08N

D
University of X

Strathclyde

Glasgow

Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences

School of Education

Learning through attuned relationships: Exploring the patterns and

processes of relational interaction in the Nurture Group

Jillian Adie

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of the

University of Strathclyde, for the award of Doctor of Philosophy

August 2024



Declaration of authenticity and author's rights

This thesis is the result of the author’s original research. It has been composed by the
author and has not been previously submitted for examination which has led to the award

of a degree.

The copyright of this thesis belongs to the author under the terms of the United Kingdom
Copyright Acts as qualified by University of Strathclyde Regulation 3.50. Due
acknowledgement must always be made of the use of any material contained in, or derived

from, this thesis.

Signed: Jillian Adie

Date: 21 August 2024



Acknowledgements

| would like to thank the children who participated in this research and their parents and
carers who agreed for them to be involved in the study. My grateful thanks to the Nurture
Group practitioners who welcomed me into the Nurture Groups each week with their warm
hearts and knowledgeable minds — and toast and tea! - also to the schools for supporting

the Nurture Groups and allowing me to conduct this study.

Thank you to the University of Strathclyde for providing the opportunity for me to
undertake this research and to my Supervisors, Professor Jonathan Delafield-Butt, Dr Helen
Marwick and Dr Joan Mowat for their support, sharing of knowledge, feedback, and belief in

the value and importance of this research and my ability to do it justice.

Special thanks and appreciation to the Edinburgh multi-disciplinary writing group, whose
members faithfully support my writing and who shared insightful feedback on publications

associated with this thesis.

To my daughter Olivia, thank you for your patience and unfaltering encouragement. | could

not have done this without your support.



List of ta

List

Abstract

1

Contents

DIES . e
(ol S T {0 LRSS
Introduction and Literature REVIEW ..........ccovviiiiiiiiiiiiireccececccee e
1.1 INErOTUCTION o ettt et e et e e e e s
A - - Tol =4 o TV o T PSP
1.3 Social, Emotional and Behavioural Needs: defining the issue..........ccccccc...... 12

1.3.1 Terminology and legislation surrounding social, emotional and

o= gV A Lo 10 L= 1 I A T=T=Te K 12

1.3.2 Definition and factors contributing to social, emotional and behavioural

1.3.3 Prevalence and recording of pupils identified with social, emotional and

behavioural NEeds iN SCOTIANT .....euiiiiiieeeiiee ettt e et e eeaaeeeeeens 16

1.3.4 Recognising and responding to social, emotional and behavioural needs:

iNclusion iN MaiNSTream SCROOIS ....coueeeiiiiee ettt eeaaans 21

1.3.4.1 Recognising the social, emotional and behavioural needs of children

AN YOUNE PEOPIE et e e e e e e et e e e e e e s e nraereeeeeeeeas 21

1.3.4.2 Responding to the social, emotional and behavioural needs of

children and YOUNZ PEOPIE c..ceeeiee i 23

1.3.4.3 Responding to the social, emotional and behavioural needs of pupils

IN PrIMArY SCROOIS ...t e e e e e e e e e eeeeas 28

1.4 Nurture Groups: early intervention for social, emotional and behavioural

1.4.1 The history and rationale of Nurture Groups .....ccccccceececiieeeeeeeeecccrnneen, 31

1.4.2 Children for whom the Nurture Group is recommended...........cccuu...... 34



7 A A N[0T (0 = od 11 e [ =Y o TP PRI 35

1.4.2.2 Children who need NUItUIING .....cceeeeiriiieeeiriiiee e 37
1.4.3 The Nurture Group Model.......ccocceriiiiieiiee e e 39
1.4.3.1 The Classic Boxall NUtUre Group .....ccccceeeeeceviveeeeee e cecciereeee e e e 39
1.4.3.2  Nurture Group Variations ... 40
1.4.3.3 The Nurture Group classroOmM .........ceeveeeieiecciiieeeee e ecccrrreee e e e e 41
1.4.3.4 The Nurture Group structure and routinge .......cccecceeeeeviiveeeiriineeennnns 43
1.4.4 The BoXall Profile......ei i 44
1.4.4.1 Boxall Profile Section I: Developmental Strands .........cccccveeeeeiieeeennns 45
1.4.4.2 Boxall Profile Section Il: Diagnostic Profile.......ccccccceveeviiieeiiniineennns 48
1.4.5 Professional training and accreditation ...........cccceeeiieicciieeee e, 50
1.4.5.1 Training for Nurture Group professionals..........ccccccceveeviiireeiciiieeenns 50
1.4.5.2 Accreditation for recognition of good practice........cccceeuveviiriiieeennns 51
1.4.5.3 Trauma Informed Practice..........ccoeeeriiniiiiiiiieeseeeeeeeeeee e 52
1.4.6 Description of a typical Nurture Group Session ........ccccccvvvveveeeeeereecnvnnneen. 53
1.4.6.1 NG Staff oo 53
1.4.6.2 NG PUPIIS ceevtiiiieeee et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e ennnes 54
1.4.6.3  SeSSION fOrMat..ccviiiiiiiiiieeee e 54
1.4.6.4  SErUCTUNE c..eviiiiiiiiiiiit e 56
1.4.7 Concerns and criticisms of Nurture Group interventions..........ccccuvuee... 56

1.5 Literature Review of Nurture Group processes and efficacy of intervention .60

1.5.1 The use of Attachment Theory to explain the processes that inform NG

<Y or= 1o 2SR RP PP PUPPP 87
1.5.2 Discussion of the findings of the literature review ..........cccccceeeeeennnnnneen. 90
1.6 Examination of theoretical explanations for NG efficacy......cc.cccceevvrrvveenneennn. 94

1.6.1 The underlying principle of Nurture Groups.......cccccceeeeecvriereeeeeeeeeccvveneen. 94



1.6.2 Nurture Groups and the theories of Brofenbrenner, Maslow, Piaget and

JV A (o1 £ V2P PSPPI 97
1.6.2.1 Brofenbrenner’s ecological systems theory.........ccccceeeciieiiiiineeenn, 97
1.6.2.2 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.........cccceeuiiiiiiiiiieiiiieee s 98
1.6.2.3 Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory of learning.........cceccccvvveeeeeieninnnns 102
1.6.2.4 Piaget’s staged theory of cognitive development............cccecuvreennne. 103

