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ABSTRACT

This study sets out to explore parents’! experiences of part-time nurture groups within
three primary schools in a large urban authority in the North of England. Six parents
were interviewed using a semi-structured narrative approach, to explore their
experiences, perceptions, expectations and feelings about the nurture group intervention.
A discussion of the findings using interpretative phenomenological analysis offers
insights into the nature of relationships between parents, nurture group staff and
children, and the impact of the intervention and its influence on parents’ behaviour. Key
themes which emerged from the data concerned the parents’ relationships with nurture
group staff. They perceived staff to be friendly, caring and trustworthy. They were
encouraged by the individual, personalised attention given to their child and felt positive
about the holistic, caring nature of the intervention. The gains that parents perceived
their child had made included a positive attitude to school, engagement with learning
and the development of constructive relationships with school staff and children. Key
areas of concern centred on aspects of withdrawal/re-integration and limited information
sharing with parents, and communication between nurture group staff and teachers.
Findings were related to the theoretical notion of ‘educational attachment’ and
collaborative models of parent partnership. The study concludes by identifying ways in
which schools could further develop effective collaborative practice with parents of
children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties. Future research issues are

also highlighted.

1 Throughout this study ‘parent’ means any adult who has the legal responsibility of looking after the child
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction

The interest in nurture group provision has advanced steadily over the last ten years.
The current resurgence of interest in nurture groups can perhaps be accounted for by
perceptions of the rising number of social and emotional behaviour difficulties and
mental health problems among children and young people. Added to this are the effects
of pressures of standard assessment test results, league tables and conflicting values of
inclusive education. Such circumstances could be likely to exacerbate the difficulties
which are experienced by children with social, emotional and behavioural needs, some
of whom may also be at risk of exclusion and require an innovative approach to early

Intervention.

Education reports such as Learning Behaviour: Lessons Learned (Steer 2009, p.51-2)
have recognised the effectiveness of the nurture group approach and more recently,
OFSTED (2009, p. 20-22) highlighted nurture groups as a successful strategy for
reducing exclusions in young children. The success of nurture groups has also been
featured in the media, in the Channel 4 television documentary Dispatches (Willis 2009)
and newspaper articles such as TES Cymru (Healy 2009) and The Independent (Wilce
2007).

Background to the research proposal

My personal interest in the nurture group intervention came about during my first year
of training as an Educational Psychologist (EP). I worked with children who were
involved in the ‘Rainbow Room’ nurture group and met the nurture group staff and
some of the parents. I was keen to learn about the approach and saw first hand how staff
implemented nurture group principles. I became curious as to what parents’ felt about
their child being in the group, what they knew about the intervention and whether it
impacted on their relationship with their child. I wondered about the extent of their
participation and the effect that it may have had on their parenting skills. This was the
beginning of my interest in the nurture group approach for children who were at risk of
exclusion and the starting point for the research proposal for this doctoral thesis (see

Appendix 1).



Thesis chapters

The review of the research literature on nurture groups in chapter two presents a critical
perspective on a number of key studies in the area. There is also consideration of current
government policy on parent participation in schools. The comparative lack of evidence
concerning the involvement of parents in the key research studies cited, motivated me to
collaborate with parents using a qualitative approach, to explore the intervention from a

parental perspective.

The key research issues and questions are outlined in chapter three of the thesis. This
includes what parents felt about the referral and the decision making process; what they
knew about the intervention; what their expectations were and the impact it had on their
child and family. Furthermore, I was interested in finding out whether parents felt that
they had been supported by school staff or other professionals and how this could be

improved.

The methodology chapter details the rationale for using in-depth interviews with six
parents from three schools, to elicit their views in detail. The semi-structured narrative
approach which was used to collect data facilitated opportunities for parents to tell their
story, including what they felt to be important, with prompts derived from the key

research questions.

Given the research questions that I wanted to explore and the logistics of time and work
load, I think that the methodological approach that I took was “fit for purpose’. Yet I
acknowledge that there were issues of equity in the interviewing relationship and that
they were affected by my social identity and the relationship that I had with the
participants. I acknowledge this formally in the ‘reflexive notes” which are written in

italics and are presented in boxes to separate them from the text.

The analysis of the findings in chapter five, presents my interpretations of the meanings
that parents have for their experiences. This includes the superordinate and subordinate
themes which emerged from the data. Direct quotes from the transcripts support the

analysis and interpretations that I construct.



In the discussion in chapter six I consider the interpretation of the findings in relation to
theoretical models of attachment and parent partnership. I discuss the implications for
practice and outline ways in which nurture group staff and other professionals could

support parents.

In chapter seven areas for further research are then considered in light of the limitations
of this study. Finally, the closing words conclude the thesis with my personal reflections

on the research.

A fundamental part of this research study was my reflective and reflexive approach. I
thought carefully about how I engaged and communicated with the participants and how
I wrote about them. The qualitative nature of the study, which details my personal
reflexions and the impact of my theoretical position, necessitated writing in the first

person. A more academic third person literary style is used elsewhere.

My reflexions demonstrate how my background, prior knowledge, motivation and
previous experiences impact on the interpretations of the data. The reader is then free to
make informed decisions as to whether they value the interpretation, based on their own

constructions of what they have read in the report.



CHAPTER TWO: Review of the Literature

Introduction

Research studies have evaluated many of the recent nurture group projects in various
local authorities in England and Scotland e.g. Cooper and Whitebread (2007), Sanders
(2007), Scott and Lee (2009) and Gerrard (2005). These studies confirm the
effectiveness of the intervention and describe many of the key factors which contribute
to its success. Researchers have attempted to look at different aspects of the intervention
by focusing on using quantitative and qualitative measures with staff, children, and
parents, to determine the success factors and highlight proposals for future research into

nurture group provision.

The parents’ contribution to the body of research on the nurture group intervention has
been limited, perhaps due to the educational context of the intervention. Studies have
tended to be evaluative and within-child focused, and use quantitative measures such as
the Boxhall Profile (Bennathan 1998), the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire

(Goodman 1997), self-esteem and self-rating scale questionnaires.

There are very few research studies which specifically address the involvement of
parents in nurture groups, although all the literature pays lip service when stating how
fundamental good home-school links are to the success of the intervention. This
literature review will analyse the research in order to evaluate the literature, highlight

current issues and offer suggestions for further research to extend current knowledge for

effective nurture group practice.

Nurture Groups: A Historical Perspective

Nurture groups were first set up in the 1970’s by Marjorie Boxhall (Bennathan and
Boxhall 1996), an EP who worked in the Inner London Education Authority. She
introduced the intervention in response to what she saw as the growing number of

children who were unable to work at an age appropriate level in school. In this respect



the concept was simple: devise an appropriate educational environment which was
matched to the child’s level of functioning, rather than expecting the child to be ready to
work at the teacher or educational organisation’s expectations of where they should be.
This response was not a comment on the structure of the educational system per se, but
rather a response to those children who were on the ‘fringes’ of the mainstream school;
children who seemed unable to cope with the demands of mainstream schools and who

are now classed as having social and emotional behaviour difficulties (SEBD).

Boxhall believed that it was possible to recreate constructive expertences in school
which would enable the child to build up the necessary social and psychological
foundations for learning. She wanted to create environments that would facilitate the
learning of the social and emotional skills which are necessary for success at school.
She sought to meet the child at the developmental level that they entered school and
adapt the learning environment, so that children would have an enriching experience of
cooperating with adults and children, of being accepted and understood and being able

to develop trusting relationships within a predictable and secure setting.

Nurture Groups in the Present Day

In its current use the nurture group has not changed a great deal since its inception by
Boxhall. It is still designed to be a therapeutic approach to early intervention for
children in mainstream settings who have SEBD. The intervention is part of the whole
school approach to managing behaviour which is designed to be positive and recognises
that in order for children to be able to learn effectively at school they need to have the
necessary social and emotional skills. It aims to be inclusive and preventative,
intervening with children at risk of exclusion or those who may have been referred for a

specialist placement.

The provision includes a nurturing ‘homely” environment with a teacher and support
assistant, up to ten carefully chosen children and predictable structured routines. This
provides a balance of learning and play experiences to support the social and emotional
growth and cognitive development of each child by meeting their needs at the

appropriate developmental level. There is an emphasis on language development,



communication and group participation through focused intensive interaction with the
adults and children in the group. Information on the Nurture Group Network (NGN.
2010) website highlights the importance of social interaction:

‘Nurture groups teach children how to make good relationships with adults and
with each other and so contribute to good mental health in the future’

Nurture Group Network website, Further Information Links (February 2010).

Opportunities for social learning and play are provided and interspersed with more
formal national curriculum tasks. Activities are manageable with lots of repetition and
ritual and clear frequently rehearsed rules. Children remain on the roll of their
mainstream class and usually spend at least one afternoon a week with their class (or
everyday in part-time nurture groups) and this may increase if there is a phased period

of reintegration following the intervention, which can usually last two to four terms.

Theoretical Principles of Nurture Groups

Attachment theory

The theoretical underpinnings of nurture groups have been rooted firmly in the
importance of early nurturing care and John Bowlby’s psychoanalytic theory of
attachment (Bowlby, 1969). Bowlby proposed that very young children make bonds and
form a ‘secure base’ with a significant attachment figure. The quality of the attachment
is a function of how well the caregiver is able to recognise and respond to the child’s
needs for proximity and contact, with associated feelings of comfort, security and
safety. These feelings can be transformed into language by thought and understood by
other individuals. This lays the foundations of emotional intelligence. It is the first stage

of a developmental process which the child learns to share and take turns, interact and

feel concern and empathy for others.

According to attachment theory. a child who has experienced an attachment which is
‘secure’ possesses an internal working model of attachment figures as being available,
helpful and responsive. Therefore, the child has a complimentary model of themselves

as potentially valuable and lovable. Consequently. they are likely to make close lasting
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relationships and have a positive sense of self, and when faced with potentially fearful
situations are inclined to ask for help in tackling them (Bowlby, 1988). Conversely, a
child who has experienced unsupportive attachment figures will develop a model of self
which is unworthy, unlovable and results in low self-esteem, general mistrust and

unresolved needs for nurturing.

It is clear however that attachment theory cannot be rigorously tested in terms of
scientific notions of finding ‘absolute truths’ about the human condition. Internal
working models are a hypothetical concept and it is impossible to have a concrete
understanding of the processes which may be involved in converting the qualities
involved in early relationships into individual characteristics (Rutter 1995). Hence,

there is a lack of empirical research into attachment theory.

Other limitations of the theory emanate from the fact that the social and political
environment today is very different to when Bowlby first introduced the concept of
attachment and the ‘strange situation’, in which the child’s reaction to separation from
their mother is measured. Feminist researchers (Cleary 1999) have critiqued attachment
theory on the basis that it decontextualises situations with the child and mother and does
not take account of individual separation histories, therefore limiting our understanding

of the influences of culture and ancestry.

Researchers in Japan (Nakagawa, Lamb and Miyaki (1992) have also questioned the
cross-cultural validity of the concept of the strange situation. In Japan in ordinary
circumstances, infants are rarely separated from their mothers, which suggests that
results of the strange situation may not be a valid representation of the infant-mother
interaction within this culture and that different children may have different meanings

for these situations.

Educational Attachment

Other researchers have applied Bowlby’s model of attachment to a wider range of
relationships (Barrett and Trevitt 1991, Geddes 2006). The model of ‘educational
attachment™ recognises that children are capable of relationships with significant others

they encounter in an educational context and in addition to their early care givers.
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Barrett and Trevitt regard the teacher as the attachment figure in the classroom.
particularly for anxious children and suggest that this has consequences for the process
of developing interpersonal relationships and effective learning at school. Geddes
describes patterns and profiles of behaviour in response to the teacher and to the task

and this has had implications for classroom and nurture group practice.

Applying the notion of educational attachment to children with these behavioural
profiles, nurture group provision can be understood as a learning environment in school
which is designed so that the nurture group staff can provide an ‘educational bridge’ for

the child to return back to their classroom on a permanent basis.

In other words, the focus can move from the ‘within child’ explanation of insecure
attachments to looking at the quality of the ‘developmental pathways’ (a concept
constructed by Waddington 1957, quoted by Slater 2007), which are affected by the
interactions of children with their siblings and their attachment figures within the social

context of school.

It is this ‘organisation of experience’ (a term that Cooper and Tiknaz (2007 p.18) use in
their book), which describes the processes that children give to attending, participating,
becoming involved and engaging cognitively with their peers and teachers at school.
Thus, successful learning takes place through this social engagement with others.
Therefore, the key to the nurture group concept is to create socially inclusive and
emotionally supportive environments which support the notion of resilience in children

and the development of schools as potentially therapeutic environments.

Socio-cultural theory of learning

There is a good deal of research which emphasises the need for all pupils to develop
social and emotional skills and healthy self-esteem, to self-regulate their behaviour and
understand the language of emotions in order that they can become successful learners
(Goleman 2005; Weare and Gray 2003; Izard et al 2001). The socio-cultural theory of
learning, (Vygotsky 1987) expounds on the importance of social interactions in
developing effective cognitive strategies for learning. The individual is helped to move

into their zone of proximal development by a more competent other who needs to give
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direct support for the learner and guide them by ‘scaffolding’ and providing appropriate

learning experiences.

