

6. Of these interventions, please rank which

7. Thinking specifically about nurture

ones you feel have the greatest impact with
young people in terms of: improved
attendance, self-esteem, aspirations, attitudes,
and general well-being. (1 having the most
impact and 8 the least)

provision, who do you feel is best placed to
run this in schools?
Youth workers (external)
Youth workers (internal - school employed staff)
Learning Support Assistant

Nurture groups

SENCO (special educational needs co-ordinator)

Youth work targeted group work projects
- long term, external providers in school

Qualified teacher

One off group work sessions
- such as friendship workshops/social skills

Head of Year

ELSA work (emotional literacy support 1:1)

Other (please specify)

Pastoral school staff

Young people's counselling services (1:1)
Youth clubs
Mentoring (1:1)
Transition summer schools
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8. Please give any examples of best
practice, when you have experienced or
been made aware of either nurture or
youth work taking place in schools that
has supported a young person. Please
explain what the intervention was, and
who was leading the intervention (which
professional role)

Appendix 4
Example of coding of interviews
The systemic evaluation of the nurture group revealed 15
categories. During this process of analysis, four key systemic
concepts emerged: parental involvement, communication,
selection process and training. The key issues arising from
these four concepts are considered below.
n Green = Youth work traits
n Pink = similarities and differences between youth
work and nurture

n Orange = relationships

FD

(Laughs) ok, so thinking about trailblazer, what is it about
trailblazers that made it feel nurturey for you, I mean in
respect of the project, what was it, a weekly group work
session?

9. Please enter your name. If you are
happy to be contacted for further
interviewing please leave your email
address/phone number as well.
Contact details
Email

Telephone no.

YM

Urrr, weekly group work session primarily working with
outdoor education to promote self confidence, self esteem and
raise aspirations so young people were better able to cope in the
school environment, urm and to behave more appropriately, respond
more appropriately and engage more appropriately. Um, basically it was,
it was a tool. It was irrelevant whether or not they climbed the hill or
made the stick castle or did the sea shells whatever else, it was about
the process of working together, learning to value themselves,
learning to appreciate what they could do. Working with other
people in an appropriate manner, learning better communication
skills, but having the opportunity to talk about issues that were
important to them in an extremely safe not vulnerable way. So it was a
very small group, I can’t remember I’m trying to think, ACE was 8 I
think Trailblazers was 12. So it was a maximum of 12 but with any
sort of group like that there are drop outs so invariably you ended up
with about 8 after the first few weeks because “ur I don’t like this” or
whatever else, or parents would pull them out for various reasons or they
get excluded because that’s half the reason they have been referred. So
you end up with a core of 8 and the work you can do with those 8 would
be the relationship building and it was so much more intense, because
you were taking them off school site, it was out of the school
environment. So you do have a nurturing relationship, you build
banter where you can actually challenge, especially with my style which
might be more bantery than other people. So I tend to use humour and
the way young people are themselves to help develop their learning so
that they can see things differently. You know, when they have sat there
for the last few weeks telling you they can’t do something and then they
go and do it, “so I can see you definitely can’t do that, no that’s awful,
terrible” and using humour, forcing them to disagree with you so they
say “oh no I did do that” so then we can pull out that conversation.
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FD Do you think the relationship is really important?
YM It’s vital. But then it’s vital for a teacher, for youth workers,
counsellors. Communication and relationship building is vital in
any young person centred work.

FD

Cool. Were there any specific traits then that worked,
or, the things you have said they sound like they are
transferable across to other things? You said that actually
the programme was just a tool and a mechanism, and
the important part was the relationship, so with that
understanding, does that mean then that other styles
of youth work and other projects also are nurturing in
your opinion?

YM

Yes, but to a different degree and in different ways. It depends how
it is set up, and it depends on the age of the young people. With a
youth group where the young people come in voluntarily,
sporadically, for different lengths of time, they access you when
they need you. So the relationship building is vital otherwise they
won’t bother to come in, but you don’t have the same nurture
necessarily, possibly after a year or so because you’ve built that
long term relationship but you don’t have such a quick nurturing
relationship. Whereas if you see them weekly for a specific time length,
an hour or two depending on which group it was, and the off site –
taking them off site, because it wasn’t in classrooms it felt like it had
a higher value time-wise, because it wasn’t in school they
automatically relaxed, they were more there than when they
were in a school environment. I don’t believe necessarily that these
styles of work can be delivered by teachers in a school environment.

