Nurture Provision at Central Infant School : A Case Study

“He’s just so naughty, I can’t do a thing with him, I’ve told him ,mind, he’s useless! 

I just want you to sort him out.”                   One parent’s view of her son. 

At Central Infant School we were aware that a number of our pupils had issues around poor self esteem and we wanted to improve the socio-emotional development which was impinging on their ability to engage with learning and to build sustainable relationships with their peers and other adults.    The whole staff felt that there were a significant number of pupils in need of some form of intervention, although views on what that form should take varied.  It was decided to establish a nurture group within the school.
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Innovation

· Established a nurture provision room and group to target pupils that presented with emotional and social difficulties. 
· Whole staff training led by the LEA Head of Inclusion, in the benefits and philosophy of nurture provision.

· Initial two term intervention period for identified pupils. 
· Introduction of the Boxhall profile to assess social and emotional development with targeted pupils.

· An automatic right to an immediate short term place in the nurture group for pupils:- 

              coming from the refuge, 

              on the At Risk Register,

              transferring from another school,

              suffering a family trauma such as bereavement/family breakdown etc

Impact on pupils and the school

· Pupils have made significant progress in their socio-emotional development.

· Considerable progress in oracy.

· Pupils open up to nurture group staff and talk more freely

· Pupils are more confident when they return to mainstream teaching.

· One pupil was scheduled to go to a unit and was no longer judged by educational psychologist to be in need of that provision following extended participation in nurture activities.

· Child protection information disclosed to nurture staff has led to a heightened awareness of pupil circumstances and an ability of the school to be more proactive in individual cases that we were previously unaware of.

Impact on the school

· Empowerment and increase in self esteem of the staff responsible for setting up and running the nurture provision.

· Heightened awareness of how relatively short term intervention can have a significant and long lasting impact on pupils abilities to engage with learning 
· Earlier whole school discussion/identification of pupils at risk of under performance due to socio- emotional factors.

· Increased multi agency involvement with invited guests and professionals,  included as part of confidence building strategies within the group eg. EWO, Community P.C, local priest, Link Officer etc.
Enablers to change

· Finance:- the award of the RAISE funding was the key element in the ability of the school to resource the room and to train the staff to initiate and sustain nurture provision.

· Enthusiasm and commitment for nurture provision of the members of staff identified and the leadership team .

· The success of the first year of the project “The proof of the pudding was in the eating”

· A thorough and supportive training programme for nurture staff enabling them to gain qualifications in nurture theory and to network with other nurture professionals.

· A recognition and promotion of sharing good practice from within the LEA.
Barriers to change

· Initial reluctance by some staff to release pupils to attend nurture group on a consistent basis due to the perception that they were “missing work” 

· Lack of parental involvement or interest.
· Lack of and uncertainty of continuation over funding.
Background and Context to our Nurture Group
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Central Infant School draws pupils from a wide catchment area, but the surrounding locality has features that vary between prosperous and economically disadvantaged, including both private and local authority housing and a refuge.     There is a significant amount of private landlord rented accommodation.     There are 243 pupils on roll, of which 160 are full-time. 17.28% are Ethnic Minority pupils and 9.8% have Bengali as their home language. There are currently 16.8% Free School Meals.
 An essential part of our Nurture Group, we felt, was that it should feel like a real home, not domestic furniture in a large classroom.   We started by redecorating the room to create a bright, homely feel and uncovered an old fireplace that had previously been blocked up.   This became a focal point of the room with a clock on the mantelpiece, and real logs in the hearth. The room was arranged to have two distinct areas, a living room area and a dining room area divided from each other by a sideboard type unit.    We felt that these were two areas of a home where the most important social experiences should take place; around the dining table and in the lounge, relaxing on the sofa with a book, talking without the distraction of a TV or computer game or social interaction over a meal together in a calm and relaxed manner.

Key Innovations
Taking the children out of the classroom for a sustained period of time was a leap of faith for the teaching staff and one that not all staff felt comfortable with “ they will miss out on vital parts of their maths teaching”  or “when will they catch up” were comments overheard in the corridor or staffroom.    This has taken time to embed as a prosperous use of time.   Often teachers would send work to be done or reading books to be tackled.   These would be politely returned by the staff member leading the session and the pupils would continue with their planned nurture group activities.  After a while this ceased and staff are now accepting of the value of the activities of the group.  