In the case of children with SEBD, the socio-emotional components of trust and the
ability to form productive relationships and demonstrate pro-social behaviours needs to
be established within a social context, so that they are able to sustain attention, self-
regulate and engage in organised, productive work. Engaging in effective learning

would help to develop efficacy and a healthy self-esteem and positive self-concept.

By utilising a psychological understanding of child development with respect to
attachment, emotion, cognition and the links between school learning, thoughts, feelings
and behaviour; it is possible to understand the anxieties which some children face at
school and support them to feel more secure, safe and comfortable in social learning
situations. Educationalists now ask questions about how we can intervene to support
children and families to promote resiliency and positive mental health (Hartley-Brewer,
2001). In conjunction with this, current government policy aims to develop good mental
health and emotional well-being in all children, but particularly those described and is
currently employing Psychologists to train school staff in the ‘Targeted Mental Health
in Schools’ initiative (DCSF 2009b).

Nurture Group Research

Research into nurture groups has focused on evaluating the effectiveness of the
intervention (Binnie and Allen 2008, Cooper and Whitebread 2007, Sanders 2007,
Reynolds and Kearney 2007). These studies have utilised a range of methodology and
involved quantitative and qualitative data collection to attempt to measure the changes

in children’s behaviour before and after the intervention.

O'Connor and Colwell’s evaluative study (2002) exemplifies much of the research on
nurture groups, as it collates pre and post intervention quantitative data, using the
Boxhall Profile to measure children’s behaviour. The design was longitudinal and
involved children with at least two years of mainstream reintegration. The study found

that children’s SEBD were significantly reduced after they left the nurture group and
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that this improvement was consistent with a ‘developmental catch-up’ interpretation.
The researchers asserted that teacher's can exert a powerful influence on the
development and behaviour of children, ‘despite continuing negative influences from

home’ (O'Connor and Colwell 2002, p.98).

However, this statement is misleading because the study did not investigate the home
life of the children and no mention was made of whether the children changed their
behaviour at home. The assumption seemed to be that the Boxhall Profile data is enough

to suggest that their home lives were difficult or disadvantaged.

Additionally, the researchers stated that the nurture group aimed to bring together the
home and school environment and that parental support was encouraged. Yet there was
no mention of how parents were involved or supported in any way or whether in fact the
children’s home circumstances had changed from what they had been prior

to the intervention. This raises the question as to whether parents had noticed that the
behaviour of their children had changed and whether this affected their own behaviour

towards their children and if so, what impact this may have had.

Many of the research studies provide empirical evidence for the importance of social
relationships and pro-social behaviours such as cooperation, trust, sharing and group
participation. In their large scale study involving 546 children and 34 schools in the
University of Leicester Nurture Group project, Cooper and Whitebread (2007)
summarised what they considered to be important in effecting a positive change in the

children’s behaviour.

They hypothesised that the key features included,

the high level of individualised interaction that takes place between staff and
pupils across a range of social and academic activities, the small group size and
relative simplicity and predictability of the daily routine.

(Cooper and Whitebread 2007, p.188)

This assertion also underlines the importance of claims that children need to form

healthy social contacts in school, in order that they can access a high level of
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interaction, thereby building significant trusting relationships. In accordance with this
Hartley-Brewer (2001) maintains that providing ‘security, significance and connection’
(p.10) for children is a key principle for fostering good mental health and helps to

develop a sense of agency and perceived self-efficacy.

Critique of evaluative research studies

In the research which has evaluated the effectiveness of nurture groups, the main tool
which has been used to measure changes in the children’s behaviour is the Boxhall
Profile. This measure provides a range of numerical scores on different aspects of a
child’s social and emotional behaviour upon entry and exit to the nurture group.
Although this is the recommended way of measuring children’s behaviour in order to
decide whether they should be included in the group, it is limited because the manner
that it is used in schools (ratings given by the class teacher) doesn’t always give a
holistic picture of the children’s behaviour in a variety of contexts. There are different
interpretations of a child’s behaviour from nurture group staff and class teachers and

parents.

The researchers acknowledge that there is scope for subjective interpretation in the use
of the Profile, and that bias may exist, for it reflects the aims of the person who
administered it and doesn’t account for different relationships between the child and

other teachers, often based on personal characteristics and teaching/learning styles.

Furthermore in the research studies which used quantitative measures, the ‘voice’ of the
participants was often absent, including the perceptions of parents and children. In
Cooper and Whitebread’s (2007) large scale study the authors' state that their
perceptions are to be addressed in a future research article. However this would appear
to neglect the holistic nature of the child by focusing on pre-determined phenomena

which is usually measured by school staff using the Boxhall Profile or the SDQ.

Research with parents of children in nurture groups

A more detailed but much smaller scale study involving three part-time nurture groups
in a pilot project in Hampshire was undertaken by Sanders (2007). The sample had 40

participants and she used a mixture of methods to collect data, including semi-structured
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interviews with parents, staff and children, Boxhall Profiles, assessment forms and

naturalistic observations.

Sanders investigated the benefits of the nurture group intervention and identified many
specific areas in which the children made gains; such as improved attendance, academic
performance, motivation to complete academic tasks, working independently, taking
more risks with learning and regulating their behaviour. Concentration and attention.

purposive play, interest in academic tasks and the way in which the children and the

staff interacted also improved.

Children reported that they had better friendships, liked school more and had improved
self-images in terms of their learning ability. Staff thought that the part-time nurture
group helped to facilitate inclusion and mentioned that they adapted their teaching
approaches and tried to engage the children more actively in their learning. It was
recognised that children needed to feel secure and benefited from teaching staff and

parents working closely together.

However, details about this partnership were restricted due to the all-encompassing
nature of the study which attempted to use a variety of methods to collect data. Sanders
did highlight the need for further research into effective support for parents of nurture
group children, which is an area that has been overlooked in many other research

studies.

Another aspect of the study which was limited was the research design. Children were
assessed immediately after leaving the nurture group and weren’t followed up at a later
stage to see if the gains were maintained. Other researchers (Cooper and Whitebread
2007) suggest that gains may not be immediate and that research needs to focus on
progress in the longer term. However, Sanders acknowledged this and identified the
need for further research to explore strategies into maintaining behaviour into lunchtime

and playtimes and to consider whether there were differences for younger and older

children.

A Scottish study which included the parents’ evaluation of the intervention was

conducted by Binnie and Allen (2008). This study highlighted the success of nurture
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group provision in terms of changing children’s behaviour both at school and at home.
The design incorporated both qualitative and quantitative feedback from staff and
parents, using the Boxhall Profile, the SDQ, measures of self-esteem and questionnaires
and allowed eight months between the pre and post intervention test. With respect to the
questionnaires, 83% of parents responded and 97% of parents agreed that the
intervention had a positive impact on their child. All other ratings such as confidence,
self-esteem, academic progress, enjoyment and impact at home, were positive and

ranged from 81% -100% of parents who agreed their child had improved in these areas.

The only low positive response was found for parent-child relationship, as 50% of
parents agreed that the intervention had improved their relationship with their child.
This suggests that about half of the parents perceived that the ‘within child” factors had
improved but that there was little impact on how well the parent and child had
interacted together. It may be productive to explore this phenomenom and look into the
support which parents received and whether they had access to the ‘parents programme’
which apparently was provided by staff. However, no other details were given about
this programme and it would be helpful to try to assess what it entailed and to explore

how it was viewed by parents.

Other criticisms could be levelled at this research for being too deterministic in giving
parents ‘pre-set’ ratings to score. Had these not been suggested by the researcher,
parents may not have mentioned factors such as confidence, self-esteem, enjoyment etc.
The parents who wanted to cooperate may have perceived positive effects for the

intervention as a whole, which was then assigned to the factors researchers gave them to

scorc.

Another study which looked at parents’ perceptions of nurture groups in Scotland in
much greater depth was conducted by Reynolds and Kearney (2007). In addition to
Sanders (2007) and Binnie and Allen (2008), this is one of the few research studies
which gave a serious voice to the parents and included details about their thoughts on

their child’s behaviour and their opinions on nurture groups in general.

[t was constructed as a parallel research study, running alongside the main evaluative

research. Researchers looked at how parents perceived their children after nurture group
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intervention by asking them to rate their child over twenty core skills and write three
words to describe their child. Parents were also asked to comment on any aspect of
nurture groups in an open unstructured way. The ratings and constructs which parents’
gave were very positive, particularly in the areas of paying attention, listening and
controlling temper. However there was no description or interpretation of the parents’
less structured comments. This information may have provided other insights into the
nurture group intervention and specific details with regards to the type of parental

support which was valued or deemed to be effective.

A limitation of this study was the method of data collection on parents’ views, which
was via postal questionnaires and only 50% of 233 parents responded. This may have
been because the views were peripheral to the main research findings. However,
arguably, the results could be skewed in favour of positive responses as the parents who
were very pleased with the intervention may have been predisposed to answer the
questionnaire. Semi-structured interviews or other qualitative methods which would
have enabled parents to say what they thought was important and which may have
uncovered more details about their relationships with their child, could reveal other

insights, although the sample size would have to be considerably reduced.

Aspects of ‘nurturing’ and the parental role

A decade ago, Bishop and Swain (2000a) conducted a qualitative research study which
looked at the perceptions of twelve individuals involved in a nurture group. They
specifically highlighted the role of parents. Data was collected through the use of semi-

structured interviews which reflected comments and perceptions from all those who

were involved with the group.

Parents were reported to be pleased that the attendance in the nurture group had
lessened the possibility of exclusion from school or placement in a special school. One
grandparent believed that the group was letting her child feel like an individual and that
it helped them because they were lost in the class. However, although parents were
interviewed this comment was the only ‘voice’ given to parents in the written report and
the rest of the discussion reflected the teachers and pupils views. This study celebrated

the success of the nurture group, but is critical of the concept of what the authors
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consider to be a deficit model of parents and families, even though the nurture group
was viewed as effective from a variety of viewpoints, including teachers, pupils and
parents. They maintained that although co-operation between parents and schools is

seen as crucial, nurture group provision highlights some contentious issues.

Interestingly, these issues have been largely ignored by subsequent research studies.

The main concern is that by nurture group staff taking on a nurturing role which would
usually be fulfilled by parents, there could be potential conflicts between home and
school. This may take the form of parents feeling judged by staff and therefore
constructing a defensive position. Hollway and Jefferson (2000) propose that
individuals employ defence mechanisms and consciously or unconsciously choose not
to address judgements that others may be making. The reason for this is that to
recognise the negative opinions of others may mean that their constructed view of

themselves as good parents could be challenged and may cause upset or pain.

Related to this is the concept of ‘positioning’, in which parents’ position themselves or
are positioned by researchers within the research interview or other social interaction.
Positioning theory (Harre and Moghaddam 2003) is a social constructionist perspective
on how the unfolding storyline in any social encounter is a function of the positions that
are adopted or imposed on individuals. Thus, the social meaning of what is said is
limited to the loosely defined set of rights, obligations, logical and socially appropriate
actions expected within the interaction. There may appear to be inconsistencies and

contradictions as the parents’ position is dynamic and changing, as the circumstances or

context changes.

Hence, it may be possible to explain parents opinions by the way that they have
positioned themselves or that they have been positioned by the researcher. How they are
positioned or position themselves will depend on their own social constructions of the
nurture group, the function of the research interview, their parental identity and

ultimately will be a function of the power differentials within the interview.
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Opportunities for further research

It would be possible to add to Bishop and Swain’s study by taking account of these
phenomena and exploring parents’ identities and roles and the relationships between
home and school. Additionally more detail about the kind of improvements that parents
said that they had found at home would have extended the findings and contributed to
the body of knowledge about nurture groups. A more balanced reporting of the
perceptions of the nurture group by all parties could have been undertaken, particularly
given the assertions about the negative aspects of the transplant model. Two parents
were interviewed and the rest of the participants were six teachers, two governors and
two nurture group children. This did not reflect all the experiences in the group and no

mention is made of why others were not interviewed.

Furthermore, it would have been useful to know exactly how much information was
given to parents and how they were consulted and included in the nurture group. What
form did it take? Were parents involved in the sessions within school / out of school and
if so what did this entail? How far did the ‘training’ conform to theoretical models of

parent partnership and were any barriers between schools and parents encountered?

Using the ‘transplant model’ to involve parents in the nurture group

A key issue which Bishop and Swain raise concerns the relationship which is fostered
between home and school. The role of the nurture group staff is supposed to involve
modelling and discussion techniques for behaviour management within the nurture
group environment. This approach utilises the ‘transplant model’ (Cunningham and

Davies, 1985) in which the ‘expert’ skills of the staff are passed onto parents, so that the

work of the nurture group is extended back into the home.

Bishop and Swain criticise the transplant model because they perceive that it is a deficit
view of the child and family. They also consider that it is not a full partnership and it
ignores the differences in family relationships, parenting style. resources, values, culture
and wider social and economic issues (Jones 1998). However, this refutes many of the
assertions of evidence-based theories on effective parenting such as Webster-Stratton
and Herbert (1994) and Lamborn, Mounts, Steinberg and Dornnbusch (1991) which

transcend culture, values and socio-economic issues.
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However, research by McGrath (2007) on engaging ‘hard to reach’ parents in parenting
skills programmes suggests that programmes need to be culturally sensitive and need to
involve parents in all stages of the design and implementation. This collaborative model
attempts to engage parents to work alongside families within their communities and is

consistent with the ‘parent partnership’ model which is proposed by Davis and Meltzer
(2007).