FD

Interesting, that leads on to my next question. So
thinking about traditional nurture groups in schools, they
are usually run by school staff in a school environment, and
nurture rooms typically have four designated areas, a
kitchen, a home area with cushions and sofas, a work area,
and an area for play. Those are the main zones that a nurture
room would have. The nurture room is normally based within
a school, it’s part of the school environment. It’s usually a
classroom set aside and normally run by teachers. Now
obviously, youth work is different to that, so what I am
looking to try to understand is what the difference is. Do you
think youth workers have a different impact to a member of
school staff for a young person?

is struggling at school, is at risk of exclusion, engaging in lots of anti
social behaviours, etcetera etcetera, school might identify that a nurture
group would be good. Excellent, that’s fantastic, and they can send
them. The choice then for that young person is a permanent exclusion
from school or engage in this what may appear to them to be some
crappy poncy whatever stigma label they choose to put on it or is
perceived by kids. So it’s more of a challenge then to get past that so
that they feel they are voluntarily participating. Now I think if it’s also
delivered by school teachers, you’ve got a struggle then around
confidentiality. So if a young person came to me in Trailblazers and
shared with me risk taking behaviours, which I personally may not like,
approve of or think are a good idea, for example they smoke 20 at the
weekend, I was not obliged to tell the school this. However, a teacher
would struggle to have that level of confidentiality because they
are employed by the school. So there isn’t the safety zone bit, and that
clear clarity. So for example a young person, a 15 year old who has sex
with their boyfriend, I can speak to them we can look at what we need
to do, refer them and sort things out. I know for a fact when I was
working very closely with the secondary school, I had amazing access
and a hell of a lot of freedom within the school grounds, even though
they knew that they would refer the young people to me for this
support, they did it because they had the confidentiality, whereas if they
dealt with it they would have to pass it on, it would go to the
safeguarding lead because technically they are under 16 so they are
breaking the law, therefore they have to phone parents and tell them
that their young person might be pregnant. Whereas if they come to me,
we do the talk, we do the pregnancy test, we do the distraction talk
while we panic 300 times waiting for the lines, and thank god 99 times
out of a hundred, they came back negative. Then we did the safe sex talk,
what are you going to do in future to stop this from happening, so we
can do the preventative stuff, and the young person feels safe, they don’t
think (well they do think), if my mum finds out she isn’t going to love me,
she will be disappointed in me, blah blah blah. All those strong
emotions. Whereas if they do it at the school, well they won’t do it, they’ll
hide it. They don’t have that safety net.

YM I think the key difference probably comes down to voluntary
participation. Youth work at its core, works completely, one of its
founding ethics, is voluntary participation. It’s what the young
person wants, they choose to access. If a young person walks through
my door they have chosen to walk through my door. If they choose to sit
down and talk to me they have chosen to do so. The problem where it
gets problematic in schools is the choice is very much more
limited. There is a choice, there’s always a choice. But if a young person
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Background

ABSTRACT
The data in this study comes from autoethnographic practitioner-written
responses to interview questions and interviews with colleagues working
in a secondary pupil support department. Knitting beside and with
certain female pupils had been trialled over the course of an academic
year. The aim of this study was to explore staff perceptions of the impact
of this activity on pupil stress levels and learning. Thematic analysis was
carried out on the data and several themes were constructed. The
themes that describe the overall data set are soothing, closeness,
readiness to learn, and engagement. The theme of engagement also
subsumes sub-themes of staff enthusiasm, creation and gender. The
descriptions given relate only to the situations directly involving crafting
and not in transference to other contexts. The methodology and context
also prohibit any attempt to generalise these findings.