1.6.3  Attachment ThEOIY .ccocuviiii et 105
1.6.3.1 The origins of Attachment Theory.......cccoeecviiieeeee e, 108
1.6.3.2 The biological basis of Attachment Theory ........cccccceevvveeeiiiiieeenns 109
1.6.3.3 Development of the Attachment System.......ccccccovveeeviciieeiniiieeenns 112
1.6.3.4 The quality of mother-infant Attachment..........ccccccoeeeiieeiiiiieeenns 114
1.6.3.5 How patterns of Attachment are learned and accommodated....... 117
1.6.3.6 The relevance of Bowlby’s Attachment Theory today ..................... 125

1.6.4 Theories of Intersubjectivity and Companionship .........cccccveveeeeeeiinccnnns 127
1.6.4.1 The sociable behavioural system ininfancy.........ccccoeevvvveeeeeiininnnnns 128
1.6.4.2 The natural sociability of infants ........cccoeeeiiiieeii e, 129

1.6.4.3 The infant as an active agent in their own learning through sociable

FEIAtIONSNIPS.ccie e e e e e e e anes 132
1.6.4.4 Attunement and the intersubjective sharing of affect..................... 135
1.6.4.5 The role of affective attunement in adult-infant relationships ....... 137

1.6.4.6 The relationship  between  Attachment, Inter-subjectivity,

Companionship and learning in SChool...........coccovvveeiiiiiiiiiice e, 140

1.7 Brain development in relation to attachment and attuned relationships ....144
1.7.1 How the brain develops in infancy......cccccccevevvciiiieeiee e, 144
1.7.2 The neuroscience of NUrture GrouUpS.......ccceeeecuvireeeeeeeeeeccciireeeeeeeeeeennns 147

1.8 Research aims and qUESLIONS..........uuiiiiiii i 149



1.8.1  AImS Of the STUAY....cciiiiiiiiieiiec e e e eeeanns 149

1.8.2 ResSearch QUESTIONS......cc..eiiiiieeiieeeiiee ettt 153

2 Methodology and ELhiCS......cccuuviiiiieiiie e 154
2.1 Research approach and methodology.......cccccveivicciiiieiei e, 154
2.1.1 Conceptual framework and researcher positionality ........ccccccevrvieeeennnns 154
2.1.2 Defining the research design.......cccoccuueeeiiiiiee e 156
2.1.3 Narrative approaches to research in the social sciences..........c.cccueeennee 157
2.1.3.1  What is NAIratiVe? ....cooeiiiieieeeee et 157
2.1.3.2 The structure of narrative and its enquiry ......cccccceeeeeiieccciineeeenenn. 158
2.1.3.3 The use of narrative methodology for this study.........c.cccvveernneenn. 163

2.1.4 Measuring the quality of social interaction engagement using the Leuven

Wellbeing and INvVoIvemMeNnt SCAleS ......cccuvverieiiiii et 166
2.2 Research Methods ... s 169
2.2. 1 PIOT SEUAY woeiiiiiiiieciee ettt sre e st s e e s e e sareeenes 170

2.2.2 Phase 1: Case study of the patterns of social and learning engagement of

a 5-year-old child in a part-time NUrture Group .....ccccceeeeecciiiieeee e, 171
2.2.2.1 Aims Of the Case STUAY .....uveeieeiiiiiciireeeeeee e 171
2.2.2.2 The Case Study DESIZN.....uuriiieeiiiiecciiiieee e e e e 171

2.2.3 Phase 2: Longitudinal nested case study of 15 children across 4 Nurture

Groups in 2 Primary SChOOIS......c.oo e 173
2.2.3.1 Aims of the longitudinal nested case study........ccccceeeerieccrriieneennnn. 173
2.2.3.2 Longitudinal nested case study design.......cccecevvvreeeeeieiiiiiiinnreneeeeenn, 174

2.2.4 Limitations of the study design .......cccuvviiieiiei i, 174

2.2.5 The Nurture Groups participating in the study.......cccccccoevevmvreeeeeieninnnnnn, 174
2.2.5.1 Primary SChool A. ... 174

2.2.5.2  Primary SChool B........ciieeiee ettt 177



2.2.5.3 Referrals to the NUrture Groups ......ccccceeeeeeeiecinreeeeeeeeeeeinirrreeeeeeenns 178

2.2.6 The Participants to the study ......cccoccuveeiiiiiiieiiee e 179
2.2.7 Data collected for the study.......cccoecivieeiiiiiiee e 182
2.2.7.1 Audio and Video recordings ........cccccvrrreeeeeieiccciiireeee e e eeecevnneeeeee e 182
2.2.7.2 Boxall Profile scores for child participants ........ccceecveeeiriciieeeincneennn. 183
2.2.7.3 Data Sheet for Nurture Group Participants........ccccccceeeriiieeeeccnnnnnnn. 184
2.2.7.4 Attendance Records for Nurture Group participants..........cccceee...... 184
2.2.7.5 Researcher Field NOteS........cevuiiiiiiiiiiieeieeeeeeeeeeeee e 184
2.2.8  Data @nalySiS...ccuuiiiiiiei i e e 185
2.2.8.1 Video data analySiS ......ccceeeeriuriiiiiiiiiee ettt 185

2.3 Ethical considerations and CONSENt .........ccccveeriiiiiiiiiniieene e 186
2.3.1 Respect for partiCipants ........occueeeieiiieeeeccee e 186
2.3.1.1 Obtaining Consent from local authorities and schools.................... 186
2.3.1.2 Obtaining consent from the participants .........cccccceeeeiiieicciiieneenenn. 188
2.3.1.3 Participant confidentiality ........cceeevirrreeieeiieiceee e 189
2.3.2  SCientific INTEEITLY eevee e 190
2.3.3  Social responsibility ..o 190
2.3.4 Maximising benefit and minimising harm.........cccccceeviiiiniiie e 191
2.3.5  TruStWOIthiNeSS.....coiiiiiiiiiieeee e 193