Involving Parents in their Child’s Education

Contemporary practice in education acknowledges the importance of parents working in
partnership with school staff, particularly in tackling SEBD and with children who are
at risk of exclusion. Co-operation between both parties is seen as crucially important

and many current policy documents now reflect this.

A fundamental principle of the Code of Practice (DFE 1994) was that parents have a
significant role to play in supporting their child’s education and the working partnership
between parents and professionals is critical to this success. The documentation clearly
stated that parents need to be seen as ‘the partners in the educational process and have

unique knowledge to impart’ (DFE 1994). The guidance went further and noted:

Professional help can seldom be effective unless it builds on parents capacity to
be involved and unless parents consider that professionals take account of what
they say and treat their views and anxieties as intrinsically important.

(DFE 1994, p.12)

This is supported more recently in other government documents which stress the
importance of a parent’s role in their child’s learning and progress at school. The Steer

Report (2005) on learning and behaviour devotes a chapter to parents and states,

It is extremely important that parents are involved in their child’s education ...
parents are experts on their children and school staff have much to learn from
them that will help in their pupils’ education at school.

(Steer 2005, p.69)
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The National Healthy School Standard report (DFES and DOH 2004) details a range of
strategies for engaging parents and community groups, because proactive work with
parents was identified as one of the key features of schools which successfully promote
emotional health and well-being. The extended schools agenda and other programmes
such as Family SEAL (Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning, DFES 2005) also

promote the importance of developing a healthy working partnership between school

staff and parents.

Policy documents such as ‘The Changing Context of Parenting’. (The Innovation Unit
2008) and ‘Supporting parents to engage in their child’s early learning’ (DCSF 2008)
both highlight the importance of parents in their child’s learning. The new *Parent
Guarantee’ (21st Century Schools White Paper, DCSF 2009a) pays special attention to
the role of parents in schools and lists the ways in which they should be involved in
school life. OFSTED (2009) underline the importance of working alongside parents and
expect nurture group staff to consider how they involve parents ‘to ensure a continuity
of approaches between school and home’ (p.8). Therefore, school staff now have a duty
to demonstrate how they are working with parents, particularly with parents of children

with SEBD.

Conclusion

Much of the nurture group research which has been conducted over the last decade has
attempted to evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention and tease out the factors
which contribute to its success. These research studies have focused on evaluating the
intervention by measuring children’s social and academic progress whilst in the Nurture
Group. The results have generally shown that nurture groups are a highly promising

form of provision for children with SEBD and that they make significant gains both in

behaviour and learning.

However, whilst the research generally acknowledges the significance of a supportive
relationship between staff and parents, the evidence base for the approach that school

staff take in their relationship with parents is limited. More recently. researchers in the
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field have acknowledged the importance of parental involvement and agree that efforts

should be made to engage positively with parents.

These studies discuss the importance of good home-school links, yet in many cases
these appear to be pieces of research which were ‘tacked on’ to the main findings. rather
than systematic evaluations in their own right. Generally, researchers have not talked to
parents in any detail, to find out about the nature of relationships between home and
school or to describe what parents thought and felt about the intervention or what their
expectations were. Additionally, the studies neglect to look at what constitutes effective

support for parents of children in nurture groups.

Hence, there is still comparatively little known about parental involvement in nurture
groups and the way that the intervention may change their thoughts and constructs of
their child, their own identity as a parent and the effect that this may have on the child's
behaviour at home and school. There is also a lack of firm evidence about what
constitutes effective support for parents, even though all the information concerning the
setting up of a nurture group highlights this collaboration as an important factor in its

success.

Therefore 1 believe that this is a promising area of original research, particularly as
many local authorities have established nurture groups or are in the process of setting
them up, both in primary and secondary schools, and within specialist provision in some
LAs. Against this context the current political climate stresses the importance of

involving parents in their child’s learning and organising services around the child and

family.

Policy documents (The Steer Report 2005; The Innovation Unit 2008; 21% Century
Schools White Paper DCSF 2009a, OFSTED 2009) state that parents have a vital role as
partners in the educational process as they have a unique knowledge to impart and co-
operation between parents and school staff is fundamental in tackling SEBD. Therefore,
it is essential to involve parents in research, to determine their views and to look at the
processes involved in creating successful home-school partnerships, particularly with

respect to parents of children in nurture group provision.
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CHAPTER THREE: Key Research Issues and Questions

Key Research Issues

The research issues were intentionally broad and facilitated an exploration into parental
roles and identities with respect to their children who were in Nurture group provision
in mainstream primary schools. I wanted to look at what parents felt about their child
being in a nurture group, what they knew of the intervention and what they perceived to
be their role in it. [ was also interested in finding out about their level of involvement in
the Nurture Group and the support they may have had and how this may have affected

their perceptions and feelings and their subsequent relationship with their child.

To explore these issues, some of the background questions I identified were:

= How can the voice of the parents (in particular those who may be
marginalised or have little power or whose children are at risk of exclusion)

be heard?

= Should parents be actively involved in all stages of problem formulation and

resolution and share in resolutions for the outcome? If so how could this be

facilitated?

. What support can school staff offer to parents of children at risk of exclusion

or who require placement in a Nurture Groups?

. How far are parents actually involved in decisions with regards to their child
being placed in a Nurture Group intervention and do they have a right to be

involved in processes which involve decision making about their children?

. How do nurture group staff work with parents and what is the extent of their

influence on parent behaviour?

. Is the concept of true ‘partnership’ with parents possible or is it rhetoric? (as

questioned by Wolfendale 2008).
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Key Research Questions

In view of the current literature and my own interest with regards to the impact that the
nurture group intervention has on parents, the background questions were summarised

to address two key areas. Hence, the key research questions became:

Key Research Question One

What were parents’ experiences of their child being referred to a nurture group

intervention?

Key Research Question Two

What do these experiences highlight about parents’ perceived involvement and the

impact of the intervention?

In addition to gaining insights into parents’ perceptions, attitudes and feelings about the
intervention, I hoped that the research would be empowering for parents and that it
would develop my research-practitioner skills. I also wanted the research to be applied,
so that it might lead to some sharing of ideas to promote good practice within nurture

groups in the LA in which the study was conducted.
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CHAPTER FOUR: Methodology

Introduction

It is important to adopt an open and analytical approach to the research and justify all
the decisions which ultimately shape my study. These decisions emanate from my own
constructions about what constitutes useful educational research; therefore I need to be
personally reflexive as well as epistemologically reflexive, in considering my

theoretical position and the impact of this on the study.

My epistemological stance has informed my decisions about methodology. Therefore, I
start by illuminating my thought processes with regards to decisions I made about
positioning myself as a qualitative interpretative researcher. This chapter will proceed
with a critical rationalisation of the use of semi-structured narrative interviews and
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis as appropriate tools in gathering, analysing
and interpreting data pertinent to the focus of my study, as opposed to other qualitative

methods.

Following this, I explore the impact of my pilot study and detail the procedures which |
followed in recruiting participants, collecting the data and conducting the thematic data
analysis. Throughout this discussion I critically appraise my methods, procedures and
ethics by being personally reflective and reflexive and state my positionality and the
impact on the interpretative analysis in the ‘Reflexive Note” boxes. These comments
include personal thoughts, experiences, prejudices and reflections and the effect of the

research on my practice as a professional EP. These reflexive notes continue in later

chapters.

Epistemology and Ontology

In terms of my own ontological position, [ believe that it is impossible to try to capture
the ‘essence’ of the world as absolute truths, because any social reality that we may try
to measure or objectively quantify will always be essentially ‘unknowable. because it is

socially constructed, contingent and ultimately subjective.
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The qualitative paradigm

As a social science researcher, I think that it is useful to focus on an individual s
experience or narrative; to explore their complex ‘reality’ as it exists for them, with a
focus on their psychological constructs which are interpreted by the researcher, within
their own framework of lived experiences. I accept that there may not be a simple,
transparent relationship between their beliefs and what is actually said to the researcher.

for I recognise that these meanings are negotiated within a historical and social context.

Underpinning this perspective is Social Constructionism (Burr 2003, Jenner 2007).
which could be described as a meta-theoretical approach which encompasses an
awareness of socio-political practices and the dominant discourses which exist within
our practice as EPs (Moore 2005). Within this qualitative framework there is a
fundamental belief that the social world is constructed through people’s actions and

through their efforts to make sense of it and navigate their lives within it.

There 1s a diversity of interpretations which can be applied to phenomena and these will
change depending on intra-personal and inter- personal processes and social context.
The perspective highlights the significance of the researcher within the research process.
Both the researcher and participant negotiate and construct mutual knowledge, which is
the sum of their joint interpretations, created by language and the social reality which is

constructed within the context of the research interaction.

Within the qualitative paradigm, there are a number of methodological approaches that
can be utilised; all of which have diverse historical backgrounds and use different ways
of collecting and analysing data. In choosing the most suited to my study, I thought
carefully about the research aims and key research questions as well as my own

epistemological stance, rather than being committed to a particular method for its own

sake (Hollway & Todres 2003).
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Reflexive Note

After reading about various methodologies and considering my epistemological
stance, the options for this research study became clear. My approach to psychology
is essentially humanistic and my outlook social constructionist; thus, coupled with my
research aims it was clear that an open ended qualitative paradigm would be

appropriate to this study.

As I believe that there is no external, objective reality that can be searched for. found
and explained by way of hypothetic-deductive, reductionist methods which seek to
manipulate variables and attempt to obtain some kind of neutral ‘objectivity” and

reliability in experimentation; I concur with Norwich (1998) who suggests that:

...the presumed objectivity of positivist science is revealed as a social
construction reflecting a particular historical context and set of social
interests....educational and human phenomena are conceived in singular and
particular terms, not as representing some generality of process or characteristic.

Norwich (1998, p.12)

The positivist paradigm is therefore inappropriate for my ideographic approach and
desire to address human individuality and gain insights into participants’ complex
psychological and social worlds. Positivist methods do not consider the process of
research as representing a form of social interaction, which involves a relationship
between the researcher and participant. Hence, there is little emphasis on the importance
of reflexivity and the researcher’s role and the function of power within the relationship,

and the potential influence on the participant and consequently the research findings.

One of my objectives in this research was to work with parents and view the nurture
group from their perspective, precisely so that professionals could be encouraged to
consider their practice, in relation to the partnership between staff and parents and the
limitations, strengths and opportunities which abound. In order to examine these issues I
needed to look at parents’ perspectives and co-construct a textured picture of their
experience. The positivist approach precludes the use of a more collaborative and
reflexive model of inquiry to highlight the ‘voice™ of the participant as an important

research aim. A qualitative approach could arguably be more complex and time
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consuming, however, methods taken from the qualitative paradigm are more suited to

enabling the voice of the participant to be heard.

Rationale for using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

One of my fundamental aims was to conduct a systematic and thorough inquiry, which
would be credible and of potential use to myself and other practitioners working in
educational settings. I intended to yield substantiated insights into naturalistic
interpretations of phenomena (nurture groups) in terms of the meanings these have for

the individuals (the parents) whose children experience them.

Having considered various suitable methodologies, the most appropriate for these
research aims was Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). The theoretical
underpinnings of IPA will be discussed in conjunction with an outline of Discourse
Analysis and Narrative Analysis which may have been suitable but were not chosen for

this study. The rationale for this will be explained in the ensuing discussion.

Introduction to Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

IPA is a comparatively new and distinctive approach to qualitative research, which has a
theoretical basis in phenomenology and is concerned with lived experience and the
meanings that individuals have for these experiences. Most IPA research uses flexible
open-ended interviews to capture data which is analysed and interpreted systematically
by the researcher in order to elicit key experiential themes which emerge (IPA website,

Birbeck University of London, accessed on 24.6.2009).

The approach is traditionally used in health and social psychology research (Smith,
Jarman and Osborn 1999, cited in Murray and Chamberlain 1999, p.218-240) because it
is committed to understanding an individual’s personal perspective and as the researcher
interprets and makes meanings out of the findings, there is the possibility of

constructing research which can inform, challenge and support actions or policy.
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Phenomenological psychology

IPA has its theoretical roots in phenomenological psychology as it is concerned with
understanding what an individual thinks or believes about phenomenon.
Phenomenology is traditionally concerned with accessing cognitions and describing
participants’ experiences from their subjective viewpoint. The founder of
Phenomenology, Husserl (1970, quoted in Laverty 2003, p.3) believed that it was
possible to ‘bracket’ off one’s own experiences and preconceptions and to describe

“essences’ about people’s lived experiences from their subjective viewpoint.

However, not all phenomenologists agreed with that perspective. Heidegger (1962,
quoted in Laverty 2003, p.7) maintained that it was not possible for individuals to
bracket but that they should become aware of their assumptions. The belief was that it
enabled an interpretation of experiences of shared meanings and practices in specific

contexts.

The Interpretative process

Taking this view of phenomenology and adding an interpretative dimension; IPA

acknowledges that it is not possible to start without bias or preconceptions. IPA

recognises that an individuals thoughts, behaviour and affect cannot be accessed directly

as it is dependent upon the interpretative analysis of the researcher.