INTRODUCTION
The setting of this small-scale descriptive study is a pupil
support department in a fairly large Scottish secondary school.
The practitioner/researcher runs some nurturing sessions for
two-year groups of pupils once a week as best fits our
organisation’s needs and aligns with Mackay’s pyramid model
of nurturing structures (Mackay, 2015). Primarily though, the
researcher works with pupils with more complex additional
support needs or learning difficulties, where arguably all
practice aligns closely with nurture principles.
It is generally considered an important quality of practitioners
to maintain a calm demeanour (Bombèr, 2007; Syrnyk, 2012).
The genesis for this study involved reflections on ways that
calm could be communicated. Initially, this was an attempt at
performing some calming activity close by a pupil to gauge if
this was a helpful addition to the variety of behavioural tools
and strategies we employ with our more complex young
people.

Reynolds, MacKay, & Kearney (2009) suggest the need for research on the
features of nurture groups (NGs) that prove most crucial. Bennathan, Boxall
& Colley (2010) outline the lack of prescription in nurture training giving
practitioners the flexibility to put the ‘principles into action’, as best meets
the needs of their young people and organisations.
Chiappella (2015) outlines themes of change from practitioner interviews
in secondary NG. These include the theme of ‘behaviour for learning’. Lucas,
Insley & Buckland (2006) define practitioners interpreting behaviour as
communication as one of the principles of nurture (as cited in Boxall &
Lucas, 2010). It is possible to argue that nurture principles are central to all
work with pupils with more complex additional support needs, irrespective
of the theoretical paradigm seen to underlie this approach.
In our setting for example, learning is individualised to address needs and
develop from where pupils are, taking account of interests, where possible.
The classroom, and indeed department, offers a safe base with familiar
adults, pupils and routines. Creating experiences for pupils to develop in
confidence and self-esteem is central. Language skills are worked on –
through direct social skills and self-awareness work and through modelling
between staff and pupils, with a key focus on relationships. Transition
preparation is a vital part of our work, both in the transition to secondary
and to post-school destinations with a focus on much planning and
support. When dealing with difficult behaviours we adopt a low arousal
approach (McDonnell, 2010).

Managing arousal
Programmes in mindfulness, yoga and progressive muscle relaxation
would suggest themselves as valuable tools in addressing anxiety and
working towards emotional self-regulation for a range of young people.
Zoogman, Goldberg, Hoyt & Miller (2015) report benefits in their
meta-analysis on mindfulness intervention studies with children and
adolescents. They report that studies involving clinical samples showed a
greater effect size, which may suggest it could be more helpful for young
people with support needs. Tomas & Atkinson (2016) assessed the
helpfulness of mindfulness programme Paws.b on attention with some
encouraging results in the mainstream primary. Davis (2012) recognise
literature showing adaptations made to some mindfulness adult
interventions to make them more suitable for children. These tools and
adaptations of them seem valuable for nurture work with the caveats of
ensuring engagement, flexibility and accessibility.
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Literature from a variety of disciplines explores relaxation
interventions for young people but is beyond the scope of this
paper. For example: Powell, Gilchrist & Stapley (2008) report on
an intervention involving massage, yoga and relaxation with
suggested benefits. Kostyunina & Drozdikova-Zaripova (2016)
on the impact of Mandala Art Therapy on school anxiety; Chan,
Sze, Siu Lau & Cheung (2013) on a Chinese mind-body exercise
compared to progressive muscle relaxation for self-regulation
problems in children with autism and Kao (2006) on relaxation
resulting from Chinese calligraphy writing. Such interventions
seem more tactile and ‘hands on’ but still fairly structured and
prescriptive.
Some research has looked specifically at knitting as a
therapeutic tool. Riley, Corkhill & Morris (2013) surveyed 3,545
knitters from around the globe and found positive emotional
and cognitive gains related to frequency of knitting. Clave-Brule,
Mazloum, Park, Harbottle & Birmingham (2009) surveyed service
users receiving hospital treatment for eating disorders and
found several interesting ways that knitting had been seen to
be useful. Corkhill & Davidson (2009) in their qualitative work
with those suffering from chronic pain identified themes of
esteem, rhythmic movement and stimulation from knitting.
Corkhill (2014) refers to knitting as ‘a bilateral, rhythmic,
psychosocial intervention’. Some specific attributes of the
activity she highlights are the hand motions, position and how
it facilitates or obviates the need for eye contact. As a former
physiotherapist she describes how bilateral sequences of
moving have played a part in approaches following brain
trauma. The other neurologically important area she describes
is the fact that knitting involves the crossing of the body’s
midline. This, she suggests, may reduce the amount of attention
available for other concerns. Calm and meditative effects are
also reported. Corkhill (2014) points to documented benefits of
meditation, including the work of Davidson et al. (2003).
Davidson and colleagues found potential benefits for the
immune system following a meditation course, in addition to
increases in electrical activity in brain areas linked with positive
emotion (left-sided anterior). The suggestion that trying
knitting may yield similar benefits could be justified by Kaimal,
Ray & Muniz (2016) who found participation in an art activity
linked to reductions in the hormone cortisol.
Corkhill’s website Stitchlinks (www.stitchlinks.com), dedicated
to therapeutic knitting invites narratives of knitting experiences.
The education section includes anecdotes about its success in
creating calm, benefits for ADHD, memory and life skills. The aim
of this small study was to access staff perceptions on their
experiences of trialling knitting beside pupils who can be
resistant to more routine behaviour support strategies.
In particular, there were three main objectives:
- How might knitting or crafting support learning?
- What role did it play in managing pupil stress?
- How did the knitting or crafting affect relationships?