3 Results of the Pilot StUAY......ccccviieeiee e e et 200

3.1.1 Descending the Stairs Together, and Counting: a co-created narrative

EPISOUE iiiiieiiireeeee e et e e eeees e e e e e e e es bbb r e et eeeeeea b b aareaeeeeeenntrrreaeaeeeenn 200

4 Phase 1: Case study: method and results.......ccccceeeeieeieciiiieeeeeee e 207
A1 ADSErACE ...t 207
4.2 INErOAUCTION .. nnee e 208

L B |V =Y o Vo Yo KPR PPPRRN 209



e Tt R I o V=31 D - | - [P 212

4.3.2 Data analysis frameWork.......cccecuveiiiiiiiiiiiiieec e 212
4.3.3  Measures Of ANAlYSiS......ccccciieieiiiieee e 214
B4 RESUITS ..eeiiiiiiieeetteee ettt ettt e et e e e st e e s s sba e e e s sbree e e senraeeeeane 218

4.4.1 Stage 1: Social, emotional and behavioural development measured by

Pre- and Post- Nurture Group Boxall Profile scores.........ccevveeeeicveeeeccveeeeeenen, 218
4.4.1.1 Pre-and Post- Nurture Group Boxall Developmental Profile scores219
4.4.1.2 Pre- and Post- Nurture Group Boxall Diagnostic Profile scores....... 223
4.4.1.3 Discussion of findings from Stage 1 of the case study ........cccee..... 228

4.4.2 Stage 2: Routine, predictability and timing of Nurture Group sessions and

SOCIAl ACTIVITIES ...eiiiiiiiiiie e 233
4.4.2.1 Nurture Group structure and routing .........ccccceeeeeeeeriiieeeeecieeee s 233
4.4.2.2 Nurture Group rhythmicity and patterning........cccccovvveeeeiiinccinnneen. 234
4.4.2.3  Chunking of timMe ....c.eeeiiiiiiie e e 236
4.4.2.4 Discussion of findings from Stage 2 of the Case Study .................... 238

4.4.3 Stage 3: Occurrence and quality of social interaction engagements within

Nurture Group sessions and actiVities........cccvveeeieieeeiiciiireeeee e e 239

4.4.3.1 Occurrence of social interaction engagements within NG sessions and

F= ot Y 239

4.4.3.2 Quality of social interaction engagements within Nurture Group

PhAsEs aNd ACTIVITIES ..vveeeeeieiieciiieeee e e eee e er e e e e e e e eaanes 244
4.4.3.3 Discussion of findings from Stage 3 of the case study ..................... 248

4.4.4 Stage 4: Narrative analysis of social interaction engagements during

Nurture Group actiVity PRASES ......eeeiieeiiiieceeee e e 249
4.4.4.1 Narrative patterns of engagement within Nurture Group phases ..250

4.4.4.2 Analysis of a completed narrative cycle of social interaction

engagement within a NG game play episode........ccccceeeeiiccciiiiieeeeee e, 255



4.4.4.3 Analysis of an incomplete narrative cycle of social interaction

engagement within the NG Challenge Book phase ........ccccccevvvvieeeiniiiiee e, 261
4.4.4.4 Narrative social interaction displayed across NG phases................. 265
4.4.4.5 Discussion of the findings from Stage 4 of the case study............... 270

4.5 Key findings from the case Study .......ccoociiiiiiiiiieiiniee e 273
4.6 Limitations of the case StUdY .....ccccuiieiiiiiiie e 274
4.7 Conclusions from Phase 1 of the study......ccceeueiiiniiiiiiiiii e, 275
5 Phase 2: Longitudinal study: method and results .........ccccceeeeiecciiieeee e, 278
T R Y o 1 o - [t OO PP PP PPRRR PP 278
5.2 INTrOAUCEION ..ottt 279
5.3 MEEhOUS ... e 280
5.3.1 Participants to the study .......cccceeiiiiiiiii e 280
5.3.2  Research Methods..........cccceviuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiecee e 281
5.3.3  Measures of analysis .....cccouuiiiiieeiiiiciiieeeee e 284
5.4 RESUILS .ot 286

5.4.1.1 Ordering, duration and timing within and across Nurture Group

SESSIONS AN PNASES ...ttt e e e e e e rr e e e e e e e e eanrreneees 286

5.4.1.2 Narrative patterns within and across Nurture Group activity

5.4.1.3 Discussion of findings from investigation of structure, routine and

PATLErNiNg OFf NG SESSIONS ..ccoeuuviiiieeeie ettt e e eeerrrree e e e e e eebrreereeeeeeeennnnes 295

5.4.2 Social, emotional and behavioural development for Nurture Group

(oY AT o= o} 3 PRSP 298

5.4.2.1 Individual and group measures of social, emotional and behavioural

(18] 0T 0NV 7= 4 1 T= ) 298



5.4.2.2 Individual and group developmental outcomes ........cccceeeuvvvverreeennn. 305
5.4.2.3 Individual and group diagnostic outcomes .........cccccceeeiriiieeeincineennn, 313

5.4.2.4 Discussion of findings from investigation of social, emotional and

behavioural development for NG participants......cccoccveeeiviiieeinicieeeersiieeeens 322
5.4.3 Narrative patterns of engagement in social interaction activity ............ 325

5.4.3.1 Narrative cycles of social interaction activity within Nurture Group

5.4.3.3 Teacher involvement in narrative social interaction activity........... 335

5.4.3.4 Activities that promote pupil engagement in narrative social

(10} =T =Tt o] o [ 337
5.4.3.5 Quality of pupil engagement in social interaction activity............... 342

5.4.3.6 Discussion of findings from investigation of narrative patterns of

engagement in social interaction activity.......ccccoovieeeeei e, 349

5.4.4 Conclusions from Phase 2 of the study.........ccceevviveeiiiiieiiciiireeeeee e, 352

6 Discussion and CONCIUSIONS.......cocviiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 355
6.1 Research QUEStiONS 1 & 2 .....ccceieiiiiiiiiieiieeeeeee e 355