Therefore, an important theoretical construct for IPA is hermeneutics, the theory of

interpretation (Willig, 2008). It is this key element of IPA which makes it well suited to

my research issues, for the researcher’s interpretation attempts to offer insights into the

participants’ world. Their perceptions are viewed as dynamic and fluid and constantly

forming and reforming, in their efforts to make sense of their experiences and articulate

them to the researcher. The interaction between the researcher and the participant is

perceived as a co-construction as it emerges from the in-depth engagement and analysis

of the data (Reid, Flowers, & Larkin 2005).
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However, in their comprehensive and systematic review of 52 IPA studies Brocki and

Wearden (2006) suggest that:

...authors do not always explicitly recognise either the theoretical
preconceptions they bring to the data or their own role in interpretation ... this is
a vital facet of IPA and one which ensures its accessibility and clarity.

(Brocki & Wearden 2006, p.101)

The significance of the personal-professional-researcher role is sometimes unrecognised
in research (Thompson 2009), therefore, this study has ‘reflexive notes’ embedded in
the text to address this aspect of IPA research. This fits with my theoretical allegiance
and facilitated my decision to take a narrative approach to interviewing which is a
collaboration between both the researcher and participant. IPA also enabled a systematic
application of data analysis procedures combined with creative interpretative skills in an

endeavour to understand the participants’ experiences.

Reflexive Note

In terms of positionality, my own personal worldview and the relationship which I hoped
to establish with each participant, I recognise that the relationship exists in a social
context and is fundamental to how the data is interpreted. My own professional
background is within education and I have worked as a primary teacher in a variety of
schools for approximately 14 years; four of those part-time, as I have two children. I know
that parenting it is not an easy job particularly if there are demands of work, family
difficulties, relationship break down and economic pressures. More so than ever, there
seem to be definite expectations as to how children should be parented and this is present

within the wider social discourses in the media, from the government, in schools and

communities.

In this respect I am empathetic to the difficulties and complexities faced by many parents,
some of which may be out of their control. I would probably feel judged as a parent myself
if a teacher suggested that my child needed to go into a nurture group as they needed
more ‘nurturing’ from someone else who wasn 't their parent. However, [ realise that for
many this may well be a positive intervention and I am open and interested to see what

other parents think and feel and aim to remain open and non-judgemental.
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IPA and Discourse Analysis

IPA recognises the significance of language and discourse within the interaction and is
concerned with how participants attempt to articulate their thoughts and experiences.
Like Discourse Analysis, IPA asserts that phenomenon can be constructed in different
ways. However, Discourse Analysis focuses on the way in which the multiple forms of
meaning emerge through talk and text that can become ideologically embedded within

society or culture (Potter & Wetherell 1987).

Deconstructing spoken discourse may preclude the construction of interesting themes
about parents’ lived experiences, both within the participant’s story; their thoughts and
feelings, and the commonalities which may emerge between participants. As this
research study is particularly concerned with the meanings that parents and carers attach
to their experiences, the participant’s personal description of experience is valued and
the detailed interpretation and analysis is therefore more suited to IPA’s ideographic and

inductive approach.

Within Discourse Analysis there is a willingness to accept that the language used by the
participant has captured their own meaning of their experience, although this is still
considered as a construction within the interview itself. This conceptualisation of
language could be a criticism of IPA (see Willig 2007), as language can be viewed as
essentially constructive rather than representative. Nonetheless, IPA researchers believe
that it is possible to make cautious interpretations, based on participants’ perceptions

and having an awareness of aspects of culture and social context (Osborn 2003).

Narrative Forms of Research

At its most basic level, the narrative is the individual’s story or account of experience of
people and events. It may have a sequential or disjointed time frame and can vary in
how much of the personal experience is described and how much it is explained or
interpreted. Thus, narrative can enable individuals to be culturally grounded and the

approach is based on the view that the experience of life events as we experience them
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becomes a story, which the human mind, with its infinite capacity for creativity. orders

and constructs (Elliott 2005).

Historically, traditional narrative research has offered an emancipatory aspect to
research, with participants as co-collaborators and their ‘voice’ at the forefront of the
tale; their story taken at face value and described with extensive quotations and an
absence of interpretation or the researcher’s voice. However, the post-modern
perspective on the constructive aspect of narrative enables the researcher to make more
of an interpretative leap and emphasises reflexivity; with a focus on how the researcher
interacts, listens and responds to the narrator and the meanings that they ascribe to the
narratives. This perspective requires a detailed transcription of narrative data and a
recognition that systematic analysis needs to be conducted (Atkinson & Delamont

2006).

Narrative analysis

Within the narrative analysis, attention is given to sequential mechanisms, the roles
which are taken, and the socio-historical context which attempts to represent the
complexity of the participant’s life and their changing identities (Blumenreich 2004).
As participants re-tell their stories to participate in the construction and maintenance of
their identity, this performative aspect could be used to look at parental roles and the
construction of their identities in relation to the wider discourse on parental
responsibilities and the impact of their child being placed in a nurture group. Therefore,
it could potentially offer a useful way of exploring the parents identity in relation to

their role within wider society (Crossley 2000).

However, in terms of interpreting descriptions of parents’ stories, each semi-structured
narrative interview would need to be described and analysed holistically, so that the
construction of the narrative could be revealed. Although this type of analysis could
potentially offer insights into perceptions of the parental role, it would result in a series
of case studies which would provide interesting insights to individual parent’s
perceptions, down to the minutiae detail, but ultimately would limit the research study

as the original key research questions would not be fully addressed.
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Specifically, the key issues concerning parents’ expectations of the nurture group
intervention and ideas about how they could be supported by nurture group staff. could
not be analysed across the data set and could therefore not be interpreted in terms of
superordinate themes. This is an aspect of the research which I believe makes it
interesting to the research community and educational professionals alike, in terms of
emerging ideas about working with parents which are grounded in the data and have

more of a pragmatic use in the locality of schools in which the research was conducted.

I wanted the research to identify themes within each parent’s interview and also across
the interviews so that I could look for commonalities into significant support
mechanisms which parents may have, both external and internal, and the potential
impact on their relationship with school staff and their own child. IPA has more
potential to be used in this type of applied research; to integrate practice with theory and
illuminate parents’ experiences, using a more semi-structured interview format. It is
therefore more suited to both exploring parents’ lived experiences and answering the
key research issues, some of which are derived from the literature on nurture groups,

(Cooper & Tiknaz 2007).

Reflexive Note

Research supervision enabled me to see that my initial thoughts to use a narrative
approach to data analysis needed to be justified and critically examined. 1decided
that using IPA could offer a similar approach to Narrative Analysis, but would enable
me to look more specifically at how parents were or could be supported, as well as

exploring other themes which emerged.

In conjunction with this, an attempt at analysing the pilot study interview data using
IPA showed me that IPA was more suitable as it offered a way of reducing the
complex data systematically and enabled me to address my research questions. I was
sensitive to the possibility of losing sight of my original objectives for the research
and I wanted to be able to see genuine patterns within the data set, so that I could
produce a rigorous, well organised account of themes which emerged from the key

research issues.
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Rationale for using Semi-Structured Narrative Interviews

Narrative style open-ended interviews were utilised to collect data about parents’
experiences in detail and in depth. A narrative oriented approach to data collection
focuses on the importance of the sequence of lived experiences and views individuals as

actively engaged with meaning making. Therefore, as a phenomenological approach it

1s well suited to IPA.

This approach was designed to encourage the participants to have opportunities to
become active subjects within the research process and select what they considered to
be the most salient information. Graham (1984) suggested that story-telling is less
exploitative and safeguards the rights of participants to participate as subjects rather
than ‘objects’ in the construction and re-construction of knowledge, and allows
researchers to establish a more equal and reciprocal relationship with both participant
and researcher as active agents in the process. In open ended interviewing, the interview
context is significant and the talk is viewed as social, with the researcher viewed as an

active participant in the interaction (Rapley 2001).

One of my intentions was to elicit the often unheard voice of the parents of children
who attend nurture groups. I wanted the research to be empowering for the participants,
so that they could tell their own preferred story in relation to the discussion topics I
introduced. Hence, I designed the interview so that it would be collaborative as I hoped
to facilitate the co-construction of the parents’ own narratives as much as possible,
within the constraints of the key research questions. In eliciting stories constructed by
the parents, they chose what mattered to them; therein they were more empowered by

being active participants within the research.

Reflexive Note

My decision to use a collaborative interviewing approach was informed by my belief that
giving individuals minimal prompts within an open, 'naturalistic’ interview, would
enable them to talk more openly about their experiences and feelings in a relaxed,
supportive environment. I also felt quite strongly that I wanted to collaborate with

parents as one of my aims was to empower the parent to tell their story.
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Learning from the pilot study

A pilot study was undertaken with one parent of a child attending a nurture group in a
setting not used for the main study, to try out the questions and to develop my self-
confidence in interviewing; recommended by Kvale (1996). The practice of
interviewing was further refined by thinking carefully about the social context and the
impact of this on the outcome by engaging and motivating the participant, creating
rapport and listening actively. The pilot study was successful as a good deal of data was
elicited and the participant talked for over one hour, with little interruption. Therefore.
the narrative approach to interviewing was considered to be effective in this instance, as
much of it related to the mother’s life and was relayed chronologically and was context

bound.

However, when this transcript was discussed during research supervision, a limitation of
the use of narrative interviews generally came to light. The fact that the participant was
very good at generating narratives did not mean that all future participants would be so
articulate. The participant in the pilot study was very motivated, articulate and relatively
well-educated and wanted her opinion to count. Other participants may be less articulate
and it was acknowledged that there could be differential abilities in terms of

participants’ abilities to verbalise thoughts.

This discussion provoked further reflection on the wording and prompts used in the
interview to facilitate data collection. To facilitate articulation and recall of biographical
narratives with some of the participants, the approach was altered so that specific

narratives could be elicited, which were related to specific areas of the research focus.

The interview questions were changed to facilitate the construction of narratives which
were more specific to the key issues. The approach I adopted is termed the ‘episodic’
interview by Flick (2000, 2009) and is a useful technique to use when the researcher
aims to interpret how participants make sense of their experiences (Bates 2004).
Episodic interviewing includes situational probes as follow ups, to help to elicit
narratives about contexts and concrete events. This approach does not rely on the
effectiveness of narrative constraints as it combines different forms of narrative:

semantic knowledge (abstracted generalisations) and episodic knowledge (more
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concrete, linked to particular circumstances and experiences) (Flick 2009. p. 185). The
style of narrative-probe facilitates access to the construction of realities as it helps the

participant with their narrative competence.

Reflexive Note

Salmon (2003) explored the way in which the scientific community judged research and one of
the points he made is that research has to matter to others and should not be ‘a self-indulgent
activity for the researcher’ (p.26). In conjunction with the outcomes of the pilot study, this
applicability of the ‘real life’ research was also a factor in changing the interview schedule
from being an exloration of parents identies which may suit a more open-ended ‘life story’
narrative approach to a more structured topic focused interview combined with open

questioning.

Procedures

Interview procedure

The interview schedule was designed to elicit narratives and specific lived experiences
from participants which related to the key research areas. The aim was to obtain the
‘insights of the experts’ (Reid et al 2005, p.20); the parents whose insider perceptions

would reveal cognitions, attitudes, feelings and actions.

Therefore, prior to the interview, all participants were told that it was their story that
was of interest and there were no right or wrong answers, whatever they thought was
important was of interest (see pre-interview checklist, Appendix 2). Participants were
asked to ‘tell’ about various specific aspects of their life experiences in relation to their

family, their child and the nurture group staff.
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If the questions were too open or did not stimulate preferred narratives then other probes

about ‘typical’ situations or descriptions were used as follow up questions, using the

episodic narrative technique. These prompts followed a similar format but were

sometimes paraphrased or given at a different point in the participant’s narrative to keep

the conversation as naturalistic as possible.

The interview prompts were designed to be open and follow on logically within the
conversation, so that the participant was able to choose to recount whatever they felt
was important to them. There was careful consideration of my language and it was
consciously modified when appropriate, to match the participant’s frame of reference
and to help them to communicate their thoughts, perceptions and feelings. The

interview prompts which were used in the study are presented in Appendix 3.

Reflexive Note

I found the actual process of collecting the data the most interesting part of the
research. I was able to utilise my past experiences as a SENCO and Trainee
Educational Psychologist (TEP) in which I have developed my interpersonal skills:
engaging parents, creating rapport, listening actively and being genuine and
interested in what they have to say. I enjoyed meeting a variety of parents and was
curious as to how they viewed the nurture group intervention and felt somewhat

privileged to be hearing their stories.

As the interview process continued I felt that I became more confident and honed my
interview practice. As a result of this I became much more comfortable and better at
engaging parents. I was aware that parents may have felt quite vulnerable about
disclosing aspects of their personal lives, and that they may have found some aspects
difficult to talk about. I tried to be empathetic and non judgemental and hoped that the
experience had some use for them. I was constantly reminded of the ethical issues

which came alive, particularly the issues of ongoing informed consent.
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Participants

Inclusion criteria

The participants were parents of children who had been placed in a nurture group
intervention in three mainstream primary schools in a large urban Local Authority in the
North of England. The sample was chosen on the basis that participants were caring for
a child who was currently in a nurture group in one of the identified schools, which had
part-time nurture groups that had been established for at least eighteen months. I felt
that it was necessary for the groups to have been established before it would be fair to

explore their practice. The sample of participants is presented in Table I (see Appendix
4).