METHOD
Knitting was introduced in our department when the researcher brought
in some needles. There were already boxes of wool in the craft cupboard
and the researcher decided to experiment with doing this beside one
pupil to start with. Other members of the team also got involved. The
boxes and the knitting were left on tables in the social area in our corridor
and a few more pairs of needles were procured. This continued
throughout the course of the academic year, but in a flexible way, as an
additional tool or distraction to call upon.
Some of the pupils we work with need ‘time outs’ or breaks and follow a
highly personal and specialised timetable. Knitting was used during these
times and flexibly throughout. Certain other calming activities, such as
Hama beads, have also often been used to help calm and focus in
preparation for the next learning activity and this continued. Staff
developed the activity flexibly, with pupils wanting to join the knitting,
sometimes at lunch. Activities also involved the introduction of weaving,
finger knitting and making friendship bracelets from time to time.

Data collection
Permission to collect data for this study was sought in the first instance via
e-mail from the acting headteacher, in addition to verbal permission from
the head of department. Written informed consent was sought from two
sets of parents/carers, outlining the nature of the interviews to be
conducted. While data collection did not directly involve any pupils per se,
this consent would cover any potential reflections that pertained to their
children given by the participants. Informed consent and
acknowledgement of the right to withdraw their contribution was given
in writing by the staff participants.

Methodological approach
Semi-structured interviews were carried out with six female staff
members, researcher included. This autoethnographic element provides a
degree of reflexivity in the process of data collection and analysis and is
possibly closely aligned with what Anderson (2006) describes as analytic
autoethnography. It means that the author of this study is also a
participant and their reflections make up part of the data collected. The
researcher wrote answers in response to the interview schedule prior to
interviewing participants. It was included in the analysis as interview 5.

Interviews
One group interview of two participants, I.1 (a teacher and a support for
learning assistant) took place in our department after school. Another
three support for learning assistants were interviewed during
non-contact time during the school day. Ethical considerations
concerning taking up the time of colleagues or them feeling subtly
pressured to take part were addressed through reminders that this was
voluntary and they need not take part should they not want to.
Interviews 1 & 2 lasted just under 30 minutes. The other two interviews
were briefer with one just over, and one under five minutes. One member
of staff who was also closely involved with this project had left the school
so the data set lacks this contribution. All staff had been involved with the
knitting at various points in the year with one participant with less direct
involvement but who had been part of the group at times.
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Interview schedule

Table 1: The initial codes interpreted from the data were constructed into themes as follows

This was intended for flexible use.
- Can you tell me a bit about your experiences of
knitting near or beside pupils?
- Tell me about anything you noticed or felt about the
way you relate to pupils when doing this?
- Describe any potential you noticed for this to impact
on learning.
- Can you recall anything you noticed about what
pupils did when you were knitting?
- If a classroom assistant from another school asked
whether they should do this what advice would you
give them?
- Have you any other ideas of ways you could use this
or any other method to enhance learning,
relationships or reduce pupils stress levels?
- Do you feel there are any drawbacks or negatives
with this approach?
- Is there anything else you would like to add?
An element of respondent validation (Bryman, 2008) was
sought by showing an early draft of overarching list of
themes and sub-themes to some participants who
agreed this was representative. Some sub-themes have
since been altered, however.