6.1.1 Building positive relationships with others in shared projects of social

interactive [earning actiVity ......coccovvieeiie i e 355

6.1.2 Development of narratively attuned intersubjective cycles of meaning-

6.1.3 Experiencing pride and joy in achievement that promotes self-confidence

through repeated social interaction activity ........cccoovieeeiiiiiccccce e, 359

6.1.4 Children’s engagement as active partners in their own learning within a

familiar and supportive community of learners........ccccceeeeeeeecciiieeeee e, 361

6.1.5 Deep-level learning experiences within narrative cycles of affectively-

attuned social interaction actiVity ......cceeeeeeei e 363



LI A Y=Y 1ol o W O LU= £ o] o T TP 367

6.2.1 Structure, routine, patterning and rhythmicity displayed in Nurture

Gl OU S, tiiiiiiii i 368
6.3 Discussion of theoretical implications of the findings........cccccccevvvviiievinnnen. 370
6.4 CONCIUSIONS ..ottt 375

6.4.1 Limitations of the study........ccccuvieiiiiiiee e 375

6.4.2 Contribution to KNOWIEAEE ........oevvviiiiiiiiiii e 377

6.4.3 Recommendations for policy, practice, and further research................. 378

6.4.3.1 Implications for practice......cccccevveiiiiiieiiiie e 380
6.4.3.2  Implications fOr POIICY .....cccecviiiiiiiiiie e 381
6.4.3.3 Implications for researcCh......cccccooccciiiieei e 381
RETEIENCES ... ettt e e 383
Appendix A: Data sheet for Nurture Group participants ..........cccceeeeuneee. 409
Appendix B: Contextual information from pupil data sheets ................. 411
Appendix C: Worked sample of Elan analysis........cccccvveeeeeeeinccciinreeeeeeenn. 412
Appendix D: University Research Ethics Committee Approval ............... 415

Appendix E: Information sheet and consent form for Nurture Group

LT 16 o =1 PP 416

Appendix F: Information sheet and consent form for child participants 419

Appendix G: Leuven Scales for Wellbeing and Involvement.................... 422
Appendix H: Boxall Profile scores for Child 6 .........cccceeeeeiiciiiieieeeeees 423
Appendix |: Identifying measures for NG phases .......ccccceevveeviveeenneeennn. 435
Appendix J: Boxall Profile sub-strand descriptors ........cccccccvvvieeeeeeeicnnns 437

Appendix K: Researcher observations of narrative social interaction ....441
Appendix L: Narrative observation extract for Child 6..........cccccvvveeereeennn. 443

Appendix M: Description of narrative social interaction activities.......... 445



Appendix N: Levels of Wellbeing and Involvement during narrative

[T R =] = o1 A 0] o N 450



List of tables

Table 1. Reasons for support for pupils with Additional Support Needs...........cccccvveeeeirnnnnn. 16
Table 2. Developmental strands: clusters and sub-cluster description and coding................ 47
Table 3. Diagnostic strands: clusters and sub-cluster description and coding............c........... 48
Table 4. Nurture Group controlled StUdIeS.......cccevieciiiiieeee e, 62
Table 5. Nurture Group non-controlled studies ..........ceeeeveeiiiiccciiieee e, 64
Table 6. Labov's Narrative Model ...........oooiiiiiiiie e 159
Table 7. Nurture Group staff and pupils........ccoooiiierciiii e 181
Table 8. Nurture Group Sessions reCorded........ccuuiiiiriiiiiiiriiieeeerireee e srree e e e sree e e e saees 183
Table 9. Description of Nurture Group Phases........cccccuieieieiiieeeeiiiiee e e e 214
Table 10. Description and coding of interaction types........cccuveveviiieeevciiee e 215
Table 11. Description and coding of social interaction in Free Play phases.........cccccceeeeuneee. 215
Table 12. Description of narrative phases of interaction .........ccccccvvieeiieieecciee e, 216
Table 13. Description and coding of emotional valence .........cccccveeviviiieee i, 217
Table 14. Description and coding of child's eye 8aze .......ccoovveeiiiiieeii e, 217
Table 15. Description and coding of teacher eye gaze ........ccoovvvvveveeieeieeeccciireeeee e, 217
Table 16. Measurement of Nurture Group phases and transitions ..........ccccccceeeeeeeeccnnineen. 234
Table 17. Extract from researcher observation (Child 6, NG Session 4, Snack Time) ........... 237

Table 18. Highest level of Wellbeing and Involvement and interaction type during Welcome
LR T=R (g V1o 1) P PUUTRSU 245
Table 19. Highest level of Wellbeing and Involvement and interaction type during Challenge
TIME (CRIL B) vt e et e e ee e e e s ee e s e eee e e eeeeeseeeeseseeneseseeseseeseseseeseseeeseneeeen 245
Table 20. Highest level of Wellbeing and Involvement and interaction type during Free Play 1
(CRIA BY ettt e e e e e e eee s ee e e e e s eeeeeaseseeeeeeeeeseee s e eee s s eeseseeeseneeneneennens 245
Table 21. Highest level of Wellbeign and Involvement and interaction type during Snack
TIME (CRIL B) vttt e e ee e e ee s ee e e e eeeeeeseeeeeeseseeeeseseseeseseeseseseesesessseneeens 246
Table 22. Highest level of Wellbeing and Involvement and interaction type during Challenge
27070 ) L (g Y1 o <) IR 246
Table 23. Highest levels of Wellbeing and Involvement and interaction type during Free Play

p (03111 =) F TSRO 246



Table 24. Occurences of highest combined levels of Wellbeing and Involvement across NG
=R (o] o I (V1 o [ ) RSP 247
Table 25. Completed narrative cycles of interaction during periods of social engagement
(CRI B) ettt e e e e et e e s s s e eeeeseesaesesssseeeessseeenessaseessessansaees 254
Table 26. Extract from researcher observation of Child 6 (NG Session 1, Free Play 1)......... 267

Table 27. Extract from researcher observation of Child 6 (NG Session 4, Snack Time) ........ 269