Recruitment

The purposive sample of parents was accessed through the schools that had established
nurture groups 1n the Nurture Group Network (NGN) within the Local Authority where
I practice as a TEP. Staff who were involved in the NGN listened to a presentation of
my research proposal and Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) who had

nurture groups in their schools and indicated their interesting taking part at that meeting.

The aim was to recruit up to six participants, which Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009)
suggest is a suitable sample size for a study of this type. However, the actual number
used depended on availability and were chosen from the participants who expressed an

interest in becoming involved.

Gaining informed consent

In order that participants felt comfortable about being approached, they initially met
with nurture group staff in schools, so that they understood something of the aims of the
research and how it would be conducted, prior to deciding whether they wished to
become involved. Preliminary consent was established with the SENCO and the
personal details of participants who then expressed an interest in participating in the
research were passed onto myself as the researcher. Potential participants were then

contacted via a telephone call to outline further details about the research interview. If
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participants indicated that they were still interested a date and place was agreed for the

interview.

Interviews took place in either the nurture group school or the participant’s home,
depending on their preference. Participants were informed in writing about their rights
with regards to confidentiality, their access to a summary of the written study and their
right to withdraw at any time during the process (see Appendix 5). Consent forms were

signed after they had read this information and discussed it with myself (see Appendix
6).

Ethical issues

I aimed to create rapport with participants, to engage them and create a safe context, in
which issues of respect and empathy were fundamental; in part so that they would feel
relaxed and if necessary feel that they could re-negotiate the issue of consent at any

point in the process.

Prior to the interview, participants were given the same information in the pre-interview
checklist, concerning the nature of the research, the interview process and the de-brief
session (see Appendix 2). At the outset of the interview, I made it clear to participants
that they did not have to tell me anything that they didn’t want to and that they could
have a break or stop at any point. They were also told that they would have an
unrecorded debrief session at the end of the interview to facilitate ‘closure’ to the

research interview.

To elaborate further on ethical considerations, issues which were discussed in the
interview had the potential to evoke distressing memories and participants were
encouraged to talk about sensitive matters associated with their parenting. There was
recognition of the potentially intrusive nature of the interview and the encounter was
handled sensitively, with an awareness of the vulnerability of the participant and the
possibility of less positive outcomes. The research study gained appropriate ethical
approval from Sheffield University ethics committee and ethical considerations outlined
in my University ethics application were adhered to throughout (see Appendix 7 for the

letter which gives ethical approval for the study).
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Generalising the research findings

The research study was designed to explore the thoughts, feelings and attitudes of
individuals within a particular group of subjects in a local context, so there was no
attempt to generalise the findings to the population of parents whose children attend
nurture groups. Social phenomena can be considered too context-bound to enable
generalisation and the interpretative analysis sought to establish themes which are

limited to the subgroup of parents of children in nurture groups in the locality.

As discussed earlier, IPA was chosen to analyse interview data for individual
participants and across the data set. The ideographic focus, with a close analysis of data
using a relatively small sample, was useful in offering insights into the inter-subjective
meanings which were shared by the parents of children who had a placement in a

nurture group.

However, it was thought that the reader could identify with some of the personal
characteristics of participants and emerging themes; with the potential to relate them to
other parents of children in similar circumstances and the practice in other nurture
groups. Indeed the proposal is that some of the ways that parents have felt supported
will be identified and these positive thoughts and feelings can be used to stimulate and

support good practice within the Nurture Group Network in the Local Authority.

UNIVERSITY
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Process of Data Analysis

Field notes

Immediately after the interview, field notes were taken. A general summary of the
interview and the researcher’s reactions to the interview were recorded as field notes
after the conversation ended. This was done so that my interpretations were based not
only on systematic analysis of the transcripts made but also on what was observed or
noticed during the interview. Any relevant contextual factors or general aspects of the
interview which were notable such as non-verbal communication, was recorded (see

Appendix 8 for the field notes for Participant Two).
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Transcription

Transcriptions were written to relay the actual narratives as closely as possible. Written
conventions such as full stops, commas, question marks were used to make sure that the
dialogue was readable but preserved the meaning. Pauses, emphasised words, sighs
interruptions, laughs were all shown in the key (see page 1 of the interview transcript

for participant two, Appendix 9).

To reduce the time taken for transcription, voice recognition technology was utilised:
the software package ‘Dragon Naturally Speaking Preferred, Edition 10” (Nuance
Communications 2008). The software was trained to recognise my voice and each
interview was heard individually and the dialogue was repeated verbatim to the
computer. Caution was exercised because the voice recognition system made errors with
common homonyms and words with similar sounds. Therefore, the copy of voice-
recognised text was reviewed and re-checked at the time of input. Line numbers were
written on the left hand side of each transcript to ensure that direct quotations could be
recorded and easily accessed. Preliminary comments and emerging subordinate themes

were labelled and recorded in the margins (see Appendix 9).

Reflexive Note

The transcription process was challenging as it was very time consuming, even with
the speech recognition software, but re-living the experience by hearing the
conversation was extremely useful for analysis. I found many interesting insights
into meanings by hearing how things were said as well as hearing repetitions,

displacement, contradictions, pauses and voice inflections.

This was in part, incorporated into the data analysis however, my interpretations of
the meanings which parents had for their varied experiences formed the main focus
of the analysis. These interpretations were shaped by my thoughts and impressions
about the participant and their identity and the context of the interview itself.
Therefore, the relationship that we formed within the research interview will have
inadvertently prejudiced my view of what was said and my interpretations of how it

was said and what I thought was meant.
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Notation choice

The aim was to produce a written translation of the spoken dialogue so that it was
readable and appeared to be as natural as possible, as suggested by Smith et al (2009).
The conventions of written language were used to express questions and pauses:
exclamations and full stops were used to punctuate the ending of spoken dialogue.
Italics were used for the researcher’s dialogue. Bold text was used to show the research
prompts. Words which were emphasised were written in capital letters and sighs,
laughs, interruptions and longer pauses and other utterances were written in brackets. so

that the meaning was kept but the dialogue was still legible.

Thematic Analysis

The analysis adhered to the systematic IPA structure of making sense of the data (Smith
et al 2009), which involved recording conceptual themes for each transcript in turn then
establishing shared commonalities across the data set. The analytic stance which was
taken during the interview was of being ‘facilitative’ and the transcription included all
the talk that was produced in the collaboration, so that it was possible to view how the
talk was co-constructed. Watson (2006) elucidates how the participant ‘selectively
accesses, reflects on and constructs knowledge in a way that is dependent upon the self-
assigned role adopted” (p.369) and this positioning of the participant formed part of the

interview interaction itself and was, therefore, part of the interpretation of the data.

Analysis of the data

Each participant’s interview was transcribed and analysed separately. The transcript was
read once with the digital recorder on to check that the spoken words matched the
written word. It was then re-read as a whole, to enable the researcher to become
‘immersed’ in and reflect upon what was said and the general manner in which it was

said: noting pauses, sighs, laughs, questions, sarcasm, in order to get an essence of the

meaning.
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The transcript was then read in sections to record initial thoughts (shown as "comments’
in the margins). Following this, the initial comments were summarised into themes
(shown as ‘constructed themes’ in the margin). Whilst these initial thoughts and
constructed themes were being written, there were constant checks back to what the
participant actually said to ensure that the meaning wasn’t reduced or lost, but
summarised and represented. Analysis moved from interpretative to the descriptive and

back again, and included noting distinct as well as common themes running through the

transcript.

Afterwards, the constructed themes from each transcript were listed in chronological
order in a separate word document and sorted into similar colour coded categories
(exemplified using the transcript from participant two, in Appendix 10). Similar themes
were abstracted and a label was constructed for each category. These were then
tabulated and formed the subordinate themes for each participant (see Tables II- VII. in
Appendix 11-16 inclusive). Associated key words or quotes showing the corresponding

page and line number were included in the tables to enable key words to be identified.

These subordinate themes were then subsumed and integrated into thirteen shared
subordinate themes, which were assigned appropriate labels to represent the collective
commonalities across the group of participants. Polarisations and exceptions were also
detailed. An underlying premise at the integrative stage was making sense of the data in
a manageable form but always ensuring that the emerging subordinate themes reflected
what was in the data. These subordinate themes were then clustered under four over
arching superordinate themes for the study, which were categorised and labelled to

reflect the subordinate themes (see Table III in Appendix 12 for an example of themes

from participant two).

The subordinate themes from each participant’s transcript were highlighted in a master
table for each of the four superordinate themes, to aid analysis across the data set (see
Tables IX-XII, in Appendix 18-21 inclusive). The written analysis interpreted direct
quotes from the participants and these supported and argued for the importance of the

constructed superordinate themes.
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The interpretative aspect of the analysis was aided with reference to positioning theory
(Harre and Moghaddam 2003) to explain how individual participants were positioned or
positioned themselves within the unfolding conversations in the interviews. The
importance of the social and cultural context and the shifting power balance was
discussed in the reflexions and interpretations, as it was fundamental to the dynamic and

unfolding narratives that were constructed.

Reflexive Note

The ongoing process of data analysis made me more conscious of the interpretative as well
as the phenomenological aspect of IPA. I was aware of the impact of my thoughts, feelings
and intuitions which emanated from my background and personal life experiences, and
how these affected the position I took within the conversation and the position(s) that the

participants took, either consciously or unconsciously.

Hollway and Jefferson (2000) refer to interpreting ‘psychosocial subjects’ (p.77) who are
motivated by ‘unconscious investments and defences against anxiety’ as well as being
positioned within social and cultural contexts. In terms of data analysis, the implication of
this is that I need to have understood the notion of a ‘defended subject’ in my
interpretation of what the participant has chosen to say and what they have not said, within

the whole encounter.

Patterns and contradictions may have occurred throughout the dynamic conversation and

this will have emerged through detailed systematic analysis of the interview transcript.

Quality control and credibility checks

As a means for checking quality and dependability, the research study adopted a number
of criteria which have been suggested as guidelines for qualitative research by Yardley
(2000), in the context of health psychology. The guidelines recommended were: to
conduct rigorous and systematic data analysis; to demonstrate sensitivity to the context;
to ensure that the write up is coherent and plausible and that the research has utility and

impact. These criteria will be discussed in relation to this study.

The data collection process and analysis was thorough and systematic. with time given
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to the methodical analysis and interpretation of the complex data. Rigour was achieved
by a commitment to collecting enough data from participants to generate information

which addressed the key research issues.

In terms of being sensitive to the broader socio-context of the study, the interpretation
of what was said in the research interview was always viewed with an awareness of the
significance of cultural, linguistic and socio-economic influences. These are
fundamental to the wider discourse within society and formed the backdrop to my

interpretation of the interactions and conversations which were co-constructed.

In the writing up stage, the insights were presented in a coherent and plausible manner,
with a commitment to ensuring transparency for the reader. The procedures are clearly
described and the reader can see how the study was conducted, how the data was

collected and the analysis undertaken. This information is detailed in the Appendices.

The reflexive notes written within the boxes show how I interpret the data. The reader is
free to construct their own interpretation of the way in which I responded emotionally
and intellectually to the participant, based on the information given. They can then
make informed decisions as to whether they accept or value the interpretation and this

forms part of the decision regarding the credibility and trustworthiness of the research.

Impact of the study

The study was designed to be applied and to have an impact on the practice of nurture
group staff within the locality, to increase the awareness of the parents’ perspective and
to challenge and improve existing practice, particularly for schools that are in the
process of developing a nurture group within their school setting. Significantly, in
feeding back the insights gained from this study within the local context, in future this
may impact on how children are referred for the nurture group intervention and how
parents are informed and included in this process. Therefore, at a later stage, the
intention is to present the summary of the findings to interested parents and teachers

within the Nurture Group Network in the Local Authority.
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CHAPTER FIVE: Analysis of the F indings

Introduction

Analysing and organising the data

Six interview transcripts were analysed using the thematic coding procedures in IPA.
Each interview was systematically analysed in its entirety. To aid transparency. the full
transcript of the interview with initial comments and emergent themes for participant

two 1s given in Appendix 9.

As detailed in the ‘procedures’ section of the Methodology chapter, the emergent
themes that were constructed for each participant were colour coded and sorted into
categories which created the ‘subordinate’ themes (exemplified in Appendix 10 and
Appendix 11). These subordinate themes included polarised and oppositional
relationships. This type of relationship refers to themes which emerged from transcripts
which appear to contradict what parents have said within the same interview e.g. in
Stacey’s transcript a subordinate theme emerged which concerned problematic
relationships within the group. However, another theme which emerged in the transcript
concerned the positive aspect of improved relationships. As these two subordinate

themes opposed each other, they were classed as having a ‘polarised relationship’.