Analytic approach
The analytic approach was a thematic one as discussed
by Braun & Clarke (2006) which helps to provide a level
of rigour but without particular theoretical constraints.
Once transcribed from the audio recording, the data set
was read fully. A set of initial codes were produced. These
were applied to the data manually, using coloured pens
and highlighters with the set of codes being expanded
on. All data was coded, sometimes more than once with
the surrounding context, including a miscellaneous
category and a few codes that did not make the final
analysis. A Word document of the transcription was cut
and pasted into an Excel spreadsheet under the code
headings. These columns were checked for similarities
and differences – see Patton (2003); internal
homogeneity and external heterogeneity – and to see if
themes could be constructed from groupings of codes.
This was an iterative process, while trying to retain the
possibility of this description being data driven, the aims
were looked at again to try and address them. Some
initial sub-themes were abandoned and some codes
were re-grouped into another theme.
The initial codes interpreted from the data were
constructed into themes as indicated in Table 1.

Codes

Overarching
theme

Subtheme/Interviews
relating

Mindfulness
Calming
Quiet
Feel good
Repetition/mechanical
Distraction
Pressure

Soothing

Described in
I.1;I,2;I.3;I.4;I.5;

Conversation
Close proximity
Relationship
Social inclusion
Sharing

Closeness

Described in

End product
Enjoyment
Gender
Staff satisfaction
Reflection
Suggestions

Engagement

Staff enthusiasm
(Staff satisfaction, reflection,
suggestions, enjoyment).
Described in
I.1;I,2;I.4;I.5;
Creation
I.1, I.2, I.5
Gender
I.1 & I. 2

Frustration
Skills
Patience/readiness
to learn

Readiness to learn

Described in
I.1,I.2,I.3,I.4,I.5

I.1;I,2;I.3;I.4;I.5;

RESULTS
Soothing
All talk detailed the calming and feel good effects of this work. This ranged from
discussions on this as an alternative to mindfulness meditation similar to the descriptions
by Corkhill (2014),

‘…cos I think for, you know for some kids maybe to meditate it’s, you know it seems like oh it’s a
really difficult thing, what do I do? What do I do?…’ (I.1);
to comparisons with mindfulness colouring in books:

‘and it’s a nice thing just to, you know, get in your hands if it’s not too complicated and it’s a
repetitive motion then it can be a bit like these colouring in stress, you know those kind of things
nowadays? ’ (I. 2).
As outlined above the mechanical, physical nature of the process was considered by
some (I.1 & 2) as being key to being calming. All interviews focused on therapeutic
aspects of the atmosphere created: ‘…actually is a relaxing and just chill out factor…’ (I.2);

‘… because it`s so calm and it`s quiet – I guess that’s the beauty of it…’ (I.3); ‘…very relaxing
and therapeutic’ (I. 4); ‘helped to create a calm and soothing environment…’ (I.5).
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The researcher’s own response also centred on how this enabled
her to be ‘present’ for the pupil rather than rushing on to the next
thing.

Some members of staff, referred explicitly to pupils enjoying the experience
(I.2&5) and one participant in particular (I.2.) described how much satisfaction
she gained from this experience:

Also contributing to this theme were reflections surrounding ease
and the removal of pressure or demands from pupils (I.1, I.4, I.5)

think well I’ve passed on something. ’

‘…and you’re not, there’s no great expectations of anything, you’re just sitting
doing a bit of knitting and if you put it down and go to do something else it’s
not a big problem…’ (I.1)
The researcher felt additionally that this low pressure
environment could be advantageous for staff as well as pupils:

‘…it’`s lovely, it’s really a lovely achievement for them and for you as well because you
Staff pleasure or satisfaction, can arguably enhance the building of
relationships and increase positive interactions.