Table 28. Nurture Group Teacher and Child participants ......ccccecvveeeiviiieeeinciieee e, 281
Table 29. Nurture Group phase description and code (NG1, NG2).....ccccceeeeevrveeeeecrreeeeennen. 284
Table 30. Nurture Group phase description and code (NG3)......cccceeeeeeiiieeeeiiiiee e, 284
Table 31. Nurture Group phase description and code (NG4)......cccceeeeeeiieeeeeiciieeeeeceee e, 284
Table 32. Description of narrative phases of social interaction ..........cccoeeeeviveeeeeieeiecccnnnneen. 285
Table 33. Child partiCiPants .........ceeeiiei i e e e e e e e e e e s e eanraeaees 286
Table 34. NUrture Group TEACKENS ......uii ittt e e s e naaees 286
Table 35. Class overview of Boxall Profile scores at start of study (NG1, NG2, NG4)........... 299
Table 36. Class overview of Boxall Profile scores at end of study (NG1, NG2, NG4) ............ 303
Table 37. Developmental profile scores at start and end, and change in scores (NG1) ....... 306
Table 38. Developmental scores at start and end, and change in scores (NG2)................... 306
Table 39. Developmental scores at start and end and change in scores (NG4).................... 307
Table 40. Diagnostic profile scores at start and end, and change (NG1) .........cccceecuvveeenneen. 315
Table 41. Diagnostic profile scores at start and end, and change (NG2) .......ccccceeeevvnnnnneenn. 315
Table 42. Diagnostic profile scores at start and end, and change (NG4) ........cccceecvveeeennneen. 316

Table 43. Number and type of narative activity sessions containing complete narrative cycles
of interaction where Extremely High levels of Wellbeing and Involvement (score=5) are
observed for fOCUS Child.........oc.iiiiiii e 343
Table 44. Number and type of narrative activity sessions containing incomplete (only)
narrative cycles of interaction where Extremely High levels of Wellbeing and Involvement
(score=5) are observed for focus Child ........ccuvviiiiiiiiiiii e 343
Table 45. Number and type of narrative activity sessions containing complete or incomplete
(only) narrative cycles of interaction where combined Extremely High levels of Wellbeing

and Involvement (score=5) are observed for focus child ........cccccccoiviecnieieeiiiiiiiieeeeeeeen 345



Table 46. Percentage of narrative activity sessions containing complete narrative cycle(s) of
interaction where High (score=4) and Extremely High (score=5) levels of Wellbeing and
Involvement are observed for focus child ...........coceeriiiiiiiiiieeen 346
Table 47. Percentage of narrative activity sessions containing incomplete (only) narrative
cycle(s) of interaction where High (score=4) and Extremely High (score=5) levels of

Wellbeing and Involvement are observed for focus child..........ccooovieiieiiiiicce e, 348



List of Figures

Figure 1. Scottish educational contexts of inclusion and policy.......cccceceveeeeveeveieieeieieieae 24
Figure 2. Maslow's Hierarchy of NEEAS .......ueviiviiiiiiiiiie e 99
Figure 3. Nested case study research design........ccccuuiieieeiiii i 156
Figure 4. Narrative intensity CONTOUN . ... .. e s 163

Figure 5. Descending the stairs together and counting: a co-created narrative episode.....201

Figure 6. Developmental profile and cluster scores at start and end of study (Child 6)....... 219

Figure 7. Developmental strand scores at start and end of study (Child 6) ..........cc.eeenn.e.. 220
Figure 8. Diagnostic profile and cluster scores at start and end of study (Child 6)............... 223
Figure 9. Diagnostic profile strand scores at start and end of study (Child 6) ...................... 224
Figure 10. Patterning of the duration of Nurture Group phases across sessions ................. 235
Figure 11. Components of typical Nurture Group session (Child 6) .........cccoeecvveeeiiciieeeennen. 237

Figure 12. Interaction time by social interaction type (% of available interaction time)...... 240
Figure 13. Interaction time by social interaction type during Free Play (Child 6) ................. 242
Figure 14. Interaction time by social interaction types during combined Free Play phases
(0111 o I ) OO P RSP TROPRP 244
Figure 15. Narrative phases of social interaction engagement during NG activity phases
(0111 o I ) ISP PP OPRP 251
Figure 16. Narrative phases of social interaction engagement during NG phases across five
NG SESSIONS (CHild B) ..veeieeeiieiciiiieiiee ettt e e e e e ee st e e e e e e eeeesanrreeeeeeeeeeennsrenees 253
Figure 17. Schematic of complete game play session between Child 6 and Teacher 5......... 257
Figure 18. Analysis of a completed narrative social interaction episode between Child 6 and
TEACKET 5.t st re e 259

Figure 19. Analysis of an incomplete narrative social interaction episode between Child 6

AN TEACKET 2.t r e e e n e e nee 263
Figure 20. Ordering and duration of NG phases (NG1) ......cccccceeeiiiiieeeciieee e 287
Figure 21. Ordering and duration of NG phases (NG2) ........ccoovvvrrreerieeiiiiiiinreeeee e eeenrneeen. 288
Figure 22. Ordering and duration of NG phases (NG3) ......ccccceeeeeiiiieeeciiee e 288
Figure 23. Ordering and duration of NG phases (NG4) ........cooovvvrrreereeeieieciinreeeee e eecnrneeen. 289
Figure 24. Standard deviation for NG phases (all NGS) .....cccouereeiiiiieiecieee e 290