The subordinate themes for each participant were compared and commonalities and
shared experiences between the participants were identified across the data set and were
refined or re-categorised and integrated to form thirteen subordinate themes. Following
this, similar subordinate themes were abstracted into clusters and each clustered theme
was given a label which captured its essence (exemplified in Table III, Appendix 12).
These formed the four ‘superordinate’ themes in the study: superordinate theme A:
‘Nature vs. Nature Attributions’, superordinate theme B: ‘Narrow Expectations’.

superordinate theme C: Holistic Gains, superordinate theme D: ‘Parents as Partners’.

In the written analysis, each of the four superordinate themes were examined separately

and the subordinate themes which pertained to them were described and interpreted (see
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Master Tables IX, X, XI and XII for the appearance of subordinate themes across the

data set in Appendix 18,19,20 and 21). Shared commonalities, differences, exceptions

and polarised themes which contradict the general pattern were also noted and

interpreted.

Reflexive note

As I became more experienced at data analysis, it became easier to code transcripts. I was
aware that I didn’t want to categorise each participant’s responses into pre-set categories
as 1 felt that this would mitigate against creativity and not be true to IPA methodology
which aims to create subordinate themes which emerge from the data. However, |

recognised that they were always going to be my own constructions of what was said.

1.

Key to tabulated number references

The key to the number references with the subordinate themes in the tables are as

follows: page number: line number. In the written analysis, direct quotes from

participants are detailed as follows: (participant number: page number: line number) to

ensure a systematic approach and consistency. To aid interpretation and discussion of

the data in the analysis of the findings, emphasis is drawn to words in quotes by
underlining them.

Presenting the Findings

In the analysis chapter the data is presented in a number of forms:

A summative web diagram of all four superordinate themes across the data set is

presented in Figure 1 ‘Experiences of being a parent of a child in a part-time nurture

group’.

Each of the superordinate themes is then presented through web diagrams (Figures 1.1

to 1.4 inclusive), which show the shared subordinate themes across the data set.
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Personal Reflexivity

The constructed data and field notes taken by the researcher revealed a number of

interview effects which are significant and enter into the interpretation of the data in all

of the superordinate themes. Therefore, to demonstrate the researcher’s awareness of
these effects, reflexions concerning the analysis and interpretation of the data are

included where pertinent and are discussed within the ‘reflexive note’ boxes.

Reflexive note

It would have been possible to take the constructed subordinate themes back to the
participant to share them and explore their views on my interpretation, however, I actively

made the decision not follow that course of action.

The reasons for this were:

(i) as the researcher I wanted my interpretations to form the main part of the analysis
as I had co-constructed the interview with the participant
(1i) ethically I decided that this was not appropriate due to the sensitive nature of the

discussions. I felt that it may have done more harm than good.

49



0s

dnouo ainjnp awil-lied

\ . isuonejoadxy \ : : |
_ mouieN ‘g \ B ul p|1yYD e jo jualed l | iSiaulied se sjualed °q \

e Sulaq Jo sasuaadx3

suoiNqUNY
3iNNN SA ainjeN 'y

saway | ajeuipioladng jo weibeiq gop @AeWWNG :| ainbi4



SHARED THEMES

Superordinate Theme A

Figure 1.1 Nature vs. Nurture Attributions

disclaiming

SUPERORDINATE THEME A:

Nature vs Nurture
Attributions

SUBORDINATE THEME: A / SUBORDINATE THEME:

3.Adapting to School 2. Delayed development
Experiences
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Nature vs. Nurture Attributions

Superordinate Theme A

Introduction

This theme describes parents’ experiences of family life with their child before they
started school and the child’s experience of school prior to the nurture group
intervention. Parents were invited to talk in general terms about their child and family.
The prompt was intentionally left open-ended; to elicit what parents’ wanted to say.

rather than to direct them to give specific information about their child.

The accounts which parents constructed painted an interesting picture of the context in
which the child and parent operated and gave a flavour of family life prior to their child
being referred to the nurture group intervention. Parents made attributions about their
child’s behaviour and talked about the perceived effects of innate dispositions (nature)
and perceived effects of the environment: families and schools (nurture). These
attributions are described in terms of shared and distinct themes which are interpreted in
the light of psychological theories of positioning (Harre and Mogaddam 2003) and of
‘defended subjects’ (Hollway and Jefferson 2000).

1. Parental blaming and disclaiming

During the interview, parents attempted to search for meaning as to why their child had
difficulties and made reference to an aspect of the child’s life or context in which the
behaviour occurred. This was not specifically asked for; however, constructions were

made about phenomena, as parents attempted to make sense of their experiences.

The information that each of the parents gave about their family established that three of
the participants were legal guardians of their child because their birth mothers had been
unable to cope with looking after them. Of the three who were legal guardians, their

situations were similar in that a parent was absent when the child was younger, and
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there were incidents of neglect in these cases. However their circumstances all had

distinct elements.

Della had been a friend and neighbour of her child’s mother and had initially looked
after him temporarily as Children’s Social Care were involved, due to neglect. This led
to the legal adoption of Peter and his twin brother Paul, when they were 15 months old.
The twins did not see their parents or siblings and Della paints quite a disparate picture
of the children’s family life. She repeatedly draws attention to what Peter and Paul are
‘meant’ to do and the tone of her account speaks volumes about how she feels the birth

family have let the twin brothers down:

Della: They are meant to see him, well their dad, their alleged dad; they don’t
have nothing what so ever to do with him. Mum, they are meant to see on a
monthly basis but she never turns up. They are meant to go over to their
grandmas but she hasn’t seen them. ... (5:2:21-4)

Christine was the other parent who was a legal guardian of Karl who attended the same
nurture group as Peter. She was a neighbour of Karl and his family and also his
mother’s cousin. Christine told me that Karl was taken into the family when he was four

years old because his mother couldn’t look after him by herself.

Christine: ... she was too young and couldn’t cope with him and she had
locked him in his room (laugh) (6:1:18)

Children’s Social Care was involved in this case due to neglect and again there was a
lack of contact with the birth parents, who had separated and moved elsewhere.
Similarly Christine paints a negative picture of abuse and neglect, blaming Karl’s birth
mother who she felt wasn’t able to cope with the demands of looking after a small child.
Christine felt that Karl’s difficulties began when he lived with his birth mother and she
attributed his inability to speak, aged three, to the neglect that he suffered as a baby and

toddler:

Christine: We just think that she didn’t talk to him, (laugh) so he was just left to
his own devices we think (laugh) (6:2:45-6)
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Reflexive Note

Christine’s interview was interspersed with continual laughs, often in inappropriate
places, such as when she talked about the child abuse that Karl suffered as a young child.
Other comments showed that she was very nervous and was not always able to remember
what had happened. The interview process itself was obviously quite difficult for her,
though I attempted to make it as relaxed and informal as possible, through non verbal

communication and the language that was used.

I interpreted her laughter as nervousness and her inability to recall and articulate events
and her feelings gave me an insight into her own self-efficacy and speech, language and
communication difficulties. This affected the data as I felt that she was more passive and
positioned herself in a submissive role as she was not as able to communicate her inner

thoughts and feelings.

However, experiencing this as a researcher was useful, particularly by combining the field
notes in my interpretations. It was also interesting to compare Christine’s language, the
power play and the position she took in the interview with a parent like Stacey, who was a
polar opposite, very assertive and articulate and used to taking authority in her

professional job within the adoption services.

Similarly, Della recounted her experiences when the children first came to live with her:

Della: ... they couldn’t walk, they couldn’t talk-if they had a mouthful of tea
they wouldn’t know what to do with it (5:3:62-3)

However, she also stated that their mother had problems with school learning and

attributed it to an innate disposition which may have been inherited:

Della: Their mum has got learning difficulties but she seemed to manage up to
certain extent and then you know I don’t know what went wrong before I got

them (5:3:65-7)

Stacey was the other parent who became the legal guardian of her child, Kirsty. Kirsty’s
birth mother, Ruby. was not able to care for her so Stacey adopted her. Ruby and

Kirsty’s father had separated and there were allegations of neglect.
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Stacey perceived that this had caused some of Kirsty’s emotional difficulties:

Stacey: She obviously had the emotional upset (pause) but actually she had to
deal with parents coming and going first of all together then not and then being
separated and then not seeing her mum for quite some time (2:9:256-258)

She talked about the effects of being under stimulated by her birth parent when she was

very young, in part because of the family circumstances and nurturing that she didn’t

receive:

Stacey: ...so although from being all babbly and dancing around she then went
very quiet and I think that she was very under stimulated (2:3:82-3)

Yet Stacey was able to comprehend that it wasn’t so easy to tease out the reasons for
Kirsty’s complex difficulties and she acknowledged the possible impact of Kirsty’s
‘innate’ or ‘natural’ ability which she inherited from her parents, who both had learning

difficulties:

Stacey: We need a better understanding I think and ‘cos people thought she's
immature ... and she's had all this upset and she's immature and we were saying
YES SHE IS but actually we think we are not sure what level of ability, innate
ability, I know that’s not set, I’m not saying that it is but there is still a level of
ability and that needs to be understood (2:22:711-716)

These parents may not have felt as judged or directly responsible for the child’s socio-
emotional and behavioural difficulties and it may have been easier for them to accept
within-child ‘nature’ explanations that had occurred before they had the child and

therefore feel less under scrutiny or to blame themselves.

However, there was an inferred criticism towards the professionals in Stacey’s account.
as she believed that the full picture regarding her innate ability wasn’t fully explored
and needed to be ‘understood’. This re-emerges later on in the interview when she
commented on the impact of the intervention and other aspects of learning which she

felt that the nurture group couldn’t address.
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Reflexive Note

Stacey was a very confident and assertive parent who obviously felt at ease talking to a
professional. On reading the field notes I made after the interview (see Appendix 8), it was
apparent that she was very different in this respect and the ‘power play’ was distinct
compared to many of the other parents. Stacey was able to offer insights into her family
situation and the referral process. She felt at home discussing technical aspects such as the

assessment tools used and the developmental stages that she felt Kirsty needed to re-visit

in the nurture group.

My interpretations of our co-constructions were made with this in mind and reminded me
that although the parents were all part of a purposive sample, a homogenous group with
regards to having a child in the nurture group; they all had very different experiences,

backgrounds and expectations of the intervention and the interview process itself.

In contrast to the parents who were legal guardians of their child, another participant
Rachel, was separated from her child’s birth father. Jason, her son, had contact with his
father at weekends. The family circumstances differed in that Rachel had not been
married to Jason’s father and Social Care weren’t involved with the family. Yet there

were differences between the parents as to how Jason should be cared for.

Rachel’s comments can be interpreted using positioning theory (Harre and Mogaddam
2003). She positioned herself as the parent who was involved with Jason’s schooling
and education. This became evident as she talked about how involved she was with the

school and continued to state how his father wasn’t:

Rachel: I have never lived with Jason's dad but he still goes to there in the week,
so you know we do a lot of school work with him and was and things like that
but when he is at his dads, he's got a quad and stuff like that so it's all physical
and all you know learning stuff here.” (3:1:8-13)

The ‘but’ in her comment may have been unintentional, or it may have been a
disclaimer for herself to place the blame on Jason’s father for his disinterest in learning
and school work. In her mind this may have created somewhat conflicting values and

styles of parenting, which she perceived to have an adverse effect on Jason’s behaviour.
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However, as Rachel continues the interview, she begins to question her own parenting.

when she wonders about why Jason wasn’t ‘normal’ and had difficulties at school:

Rachel: I don't know at first I thought you know well what’s wrong with him

(ves) you know why isn't he normal? What have I done wrong- why doesn't he
do this and why doesn't he do that? (3:6:264-7)

Rachel found it hard to think about him struggling and then wondered if it may have

been inherited or if her parenting was to blame:

Rachel: ... they were saying he is struggling with this and struggling with that
and I have always tried my best you know I mean I'm not brilliant myself at
English. I thought to myself you know is it because I haven't been doing it
properly with him or because I haven't read enough with him or you know
(3:6:275-80)

The other two parents, Julie and Anya, were exceptions to this theme as both were with
their husbands and again, there were no incidents of neglect or involvement with Social
Care. Initially they appeared more defensive, perhaps as they had brought their children
up from birth. Anya was of Asian heritage but was born in the United Kingdom and
spoke English fluently. Her husband had emigrated from Pakistan and spoke very little

English, Mainly communicating in Punjabi.

At the start of our interview, Anya immediately questioned what was behind the

opening prompt, by asking why the question was being posed:

Researcher: So 1'd like to get some background information about Nita and
your family; if you can just tell me some general information about Nita and
your family, when she was younger, from wherever you want to start

Anya: Is that the main reason why you think she went into nurture group?
(4:1:1-4)

Reassurance was given to allay any anxieties which Anya may have felt; perhaps she
perceived that the research would be somewhat judgemental and would question her
behaviour or the family’s way of life. However, the sense of her attempting to seek an
explanation as to why this may have happened to her child permeated her dialogue and

continued through out the interview.
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Anya explained that she felt ‘unhappy’ when she was initially told about the nurture
group because it was perceived as an attack on her parenting skills and she felt

somewhat to blame for Nita’s behaviour.

Anya:.. ] wasn’t happy with it at first to be very honest with you, if I’m honest.
because I thought I was going somewhere wrong as a parent. I thought what am

I doing wrong and even if [ had time and everything you know I thought what is
going on? (4:8:253-6)

Anya repeatedly talked about the time she spent working, describing this in great detail.
She justified the time she did spend with her daughter, stating that she hadn’t
‘neglected’ her and questioning if that was the reason for her difficulties and why she

had to go into the nurture group.