Creation

‘…It offers some protection from having our buttons pushed by pupils and

Interviews 1, 2 and 5 explicitly referred to the growth of the end product. This
is seen both in terms of engaging pupils and keeping their interest and focus
throughout the activity:

gives us space to engage in mechanical activity…’

‘…you feel more relaxed but you’ve also got an end product which probably is more

Closeness

enticing for them to do it in the first place – does that make sense? ’ (I.1)

The closeness interpretation derived from literal descriptions of
physical closeness needed at times for the teaching:

‘…you know, they allowed you to show them by using the knitting needles
and taking their hand and say the right way to wind the wool round and
stuff like that, so it did give you a probably a closer bond in a way for that bit
of time you were working with them.’ (I.2)

Staff views here suggest that the process of seeing something creative evolve
sparks a curiosity and engagement and level of satisfaction while giving the
chance to experience a calmer atmosphere.

Gender

Relationships were further seen as being enhanced or facilitated
through this work:

Again, this sub-theme relates to engagement and is at a purely descriptive
level. Only two interviews touched on this sub-theme, but, it is an important
part of the overall description of this small project that concerned female
pupils only. Staff suggested that this is something boys could benefit from too:

‘… it’s a good chance to get to speak to the pupils…’(I.4)

‘…it would be interesting to try that it’s all been females, it’s all been the females that

One participant also felt that the fact that you do not need to speak
was an advantage:

‘… it’s that you`re not having to speaking all the time and it can get
annoying – you just don’t speak unless you need to ask about colours – or
that kind of thing…’ (I.3)
This participant went further to suggest that it could be helpful in
building relationships, particularly if a new member of staff were to
work with a pupil:

‘…if it was someone they didn’t know I think that would still be ok – ehm if –
and if they were just getting new to them that kind of thing…’ (I. 3)
These accounts reflect the different interaction styles of the
participants and show that the tool of the knitting can provide
opportunities for both easy conversation and also remove the need
for any conversation. What seems clear, whether by pupils accepting
closer contact through guided hand-over-hand instruction, or just
being around the adult is that there is an ease to the interactions
which is potentially beneficial.

Engagement
The data this theme describes is comprised as three separate
sub-themes. The first of which is:

Staff enthusiasm
During the interviews staff offered much material and suggestions
for taking crafting work further (I.1&2):

‘…I mean we were taught to knit in schools by auxiliaries when I was in
primary school…’ (I.4)

we`ve tried it with, it’s a thought that might be something, I don’t know whether males
would find it harder or whether they would eh find it relaxing or any kind of therapeutic
so that would be one that I would say we maybe might investigate…’

Readiness to learn
The topic of frustration was coded many times throughout the interviews (I.1,
I.2,I. 3, I.4) Talk centred on coping with things when they went wrong with the
knitting and in a sense developing skills surrounding problem solving:

‘you know getting them to realise that this is really it’s not a big problem we can easily
sort that…’ (I.1)
The need for patience (pupil and staff) was described, in addition to mentioning of
the development of life skills (I. 1 &1.2).

DISCUSSION
The following discussion further addresses the research aim: to access staff
perceptions on their experiences of trialling knitting beside pupils who can be
resistant to more routine behaviour support strategies. Importantly, the
sub-theme of gender in the practitioner talk is also an important contextual
limitation of these findings.
How might crafting support learning?
The theme of readiness to learn would suggest that crafting could support
pupils in certain skills that developed frustration tolerance, if they were directly
involved in the knitting, or crafting as some pupils were. This articulates with
Boxall Profile area A: giving purposeful attention and J: maintaining internalised
standards. Interview 1 and 5 also gave accounts of its usefulness as a tool to
aid transitions between learning activities (Boxall & Lucas, 2010). The social
nature of the closeness and enhanced relationship theme could potentially
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help pupils experience success in things like turn taking, asking for
help and having positive interactions with others – Boxall areas B:
participates constructively; H: accommodates to others; V: avoids or
rejects attachments (Boxall & Lucas, 2010)
What role did it play in managing pupil stress?
The reflections of this team suggest that the activity was a calm and
soothing one. Staff reflections generated some theories surrounding
the reasons for this, including simple focus and repetition. This may
be similar to one aspect of the suggested interpretations of Kao
(2006) in a study on Chinese calligraphy, namely ‘First the act of brushing

causes heightened attention and concentration on the part of practitioners
and results in their physiological slowdown and relaxation’ (Kao, 2006).
It could be that the bilateral movements described by Corkhill (2014) and the
crossing of the midline of the body does indeed have a neurological impact on
attention or affect.
One participant (I.1) found the reduction in tension interesting if a
pupil was not engaged directly in the knitting:

‘For some strange reason even if the pupil hasn’t joined in with the knitting it
seems to have a calming effect that either one or two people are just sitting
knitting… ’ (I.1)
Whether the calmness experienced by the knitters is indeed communicated
vicariously to on-lookers is a point of speculation, as there could be something
soothing about the stillness or the sound on a sensory level. This links to the very
early inception of this trial in the attempts to create and communicate calm.
The soothing nature of the activity could help further enhance pupil feelings of
safety, a principle of nurture work, and reduce anxiety, which is an arguable
precursor for all meaningful learning and would help support the enhancement
of a low arousal environment (Lucas et al., 2006; McDonnell, 2010). Certainly, the
theme of engagement would suggest that a level of curiosity and interest
surrounding the end product of the knitting or crafting may facilitate motivation.
Conversations related to mindfulness and stress colouring books (I.1., 1.2, I.5).
Similar to adaptations described in the literature on mindfulness for children
described by Davis (2012), this kind of activity might provide a way in to this kind
of work. While the ultimate goal for pupils is to work towards better
self-regulation of emotion, this tentative step in providing access to a calming,
social activity as described by the ‘soothing’ and ‘closeness’ themes may facilitate
a step towards being accepting of more directed or structured activities over
time. The ultimate aim would be to equip young people with a tool box of
soothing and calming activities, and the self-awareness to use them as needed,
rather than by staff initiation.
How did the knitting affect relationships?
The reflective dialogues shared by the team gave rise to the
researcher interpretation of closeness. Physical proximity was
perceived in one case (I.2) and emotional distance in another (I.5)
under the soothing theme. The ease of conversation and lack of
pressure to engage in it was also a salient feature of discussions.
Being part of a group positively and without expectation could again

facilitate small steps towards transferring this skill through building up a
bank of positive experiences.
Limitations
There is little to be generalised from a very small study such as this one. It is
hoped, however, that the descriptions might suggest other practical ways
forward on the route to lowering anxiety, enhancing relationships and
working towards increased self-regulation of emotion. Corkhill’s website
Stitchlinks (www.stitchlinks.com) outlines a range of suggestions for other
bilateral activities.
A limitation is while staff perceptions have been positive, they pertain
exclusively to the periods of time when pupils have been directly engaged
in this particular process. If the ultimate aim is a tool towards
self-regulation of emotion, then we would hope that further work would
begin to see transferability of arousal reduction in pupils across a range of
situations. Given that this has been one small tool in an arsenal of many,
employed flexibly, it is hard to attribute any lasting gains – should they be
measured – to approaches such as this alone.
Mercer (2007) has explored through personal experience the rich
advantages in addition to challenges and limitations of what she terms
‘intimate insider’ research. She explores issues such as bias and how
knowledge of the researcher and their position on things may impact on
giving what might be considered the desired response. There is every
possibility this may have been a limitation in this study, as a close team is
aware of interests, positions and aims on a wide variety of issues and the
team could have been trying to support the researcher.
Future research could aim to include pupils in collection of data and their
views on the process and would hopefully also work as a teaching tool on
the importance of stress management and wellbeing. Additionally, further
work with boys, male staff members and the part-time NGs could be
investigated.

CONCLUSION
This very small scale study looked at staff perceptions of how knitting
can enhance a learning environment and reduce arousal levels. The
themes of engagement, soothing, closeness, and readiness to learn
were constructed during the data collection, analysis and
interpretation process. This tool might be useful in reducing pupil
anxiety and enhance relationships but is just one tool among many
used by those working to help pupils move towards self-awareness,
coping skills and self-regulation of behaviour. As such, any
improvements in frustration tolerance in learning in other contexts,
should they be measured quantitatively, could not be attributed to
this tool. However, it may provide useful modelling and experiences of
calm that might provide a first step and way in to building further
relationship, learning and self-awareness skills. Ultimately then, this
suggests knitting, crafting or similar calming repetitive activities may
be particularly worthwhile exploring in NG as practitioners strive to
work with pupils towards many of the Boxall derived targets.
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