Figure 25. Mean duration of NG phases (all NGS) ........eeeeeiiiiiiiiiiieeeiieeceeciireeeee e, 291
Figure 26. Duration of NG activity phases for four NG sessions (all NGS) .........cccccveevveennee. 294
Figure 27. Change in Developmental profile scores between start and end of study (NG1)309
Figure 28. Change in Developmental profile scores between start and end of study (NG2)310
Figure 29. Change in Developmental profile scores between start and end of study (NG4)312
Figure 30. Change in Diagnostic profile scores between start and end of study (NG1)........ 318
Figure 31. Change in Diagnostic profile scotres between start and end of study (NG2) ...... 319
Figure 32. Change in Diagnostic profile scores between start and end of study (NG4)........ 321
Figure 33. Total number of narrative cycles of social interaction for each child participant
and number that are complete, incomplete and incomplete with climax..........cccccvveeeeen. 326
Figure 34. Total number of narrative cycles of social interaction for each Nurture Group
during Challenge Time (NG1, NG2, NG4), Free Play (NG1, NG2, NG3, NG4), Circle Time (NG3)
AN STOMY TIME (NG3).uuuiiieiiiiiee ettt et e e e e e e e s eaaee e e s e abeeeeesnaaeeeesnsseeeesssssaeasnnnes 328
Figure 35. Total number of narrative cycles of social interaction activity for each child
participant and number that are complete, incomplete and incomplete with climax, during
Challenge Time (NGL, NG2, NGA) ...ocoiiiiieeeeieeeeettee e esree e ssite e e s saree e e s saaee e e ssaaneeessssaeeesnns 329
Figure 36. Total number of narrative cycles of social interaction activity for each child
participant and number that are complete, incomplete and incomplete with climax, during
Free Play (NG1, NG2, NG3, NGA) ..ottt sttt 330
Figure 37. Total number of narrative cycles of social interaction activity for each child
participants and nuber that are complete, incomplete and incomplete with climax, during
CiIrCle TIME (NG3) ceeieeiieicciieeeee et e e e eee e e et e e e ee s et rereeeeeesessssssaaeeeeeeesennnnsrraeeeeeeeens 331
Figure 38. Total number of narrative cycles of social interaction activity for each child
participant and number that are complete, incomplete and incomplete with climax, during
Ny ] 4V N1 g T I N[ ) TSP 332
Figure 39. Total number of activity sessions and number of group and one-to-one activity

sessions where narrative social interaction activity was observed for each child participant

Figure 40. Comparison of number of narrative cycles of social interaction activity for each
child participant that include, or do not include, teacher involvement............cccccvvveeeneann. 336
Figure 41. Number of activity sessions by NG where narrative cycles of social interaction

activity is displayed for each activity type across Nurture Group sessions by NG................ 338



Figure 42. Percentage of total number of narrative activity sessions by activity type for all
Child Participants ACr0SS NGS......ccuiiiieiiiiiie it eeitee e erree e sire e s are e e s s sbreeeessabeeeessseaeessnnes 339

Figure 43. Levels of narrative across and Within NGS.........ccccceeeiiiiieeicciieee e, 353



Abstract

Nurture Groups provide a targeted, early educational intervention in some mainstream
schools in the UK for children with social, emotional and behavioural needs whose needs
cannot be met within a mainstream class (Bennathan & Boxall, 2000). Research to date has
concentrated on social and emotional improvements for pupils in Nurture Groups, with
scant regard to the social and psychological processes by which improvements are made.
Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969/1982) is widely attributed in Nurture Group literature to

the success of the intervention.

This thesis examines social interaction patterns and developmental outcomes of sixteen
children aged 3-8 years, attending four part-time Nurture Groups in two primary schools in
Scotland. Pupil social interaction was video recorded during each Nurture Group session and
analysed in case studies at individual, Nurture Group and school level. Narrative analysis
methods and the Leuven Wellbeing and Involvement scales were employed to identify the
features, pattern and quality of social interaction activity. Structure, regularity and reliability
of sessions and activities were investigated within and across Nurture Groups. Psychological
and learning theories were examined and are discussed in relation to the findings of the

study, with attention to recent theoretical developments.

Nurture Groups were found to provide the environmental conditions and relational
opportunities that foster children’s connection to self, staff, peers, and learning in school.
Regular narrative patterning across sessions, activities, and companionable social
interactions supported meaning-making for pupils through the attunement of action and
emotion, leading to deep-level learning experiences. Pupils were ready, able and willing to
learn and could do so in an environment tailored to their needs. As variations of the Nurture
Group model develop, alongside increasing funding restraints, greater understanding of

these mechanisms of change is of heightened importance for policy and practice.



1 INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

1.1 Introduction

“Nurture is not a once-and-for-all event that must take place in a critical period and
missing or distorted early experiences can be overcome with the help of nurturing

adults.” (Nurture UK, 2021)

This thesis uses narrative to tell a story about Nurture Groups (NGs), by exploring the
processes by which nurturing practice supports pupils who have encountered disrupted
learning in the earliest years to life to succeed in school. The narrative that runs through the
thesis starts with the conceptualisation of the study, explaining the background and impetus
for the research. The story of NGs takes the reader from their inception in the late
1960’s/early 1970’s to their provision in infant and primary schools today. Then follows the
story of child development, providing insight to important developmental theories and
bringing the reader to the rationale for Nurture Group intervention. The methodology,
results and findings allow the reader to take a step inside the NGs to understand their
practice, their benefits to children and where they fit as an educational and/or therapeutic

intervention.

An individual case study tells the story of one child’s journey through a NG, offering valuable
insight to understanding of how children make meaning from their NG experience. The
findings from this case study inform the longitudinal nested case studies of fifteen children
across four NGs in two primary schools, providing evidence of routine, structure,
intersubjective interaction, quality of experience and contribution to children’s engagement
with learning. The discussion of the findings incorporates reflections on learning from the
study with its contribution to knowledge and practice. Finally, the conclusion utilises new

knowledge to reframe and update the NG narrative from an ‘attachment intervention’ to



define their relevance today as an attachment-focused, attuned and narratively-structured

intersubjective intervention, detailing implications for policy, practice and future research.

1.2 Background

Children are social beings and develop through engagement in social processes, where
families provide the central context for early learning and development (Brofenbrenner,
1986). Infants are born into the world biologically pre-programmed to develop attachment
to their primary care-giver, through safety and proximity-seeking behaviour (Bowlby, 1969)
and to engage in dynamic social behaviour with others in affectively-attuned relationships
(Trevarthen, 2011b). As infants progress through stages of development, they learn through
active engagement with people and objects (Piaget, 1953; Vygotsky, 1978). These active
engagements are embodied?, involving arousal, attention and organisation of movement to

accomplish the successful completion of tasks (Trevarthen, 1984; von Hofsten, 1989).