Anya: I can’t say I’ve neglected her in that way but then when I did decide to go
back to work then it was full-time. I had no other option but to work full time
and it was a bit too much for Nita as well and that’s when I realized-that’s when
she was in reception then there were a few problems

Researcher: Mmm- so what got a bit too much for her do you think?

Anya: me working I think full time, because I used to drop her off... but still at
the same time, problems I thought what if it is because of that ... (4:2:27-42)

Later on she continues with this thread:

Anya: ...and then slowly, slowly, I thought what if the problem was related to
that? And then someone said...

Researcher: Related to?
Anya: With me going to work (4:3:70-3)

The socio-cultural aspect could be a factor in her sense of blame for many Asian
families traditionally spend a good deal of time in the home as the homemaker,
alongside their mother-in law and other extended family. This was true of Anya’s
husband as she told me that he tended to mix within the Asian community because he
did not speak any English. Anya may have felt critical of herself and the amount of time

she spent with Nita, compared to how she had been raised or to other more traditional
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Asian families. Or she may have felt that extended family members and professionals

(like myself, the Psychologist) judged her and this led to guilt and self-blame.

Additionally Anya may have felt guilty about the lack of time or nurturing that Nita
had. As Sommerfield (2006) suggests, western society still has the belief that mothers
should in the main be responsible for child care. Anya may have felt that she had to

justify her decision to work by stating that she had ‘no option’.

Reflexive Note

The interview with Anya was particularly interesting because of her obvious attempts to
search for an explanation regarding Nita’s behaviour and rationalise what had happened.
This made me more aware of the social nature of the interview process. It highlighted the

importance of the context, power play and the relationship we constructed.

Anya was of British Asian heritage and I considered the possible effect that her family and
the Asian community may have had on the position she took. The Asian culture
traditionally having a strong sense of family and community and regard for professionals
may have heightened the sense of being judged and wanting to present an impression of
being a ‘decent family’. Iwas conscious of accounting for this in my interpretations of

what she said to me.

I had a distinct feeling that Anya saw me in my role as a TEP rather than researcher as
many of her comments suggested this. Did this interview reflect some of the interactions

that Anya and other nurture group parents had, with other professionals?

I would admit to feeling somewhat dismayed (but not totally surprised) that she had
perceived that I was there as an ‘expert’ to give answers or [0 be critical or judge her,

given the ‘nurturing’ aspects of the intervention.

Julie continually attempted to defend herself against this perceived mother blame by
talking about the family as a positive force for her son, Sam. She continually gave
unasked for evidence for the nurturing that Sam had received as a young child. It was
apparent that she did not want to entertain the idea that there may have been any aspects

of parenting that may have contributed to Sam’s difficulties. It is possible to interpret
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Sam’s behavioural difficulties in light of attachment theory, as a child with unresolved
insecure ambivalent attachments (Bowlby 1988). However Julie emphasised that Sam
never had any problems early on and was ‘never naughty’. She repeatedly re-framed his

difficulties and talked in very positive terms about his early care:

Julie: ...erm (pause) he's always been mischievous he was you know from being
you know, crawling he's always had this little mischievous streak. He was never

ever naughty or anything like that ... erm but erm yeah he was a lovely child
really YEAH a pleasure...

Julie: Yeah he never had any problems at all yeah he used to take him out to the
park he used to do all that kind of thing with him and look after the house as
well and yeah he never had any problems at all, he LOVED it. (1:1:13-27)

Julie positioned herself as a parent who was very caring, supportive and family oriented,
even to the extent of removing him from the nursery so that he would be ‘nurtured’ by

his grandparents.

Julie: | mean grandparents are fantastic for looking after children, I'm all for 1t
me! I think it's BRILLIANT erm they've got all this knowledge and there's the
nurturing you just know that your child is going to be secure and that they're
going to be looked after appropriately (1:3:76-80)

Julie repeatedly attributed blame on the lack of nurturing within the school system and
from the professionals who were involved in caring for her child. Her tone of voice was

quite emphatic and the language she used is indicative of how she felt:

Julie: ... They weren't doing anything you know they were just leaving him to
his own devices, erm, (pause) he just wasn't mixing with the other children and
he wasn't ENCOURAGED to mix with the other children either and err...

Julie: I wasn't happy about him in reception. To be honest I wasn't happy with
the teacher there I was constantly at loggerheads with them... (1:5:118-120)

Yet later on in the interview she constructs an oppositional version of events. On a
contradictory note she repeats the notion of feeling like a ‘complete failure™ (1:8:224)

and talks in candid terms about her relationship with school staff and professionals

alike.
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Julie felt that her identity as a parent was called into question:

Julie: It is just so easy to feel like a failure as a parent and you feel as if they are

judging you, you feel as though you have to prove that you live in a nice house

and have nice things and you're a nice person and you feel like you have to
really sort of SELL yourself as a parent, it's AWFUL. It's very draining
(1:13:403-7)

Interpreting Julie’s interview; she constructs a defence against the staff and

professionals who she feels have positioned her in this way, to try to protect her against

her conflicting feelings regarding her identity as a parent and the significant nurturing

aspects of that role. An explanation which doesn’t attack her preserved self-identity is

that the staff didn’t manage her son and another is that the family aren’t good enough in

materialistic terms. Julie may have deployed defensive mechanisms’, positioning
herself as someone who did all she could for her child, rather than consider other

possible explanations, such as difficulties with socialisation or early attachments.

Reflexive note

Julie’s interview was distinct within the data set because she was initially very reluctant to
accept that her son had social and emotional behavioural difficulties. I felt that as her
child was still young (aged six) she hadn’t had a lot of time to accept and come to terms
with the difficulties which Sam experienced and was in the process of trying to make sense

of all of these experiences during the interview.

Julie had extremely contradictory views and the experience of Sam being referred to a
nurture group intervention was very emotional, describing it as a ‘roller coaster’ ride
(1:19:600). I think that the process of being interviewed helped her to come to terms with
these thoughts and she found the experience cathartic. However, as a practising EP, I am
aiming to engage parents sensitively, so this would have been in my mind as 1

deconstructed the transcript.

The fact that Julie articulated her beliefs through the shared talk was also important for
me o experience as a researcher using IPA and semi-structured interviews. It gave me a
useful perspective on how participants may be constructing and re-constructing their

experiences during the interview as opposed to recounting them.
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2. Delayed Development

Many parents thought their child was delayed in their development and this was
particularly noticeable when they started the formal process of schooling. The
implication for some of the parents was that their child wasn’t ready for school but that

this was not taken account of and they still had to conform to the system.

Some of the children may have needed more experience of secure care giving
relationships at home to develop their internal models of attachments figures as helpful
and trusting. Further more, they may not have developed the language and emotional
intelligence with which to express their thoughts and feelings. This may have affected
their attachments to the care givers at school and exacerbated the difficulties which the

child experienced.

Stacey talked about Kirsty’s delayed development when she was in private nursery:

Stacey: ...she was very behind the other children, we always said that she was at
least a year behind the other children (2:8:236-7)...1 thought my goodness she’d
start in the January and so when we found out she had to go in the September
and it was quite a shock ‘cos I thought she needed another good six months
really (2:10:319-21)

Della also thought that the twin boys were behind in their general development, when

they came into her care. This was more pronounced as the boys had been neglected and

Social Care had been involved:

Della: When I first got them they were that far behind I mean I have put a lot of
hard work and effort into them to sort to try and get-they are still behind (5:3:55-

6)

Similarly, Karl had difficulties when he first started nursery, even though Christine had

talked to staff about how hard he was to manage at home:

Christine: We got him just before he started at school...we told nursery what he
was going to be like... he wasn’t as bad as he was at home but (laugh) they
were expecting worse (laugh) (6:4:91-4)
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3. Adapting to School Experiences

When parents talked about their child’s experiences at school, they often discussed the
reasons for the difficulties that they had. Many of these difficulties involved adapting to
the social nature of school. The majority of parents related that their child had social
communication difficulties and talked about the issues that they had with interacting
with other children and how this impacted on their ability to make friends, conform to

school life and make progress in learning.

Julie acknowledged that her child did have difficulties in socialising with other children,
but this only seemed to become a problem when he started nursery school. Like Nita, he
was the only child at home and when the context changed i.e. mixing with other
children outside the family home, his behaviour became an issue. Julie reported that she
became aware of Sam’s problems when he started formal nursery and school and she
emphasises that he wasn’t hard to manage at home. She re-framed the problems as “just

little things® which ‘cropped up’.

Julie: Oh no, it wasn't difficult at HOME; no it wasn't difficult at home. Like I
say he went to the private day care nursery when he was 13 months old and that
was the starting point of not problems but just little things that were cropping
up... (1:2:43-46)

Interestingly, this did change part way through the interview as Julie articulated to
herself what had happened and perhaps came to a realisation that the pattern of events
involved her blaming a variety of different professionals rather than accepting that there
were difficulties with Sam in a variety of different contexts. There were examples of
polarisation of themes in Julie’s constructions and attributions of his behaviour. One of
these occurred when she indicated that Sam was part of the problem and that staff

weren’t entirely responsible for the difficulties:

Julie: He wanted to be in control of everybody and now and again he was
hurting people... he wasn't cooperative with teachers and the nursery nurses
there (1:4:90-94)
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Anya also relayed the problems that her child had with other children at school and
attempted to explain them by relating it back to what happened with her niece when

they played together as toddlers.

Anya: ...and she was hitting her (Nita), she probably thought I can’t hit her
back, I’ll try and look for someone else (4:5:138-9)

This explanation may have been more palatable to Anya as a reason for Nita’s
behavioural difficulties, rather than her being absent and spending little time with her.
Throughout her interview Anya discussed taking Nita out and mixing with other
children on twelve separate occasions. An interpretation of this as a defence mechanism
and positioning herself as a ‘good parent’ meant that her constructions protected her

against potential criticism, conflict and pain:

Anya: ...err the other thing is like I say with mixing in with other children I
don’t because I try to take her out a lot ...we do spend a lot of time as a family
together... (4:4:98-101)

Anya: We were always going there that were on a Tuesday and a Friday I never
missed that because I go that’s when they start interacting with other children...

Rachel appeared to accept what the teachers told her about how Jason didn’t want to

mix with other children when he first went to school:

Rachel: When he first started you know they'd say right lets get into a group and
Jason would just say T don't want to do that-I just want to do it on my own'. He
didn't really want to get involved with anybody else he just wanted to sit on the
table on his own and just get on with it (3:1:17-21)

She sought to understand why he didn’t adapt well to school and talked about how

Jason was different at home.

Rachel: I didn't know why he was like that though ‘cos when he was with me he
seemed right confident (yes) you know, really confident, he'd talk to anybody
and then when he were at school he were this person who just kept his self to his
self. I don't know why he were like that... (3:2:55-9)

Stacey, Della and Christine all stated that their child had social interaction difficulties at

school because of their problems with speech, language and communication. The
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children were all working with Speech Therapists. Christine shows the extent of Karl's
communication difficulties and emphasises how challenging it was when he first went

to live with them, aged three.

Christine: Yes it was very hard because he was just very disruptive and he
didn’t know how to talk and that’s was even harder, he just squealed a lot
(laugh) (6:2:39-40)

Stacey repeatedly talked about the extent of Kirsty’s issues with speech:

Stacey: When she came to me she wasn't speaking she got about two words
which was ‘me’ and ‘baby’ which was her sister (2:7:187-188)

She goes onto discuss how this affected her confidence and learning in class and the

impact on her social communication skills and friendships in school:

Stacey: She clearly has got the answer right she's not confident that it is the right
answer so she won't say anything (2:7:216-7)

Stacey: I was worried about her not really; you know she didn’t have friendships
really in school (2:13:412-414)
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Narrow Expectations

Superordinate Theme B

Introduction

This theme is concerned with how parents” felt about their child going into the nurture
group, what they thought the intervention would involve and how they perceived that it
would work in practice. Most of these beliefs were narrow as they were quite limited, in
the sense the parents were unsure of what to think and weren’t really informed about the

intervention, but hoped that it may have a beneficial effect on their child.

1. Uncertainties

None of the participants had heard of the nurture group before it had been discussed
with them and they were uncertain as to what it would entail. They all received
differential degrees of information from school staff. This appeared to be related to what
staff thought parents needed at the time, rather than a standardised approach. For
example, some parents were shown the nurture room, some were given written
information and all had a meeting or meetings with nurture group teachers and the

SENCO.

When Rachel was asked about how she felt about the nurture group she was confused
about what might be involved and used a medical model of illness to explain it. She

perceived that he might need to be made ‘better’:

Rachel: I don't know really I felt a bit I don't know a bit is it gonna work or is it
you know, will he just sit there and play. Is it going to make him better or is it
going to make him less... (3:10:518-521)

Other parents’ seemed pleased that the school was doing something to intervene and

attempt to help their child.
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For example, Della said that she trusted the school and wanted to give anything a go.