The key innovation is that children are removed from the classroom environment where; for whatever reason, they are unable to function effectively as learners or as socially acceptable members of the group. They are introduced to a smaller setting that caters explicitly for their basic needs, a safe, secure environment where they can begin to develop fresh attitudes to learning.    The nurture group is perceived as being “cool” and a place where they want to be.  
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Leading and managing the innovation
 The Head Teacher had attended an Open day to share good practice at another LEA school with an established Nurture Group.  Following discussion with the Deputy Head Teacher we formulated a bid for RAISE funding to establish Nurture Group provision within our school.    The Deputy Head teacher became the RAISE coordinator and the HLTA (Mrs T) was identified as the staff member to set up the Nurture Group.    This provided an enhanced level of responsibility to the HLTA in taking control of the organisation, resources and the setting up of our Nurture Group. Mrs T grew in confidence as the project unfolded.   We met as a working party to discuss and make decisions about the group, how it would be run, how we would disseminate information to the rest of the staff etc.    It was decided to call the nurture group “The Koala Club” as we were mindful that the name should be equally appealing to boys and girls and in no way stereotypical.   A small room was decided as the best area in school for the project despite the fact that we could have allocated a much larger room.   To create a cosy home like atmosphere was our aim.   

 A moment of empowerment for the HLTA came when we went to IKEA to purchase furniture for the room.    She had previously made templates of the surface area of the furniture out of wallpaper to arrange around the room so we were sure that what we wanted would fit in and had made a list of the soft furnishings, crockery etc that we would need. On arriving at the store Mrs T was reluctant to place too many items in the trolley, even though we had planned meticulously, and had previously agreed what we would need. “ I feel guilty spending all this money, but it’s lovely being able to make the decisions! ” Mrs T exclaimed.   We totally furnished, equipped and decorated the room for less than £1000.   We were ready to start!

Monitoring and evaluation of progress is done using a range of evidence, such as:-

· Observation of nurture sessions and pupil behaviour in and around school
· Weekly record of what activities have been undertaken

· Daily diary including scribed pupil comments

· Continued assessment on Boxall profile

· Standardised assessments such as NFER Maths,  End ofKS1 Results
· Weekly meetings of nurture leader with the RAISE coordinator

· Discussions during termly ALN Workshop meetings with staff regarding current and potential nurture group pupils. 
Collaboration with parents, pupils, community and other agencies
An initial concern when we started the group was how parents would perceive it and that they would feel as if we were being critical of their parenting skills.   The Head Teacher was concerned that this could jeopardise developing relationships between home and school.   However, this proved not to be the case.   We sent a letter home inviting parents to come and see the nurture group and talk to either the Head teacher or nurture group leader.   The nurture group leader takes every possible chance to have contact with parents of the pupils that attend the group, eg. at the school door at the start of the day, parent’s meetings, sports day, Family Learning Group, etc.  However, most parents of nurture group pupils were reluctant to get involved or to initiate contact.   To tackle this Mrs T sent a “project book” home from Koala Club full of photographs and things that the pupils had done during their time in the nurture group.   The aim was to promote discussion and interest between the parent and child and to encourage a sense of involvement.  When the book was returned the idea was to discuss what the parent had thought or said.   This wasn’t particularly successful as either the parent didn’t look at the project book or just said it was “ok”.   Overall we were disappointed with this strategy.   Positive encouragement was rare.   
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We started to invite special guests to have breakfast with the group and this has proved a powerful tool to promote speaking and listening. The guests are sometimes other classmates that nurture pupils choose to accompany them or other people from school such as the caretaker. This strategy has served to change the children and parent’s perception of some professionals involved with the school, such as EWO or the Community P.C.  
In one particular case, a 5 year old pupil was terrified of the police due to situations involving domestic abuse.  The Community P.C had breakfast with the group wearing a jumper to cover his uniform and only removed the jumper later in the morning after spending a considerable amount of time with the group engaged in fun activities.  This served to help to alter the perception of the police for the child in a safe secure and friendly environment.  
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Following this, we have also invited parents to join their child for breakfast with the Koala Club so they can have a better understanding of the group and its underlying values and positive encouragement.   This strategy has proved extremely successful and the increase in self esteem of the pupils concerned has been most evident.   One or two parents were a little reluctant to come but with a little encouragement from all staff ,100% of nurture group pupil’s parents have attended this term and all have agreed that it was worthwhile.           “I loves it,Miss!. He’s so good here.  I’d like to come again!”            