Della: I don’t know really I don’t know what I expected. I didn’t know whether
it would help them or not. I’d give anything ago really... (5:9:260-1)

Christine was happy for Karl to experience something that ‘would help him come on’
(6:11:318). She thought that it was better not to have any expectations and appeared to
trust the school to try to help him, as she had experienced his behaviour at home and

had expected school to find him difficult to manage.

Similarly Stacey hadn’t heard anything about nurture groups. Stacey wanted ‘something
to be done’(2:12:400).

The general consensus from the parents was that it was better for the school to do
something positive, even though little was known about the intervention. This was
personified by Rachel and Anya who both talked about current practice of schools

trying to intervene with children:

Rachel: I just think that it is really good that they do that you know rather than
when I was at school well, he doesn't want to learn so let's just forget about him
and carry on with the rest of the class sort of thing. Whereas now they are
noticing children and they are helping them rather than just saying well I can't be
bothered and just leaving them ... (3:13:652-8)

Anya: ...because extra time can make a difference to a child it’s a lot better than
rather than them not getting the attention at all (4:16:519-521)

However, when they were asked how they felt about the nurture group, half the parents
expressed some concerns around their child being withdrawn out of their usual class and

worries about re-integration when the intervention came to an end. This is exemplified

by Stacey:

Stacey: ...as I say one of the issues that I was concerned about other children
perceive her coming out of class ...‘cos I was worried (2:24:805-08)

Although she did mention Kirsty being ‘pulled’ out of class on a number of occasions,
she did appear to come to terms with this later on in the discussion by explaining that

she only missed games which wasn’t ‘a big thing™ (2:25:823)
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Other parents’ concerns about being withdrawn from their class were allayed somewhat
due to the fact that the intervention was part-time and children either spent the morning
or the afternoon in the nurture group, and the other part of the day in their class with

their peers.

Christine: [ did wonder if it would affect his school work you know coming out
of class and everything ...but then he is learning the social skills that he needs
s0...it doesn’t bother me now about him missing the learning because [ know
that’s fed to the main bits in the morning (6:309-22)

Julie talked about how staff told her that Sam would not miss out on the academic side:

Julie: ...and they were going to be focusing on social interaction and manners
and good behaviour whilst sticking to the curriculum you know like the literacy
and the numeracy (1:7:185-88)

Rachel was also pleased that Jason would be continuing with his work:

Rachel: I thought when they first told me that they would take him of his class
you would know just to play all day you know and they won't do owt ... what [
didn't realize that they took the work out of the class into the group (3:4:198-
202)

However, concerns with integration of the part-time group were also mentioned by two

parents:

Rachel: Once he goes back into the normal class how is he going to react?
(3:10:520-1)

Anya: ...she was going from a small group to a big group in the afternoon... it
took her a little bit of time to settle down (4:15:490-2)

Class teachers and nurture group staff played a key role in this. When there was felt to
be a good relationship between the staff involved, particularly when the class teacher
was interested in the intervention and met with parents and staff from the nurture group,

any fears were reduced and the positives were seen.
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2. Learning, Social, Emotional and Behavioural Skills

The key focus of the intervention was perceived by parents to be helping children with
their learning behaviour. Most of the parents thought that the intervention would also
improve their child’s social and emotional well-being. Some parents associated these
phenomena when they mentioned how their child felt about school and the relationships

that they had with staff and other children.

However, most of the parents weren’t sure what to expect when they were told about the
nurture group. For example initially Della was unsure as to what to say about her

expectations but when probed, she stated:

Della: I hoped that it might improve their behaviour towards each other and
hope that they might get on a little bit better together (5:9:265-6)

Similarly, Christine thought it would help with Karl’s behaviour but seemed pleased
that she was given realistic expectations by nurture group staff, so that she wouldn’t

think that it would be a quick ‘fix’:

Christine: ...they did say that it wouldn’t happen overnight it could take a few
months or it could take longer. They did say that it is not going to be a magic
wand (laugh) that makes it all right (laugh) (6:6:167-9)

Julie said that staff had also told her similar things:

Julie: ...they also said that they didn't want to be like a sticking plaster, to be
just like a temporary thing ... (1:7:219-223)

Other aspects of behaviour which parents said that they expected to change were
concerned with relationship building. For instance Stacey commented on this aspect of
work in the nurture group and hoped that her daughter would increase her self-

confidence and apply what she had learned to other situations:

Stacey: Well I suppose the expectation was in terms of helping her to get more
ready for work... and formulate relationships with the group then you know within
the nurture group which hopefully would transfer out (2:21:693-701)
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3. Personalised Attention

Having greater access to the teacher’s attention was perceived to be one of the most
significant positive aspects of the nurture group intervention. This was certainly
highlighted to parents as being beneficial by nurture group teachers. In terms of what
parents expected it was significant in that they all felt that the group’s size and ratio of
teachers to children was one of its successful features. Parents’ talked about the benefits
of being in a small group and how the child would be more visible and would have the

time and space to be supported.

Rachel: ...and instead of it being one teacher to 30 there's two teachers to six, so
if they ARE struggling, they've got time to sit down with him and explain you
know what he’s struggling with (3:5:203-5)

Anya: They would get more one to one you know (yeah) it would be a smaller
class and more one to one (4:15:498-499)

Della and Christine both perceived that their children needed extra attention from staff

and less distractions from other children:

Della: He needs one to one attention I think that is what it is (5:5:116)

Della: ...if it is the whole class then they can’t handle it then obviously as not
many children in here so if it’s a smaller group than the boys can handle that
(5:8:232-3)

Similarly, Christine felt that the nurture group would give staff the opportunity to spend

time with Karl:

Christine: ...because it is only a small group in here so they can spend more
time with him whereas in the classroom he would just be in a big group and did
not listen (6:6:157-8)

Spending time with the child was felt to be more of an opportunity to give more tailored
and direct instruction or explanation on aspects of their behaviour or work. Parents liked
the fact that their child would receive more attention and not be left to struggle or be

*lost” within a busy mainstream classroom environment.
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SHARED THEMES

Superordinate Theme C

Figure 1.3 Holistic Gains

SUBORDINATE THEME:

1. Forming caring
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SUPERORDINATE THEME C:
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SUBORDINATE THEME:

2. Educational
Engagement
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Holistic Gains

Superordinate Theme C

Introduction

The ‘Holistic Gains’ superordinate theme relates to parents’ perceptions of the
intervention and the effect that they thought it had. All of the parents believed that the
intervention had made a difference to their child, however the extent of these gains was

dissimilar across the data set.

For two of the parents it was hard to tease out whether there were any changes and there
was a sense that they hadn’t considered this before and found it hard to be specific about
what the effects had been, if any. The other four parents were much more positive and
they shared many commonalities with regards to the impact that they thought had
occurred, in terms of communication skills and relationships, academic attainment and

engagement in their child’s learning.

1. Forming Caring Relationships

A common theme about the success of the intervention in parents’ eyes concerned the
forming of relationships with nurture group staff and the way that the staff were
interested and cared about their child, in a holistic sense. This related to the ‘close’
nature of the group and the attachments which could be formed with the nurture group
staff, which was perceived to be distinct to what would be possible in a class of thirty

children and one teacher.

Christine summarised what she believed to be responsible for the improvement in

Karl’s behaviour:
Christine: ...I just think the closeness of it
Researcher: the closeness to do with...

Christine: The teachers and the children (6:10:261-3)
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Rachel gave an example of this caring approach when she told me about the staff
noticing that Jason was unwell and subsequently recommending that she take him to the
family doctor. This was perceived as positive rather than intrusive and was dependent

on the trusting relationship that the staff had built up with Rachel.

Although Jason has now left the nurture group, he was still ‘cared’ for by key nurture

group staff and encouraged to visit the room if he felt that he needed to.

Rachel: ...he said that if I'm struggling or if I need to talk to them then I can just
go and knock on the door or he can go and talk to Mrs. Haigh (3:11:562-5)

There was a sense of cooperation between the nurture group staff and parents and all of
the parents felt that their child liked the staff and felt comfortable in the group. This

often extended to how they felt about coming to school generally.

Christine: he loves coming in here and he’s happy at school (6:1:27)

Stacey: She is very positive about nurture groups and ...she would look forward
to going into the nurture group.... she is REALLY positive about nurture group
and the home corner ((2:4:440-444)

Stacey: I think she’s better with the teachers in nurture group as well. She’s very
comfortable in nurture group (2:16:529-530)

Stacey: She's happy, you know she's happy to go she's never reluctant to go into
school...we’ve never had one minutes problem about her going into school,
never (2:22:734-6)

Della thought that the small group helped to calm down Peter. She also mentioned

caring for the pets which seemed to have a therapeutic effect:

Della: The guinea pigs and stuff like that it is showing them how to look after
animals, you know they’ll come home and they’ll say well I’ve done this and...

Researcher: mmm and what do they seem to value about the nurture group?

Della: I don’t know I think it’s because there’s just a small group of them and
they get on brilliant with their teachers (5:319-322)
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All of the parents thought that this was a significant outcome of the intervention and
that their child had benefited in terms of their social relationships, since attending the

nurture group.

Stacey believed that Kirsty made more connections and friendships with other girls in
school. She thought about why she was able to have ‘a normal relationship® (2:14:467)
and she attributed this to the improvements in Stacey’s confidence and her speech,

language and communication skills.

Stacey: Well possibly confidence and that fact that she’s able to make more
connections, she speaks more clearly, ‘cos it’s a give and take (2:15:467-468)

The interrelationships between the adults was prevalent throughout parents’ interviews.
All parents felt that they had positive relationships with nurture group staff. They
believed that staff were reassuring and spoke to them regularly, on an informal basts,

about their child was progressing.

Rachel and Anya both demonstrated how they felt reassured her when they questioned

their own role in their child’s difficulties:

Rachel: Once I have spoke to you know the staff in the nurture room they said
no it’s not that (mum’s fault), it's just that he just needs the help you know from
other people at school (3:6:290-2)

Anya: ...she goes (the nurture group teacher) that’s not it, you know some
children need a bit more attention than other children don’t they ? (4:8:258-9)

When Julie realised that the staff cared, listened to her and were on her side, she

describes it as a ‘turning point’:

Julie: I felt as though it was a BIG turning point because they cared, this woman
actually CARED about him you know, and what he was all about whereas
nobody had asked me before... but this was a BIG thing (1:6:173-7)
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2. Educational Engagement

One of the aims of the nurture group is to teach children the skills to express themselves
and engage with school learning. Parents gave specific examples of their child
becoming more motivated and engaged in schoolwork and learning to apply the socio-

emotional skills which underpin successful learning.

Christine felt that the intervention had improved her child’s attention and concentration:

Christine: well he can sit on his own in the class now and actually do some
work whereas before he wouldn’t be able to do it (6:9:255-6)

Julie told me how she thought Sam had settled down in class and was less attention

seeking, which could be indicative of a resolved insecure ambivalent attachment:

Julie: He doesn't like to be at the forefront of attention now... we've seen a big
improvement and like I say his academic skills are really starting to shine now
because the fact his behaviour is not so much of a big issue (1:16:515-21)

She continued with the theme of motivation and engagement with learning, repeating

the word ‘actually’ as if she can hardly quite believe the change in Sam:

Julie: ...so now they are able to see can actually sit down now and start writing
his sentences. And he has actually starting to show an interest in topic work in
the afternoon and put his hand up and he's actually started to question things as
well. He is genuinely showing an interest in what he's learning (1:18:583-7)

Parents who were familiar with the work done in the nurture room talked about the
importance of learning how to articulate and to talk about (and manage) their feelings,
which is part of the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) work, often
utilised in the nurture groups. Rachel was very knowledgeable about SEAL as she had
been involved in Family SEAL in school. She talked about how Jason’s behaviour, and
consequently his learning, had improved as a result of being able to talk about his

feelings rather than get angry, frustrated and upset.

Rachel: He never used to talk about how he was feeling ... whereas now you
know he'll tell you what is wrong with him rather than bottling it up and then

getting angry or upset or... (3:5:223-8)
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Rachel: I don't know he used to get angry right easy as well you know lose it
and he seems pretty calm now you know he seems to control it a bit more
(3:9:428)

The social communication difficulties that the children appeared to have when they
started to interact with other children were prevalent across the data set. Parents were
able to articulate this and their comments on the outcomes of the intervention highlight

the importance of socialisation and social inclusion in the nurture group intervention.

3. Academic Progress

Parents highlighted the importance of the academic curriculum and the intervention

wasn’t just perceived as concentrating exclusively with behaviour:

Julie: They were going to be focusing on social interaction and manners and
good behaviour whilst sticking to the curriculum you know like the literacy and
the numeracy (1:7:18-7)

She was pleased with the improvements that she thought that Sam had made because of

his improving behaviour:

Julie: ...I think because his behaviour’s improving erm they are able to SEE
what he's capable of now... and I feel as proud as punch (1:10:307-17)

Rachel and Anya also underlined the significance of continuing with the curriculum

whilst in the nurture group and the positive effect that has had:

Rachel: ...and his READING! He gets spending money at the end of the week
and he'll go and buy his self a book. Whereas BEFORE he wouldn't have
touched a book he wasn't interested at all...and he enjoys writing you know if he
is writing a card 'Oh let me write it, let me' (3:8:414-423)

Anya: ...and yesterday Mrs. Fishwick went you know her writing was really
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