Funding Issues

In the first year of our Raise funding of £11,774 our original spending plan was for £1000 to furnish and equip the room and the rest to fund the staffing.

In the subsequent years the full amount has gone on staffing except for a small amount on assessment materials such as the Boxhall profiles, NFER Maths Tests and day to day resources such as provisions for the pupils, seeds and plants etc.

Outcomes-impact on pupil’s learning and well being

Our aim in setting up the Nurture Group was to “close the gap” i.e to develop social and emotional skills amongst disadvantaged children so that they can access mainstream curriculum and develop a positive attitude to learning.  

· Analysis of attendance data suggests that attendance of approximately 50% of the nurture group pupils improve their percentage attendance.  However, due to the age of the children, and their dependence on parents or adults to bring them to school, this is difficult to attribute to the influence of the nurture group.   However, observation by staff and anecdotal evidence suggests that all pupils have a more positive attitude to attendance at school and the incidences of reluctance to come to school have diminished, as has the involvement of EWO with these particular families.
· Pupils are observed to display an increased confidence in speaking and listening and are more able to sustain eye contact and maintain a conversation.   

· Boxhall profile taken after two terms shows large improvement. 
· Pupils have the confidence to share information with an adult regarding their personal circumstances, family etc. 

· Pupils are more confident in the mainstream classroom than before inclusion in the nurture group.
· Pupils suffering stress or trauma can have access to instant personal support.
· Pupils develop a positive image of the police and education welfare officer.

· Of the 6 Year Two pupils 2008-9 2009 having nurture provision 2008-9 ,in the End of Key Stage One Assessment  50% of the pupils  achieved Level2+  in English and Maths and one pupil achieved a Level 3 in Maths.
· All the Year Two pupils 2008-9 that had a period of nurture provision prior to 2008-9 achieved Level 2+ in English, Maths and Science.

What we’ve learned and what next?   
After three years of nurture provision we are certain that it has had huge benefits for those children that have been involved in the group and in our understanding as a staff of the social and emotional problems that these children face.   However, over this period one of the frustrations we have felt has been due to the fact that a significant number of pupils that are accessing nurture provision move to another school and therefore we are unable to track their progress following early intervention.    Accepting and adopting Nurture philosophy is something that has taken time for us to adapt to and our understanding has evolved from the initial concept, a learning curve for us as well as for the children!     We feel sure that our most disadvantaged pupils have gained tremendously from this initiative but that it takes time for these improvements to manifest themselves in a tangible and measurable form.      

Once established the facility takes little to run, except for the staffing costs.  We would not have been in a position to finance this having a falling roll and unable to release existing staff had it not been for the RAISE Grant.   The three years of the funding has enabled us to see the benefits in the long term as this is the first cohort to have reached the end of KS1 and it is our belief that all schools should be able to host a nurture group.  We are in the position to be able to support KS1/KS2 transition by liaising with the Junior school to provide return visits to the group, something which we value greatly, providing continuity and emotional support for the children during a period of change.   
In the fourth year of our RAISE funding we will be involved in sharing our good practice and training other schools to develop Nurture Provision.   It is our sincere wish that we will be able to sustain this further either by grant funding or direct funding into the school budget.    We consider the results to be good value for money compared to the cost of dealing with social disadvantage at a later stage when it may be too late to make such a positive difference.   

Our nurture group provision has been identified by the LEA as “an outstanding feature of the school” and we feel justifiably proud that we have made it a success.  Three years ago we knew very little about nurture techniques.  It was the opportunity to attend an “Open Day” to share good practice at another LEA school with an established Nurture Group that enabled the Head teacher to see the potential for our school and pupils.  She was impressed with the kind of activities undertaken to raise pupils self esteem and the resources and organisation involved.   She felt strongly that our pupils would benefit from such a period of early intervention to address the issues of poor self esteem, relationships, disaffection with normal classroom teaching and to tackle patterns of absenteeism.  

Nurture Groups are different in every school, but the opportunity to visit and learn from others was an invaluable first step in the process of deciding what and how we would go about it.  If you are thinking of setting up Nurture provision in the future I would recommend visiting a few nurture settings in schools, checking out the Nurture Group Network on the internet and talking to Nurture group leaders.   
                                                                                            It’s certainly worth it!  

[image: image5.jpg]



Sharon Davies June 2009 