Working in tandem, the security features of attachment, along with the affectivity of social
engagement, provide the foundation for optimal, ongoing learning and development
throughout infancy and childhood. When infants experience affective attunement with
others during attachment-focused social interactions, feelings of safety are promoted within
the child that help to regulate positive and negative affect (Schore, 2001a; Siegel, 2001).
However, in families where patterns of affective social engagement are disrupted or chaotic,
a child’s learned patterns of engagement with objects, ideas and social others can be
similarly disrupted. In such situations, children’s emotional needs may not be adequately
met, creating emotional tensions and strains that draw energy and attention away from the

development of self-regulated engagement.

1 The concept of ‘embodiment’ is used throughout this thesis to mean the relational experiences of body-to-
body communicative interaction.



Successfully learned patterns of engagement are essential for the development of social
competence, a skill that allows children to interact with others in socially acceptable ways,
such as building and maintaining positive peer relationships and complying with adult
requests (Reynolds et al., 2009). Throughout infancy, childhood and beyond, positive
relationships are built, and friendships are developed and maintained, through social
competence. These same interpersonal skills provide the social and psychological
foundations for learning (Cooper, Arnold & Boyd, 2001) and allow children, on reaching
school age, to engage appropriately and work productively in the school classroom with

their teachers and peers (Izard et al., 2001).

Children who have difficulty communicating their feelings and sustaining positive interaction
with others can find engaging with school learning difficult. Where these difficulties are not
recognised or adequately addressed in the pre-school years, children may begin primary
school without the necessary skills to meet the demands of the classroom. They may lack
the concentration and attention that is needed to learn effectively in a mainstream class
and display dis-interest and negativism towards the educational and social pursuits of their
classmates. The inability to regulate their emotions, make friends, solve problems, and cope
with obstacles prevents children’s effective engagement with school challenges (Cefai &

Cooper, 2011).

Such difficulties can cause frustration that is communicated through withdrawn or
disruptive behaviour, leading to poor developmental and academic gain and feeding back to
re-affirm their social, emotional and behavioural disjunction with school society. As they
struggle to form and maintain positive relationships, their involvement and behaviour in
both the classroom and the playground is negatively affected, often resulting in
punishment, suspensions and in the worst cases, exclusion from school. The children
described here may be referred to within school settings as displaying social, emotional and
behavioural needs (SEBN), or social, emotional and mental health needs (SEMH). A
discussion of the definitions surrounding the classification of such needs is summarised in

the following section (1.3).
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Many of the children described above will have encountered disrupted learning experiences
in the earliest years of life, often growing up in families adversely affected by
unemployment, poverty and social deprivation, with resultant stress, anxiety and family
discord (Bennathan & Boxall, 2000). Children’s ability to cope with the effects of stress in
their lives depends on the internal and external resources available to them and may be
ameliorated by access to supportive adults who can help them to identify, accept and

regulate their emotions.

On reaching school-age, in some cases, pupils displaying social and emotional concerns may
be assisted by psycho-educational support that provides an opportunity for pupils to
develop affectively attuned relationships with adults that help to structure their arousal,
interest and attention to tasks and activities commensurate with school learning and
classroom culture. This support, when provided in small groups by specially trained staff,
allows one-to-one and small group activity, and encourages personal relationships to form
in a safe, secure and regular environment, promoting social and emotional learning as a

basis for classroom learning.

Nurture Groups (NGs) provide such support as a recognised, targeted, early educational
intervention in mainstream schools in the United Kingdom. They are designed to re-create
missed early socio-emotional and learning experiences for a specific group of children
displaying social and emotional concerns, whose needs cannot be met within a mainstream
class and whose difficulties are considered to stem from disrupted intersubjective learning
in the early years (Bennathan & Boxall, 2000). NGs are reportedly informed by attachment
theory (Sloan et al. 2020; EIF, 2017; Doyle, 2004; O’Connor & Colwell, 2002; Cooper, Arnold
& Boyd, 2001; Iszatt & Wasilewska, 1997) and specifically target children who display
delayed development and are perceived to have been unable to form meaningful

attachment to a primary care-giver in the early years.
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Within NGs, careful attendance to the social and emotional competence of the children is
found to assist the building of positive relationships between pupils, parents and staff
(Billington, 2012) and improve educational engagement and resulting academic attainment
(MacKay, Reynolds & Kearney, 2010; Seth-Smith et al., 2010). This allows pupils over time to
reintegrate fully to their mainstream class, usually within one year, where they can

successfully engage in learning with their peers.

It is clear that NGs successfully provide an effective means to improve socio-emotional
development and learning engagement in some children, however there remains an
absence of understanding of the social and psychological processes underpinning the
efficacy of the intervention. Mackay, Reynolds and Kearney (2010) highlight the importance
of understanding the mediating factors in NG efficacy, that is, the developmental processes
addressed by the groups that lead to enhanced educational engagement. To date, these
factors are poorly identified or understood. This thesis examines the interaction patterns
and developmental outcomes of children in pre-school and early-primary school NGs to

better understand the mechanisms of change that support the effectiveness of NGs.

1.3  Social, Emotional and Behavioural Needs: defining the issue

1.3.1 Terminology and legislation surrounding social, emotional and
behavioural needs

Throughout the UK, various legislative terms are used to describe pupils who need
additional support to access learning: Additional Support Needs (ASN) in Scotland, Special
Education Needs and Disabilities (SEND) in England, Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in
Wales, and Special Education Needs (SEN) in Northern Ireland. Within this thesis, a primary
focus on the Scottish context in which the research study was conducted reflects the term
ASN, however reference to literature from throughout the UK and beyond necessarily

reflects differing local terminologies.
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Within these umbrella terms, children and young people whose learning needs relate to
their social and emotional development are referred to by a similar array of terminology
across and within UK nations and published literature. Use of the terms ‘social, emotional
and behavioural difficulties’ (SEBD), ‘behavioural, emotional and social difficulties’ (BESD)
and ‘emotional and social difficulties” (ESD) have largely, although not exclusively, been
replaced in recent years by the terms ‘social, emotional and behavioural needs’ (SEBN) and
‘social, emotional and mental health needs’ (SEMH), sometimes used interchangeably to

describe the same population.

The Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act (2004), updated in 2009,
provides the legal framework for the provision of additional support for learning in Scotland.
Statutory guidance on the implementation of the Act is contained within the Additional
Support for Learning (ASL) Code of Practice (2017). When considering the social and
emotional needs of children and young people within the learning context, the ASL Code of
Practice (2017) does not use specific terminology to describe such needs, but rather
describes the ‘social and emotional factors’ that may ‘give rise to a need for additional
support’ (Scottish Government, 2017). It is noted, however, that despite the lack of
terminology within Scottish legislation, the Scottish Government statistical recording of
pupil census data continues to use the term ‘SEBD’ for ASN data collection and reporting
purposes. Within this thesis, the term ‘social, emotional and behavioural needs’ (SEBN) will
be used throughout to describe the social, emotional and behavioural needs of children,
however ‘SEBD’ will be used on occasions where it directly reflects information that is
recorded using this term (such as census data) and where it reflects direct quotations from

other literature.?

The Scottish legal framework sets out the duty for all schools in Scotland to provide

appropriate support for children and young people identified with ASN. The Act states that a

2 |n England, the term SEMH was introduced to replace SEBD following the publication of the SEND Code of
Practice 2015. The terms SEMH and SEND are used on occasion in this thesis where they reflect quotations
from other literature.
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child or young person has an additional support need where they need additional support in
order to overcome barriers and benefit from school education, noting that the need for
additional support may be short or long term and can arise from a variety of circumstances.

ASN is defined in the ASL Code of Practice (2017, p.17) as follows:

“A child or young person has additional support needs for the purposes of this Act
where, for whatever reason, the child or young person is, or is likely to be, unable
without the provision of additional support to benefit from school education

provided or to be provided for the child or young person.”

Legislation additionally predetermines that a child or young person is considered to have

ASN if they are looked-after by the local authority, with specific clauses attached to this.

1.3.2 Definition and factors contributing to social, emotional and behavioural
needs

There is no single definition of SEBN, rather they are understood as needs or difficulties
experienced by children and young people that act as a barrier to their social, cognitive and
emotional development. Emotional and behavioural needs may have a single cause or result
from multiple causes, often with many interacting factors. Supported by current biological,
psychological and social understandings of the circumstances that contribute to SEBN, the
Social, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties Association (SEBDA) promote that the social
and emotional aspects of need should be stressed first, recognising that these aspects

usually pave the way for the behavioural aspects of need (Cole, 2006).

Cooper (1999, pp. 9-10) was influential in determining the bio-psychosocial understanding

of SEBN, suggesting that emotional and behavioural needs are:
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“perhaps best seen as a loose collection of characteristics, some of which are located
within students; others of which are disorders of the environment in which the
student operates (such as the school or the family). The third, and probably most
common, category involves the interaction between personal characteristics of

students and environmental factors”.

This view is upheld by the ASL Code of Practice (2017), recognising that a wide and varied
range of factors contribute to ASN for children and young people and that individual
children may encounter more than one factor that gives rise to their need. There is further
recognition that the factors that contribute to ASN relate to individual children’s wellbeing
and circumstances, as well as their learning environment. This recognition is given without
implication that the child or young person is lacking in skills, abilities or strengths. Four
overlapping themes are outlined that encompass a wide range of factors leading to some
children and young people requiring additional support: learning environment, family
circumstances, disability or health need, and social and emotional factors. Within the
description of social and emotional factors, areas suggested as giving rise to a need for
additional support include: a child being bullied or bullying, a child who has had Adverse
Childhood Experiences (ACEs), and a child with behavioural difficulties or at risk of exclusion.
Within this, it is highlighted that the focus should be placed, not on the event, e.g. being
bullied, or facing adverse experience in childhood, but on the impact of the event on the
child’s learning. For example, where one child or young person’s learning may be impacted
by difficulties experienced at home, another child experiencing similar issues may encounter

minimal impact on their learning.

Child poverty, caused by the social and economic conditions experienced by families, has
negative impacts on children’s health, social, emotional and cognitive development,
behaviour and educational outcomes (PHS, 2023). Living in poverty increases the likelihood
of experiencing adverse childhood experiences (ACES), including abuse and neglect, living in
families affected by mental ill-health, substance misuse, family discord and domestic

violence (Marmot et al., 2020). Children living in poverty are more likely to experience
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delayed development and to experience more emotional and behavioural problems than

their peers (Johnson et al., 2016).

Tomlinson (2017, 1982) outlines two groups of children who require support to access
education, describing these within normative and non-normative categories. Those within
normative categories are described as having recognisable and severe physical and sensory
disabilities, while those within non-normative categories are described as having no clear or
agreed defining criteria. The non-normative category includes children whose support needs

relate to social and emotional factors.

1.3.3 Prevalence and recording of pupils identified with social, emotional and
behavioural needs in Scotland

The annual pupil census in Scotland records the number of pupils who need support to
access education and the reasons for that support (Table 1). Pupils may be recorded within
more than one category of reason for support where multiple needs are identified. The
census does not collect information on the number of pupils who have been diagnosed with
specific needs, but on the number of pupils who require additional support to access

education and the reason that support is needed.

Table 1. Reasons for support for pupils with Additional Support Needs?

ASN reasons for support

Learning disability Mental health problem

Dyslexia Interrupted learning

Other specific learning difficulty (e.g. numeric) English as an additional language
Other moderate learning difficulty Looked after

Visual impairment More able pupil

Hearing impairment Communication Support Needs
Deaf-blind Young Carer

Physical or motor impairment Bereavement

3 Scottish Government. (2023). Pupil census supplementary statistics. Retrieved from
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pupil-census-supplementary-statistics/
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ASN reasons for support

Language or speech disorder Substance Misuse
Autistic Spectrum Disorder Family Issues
Social, emotional and behavioural difficulty Risk of Exclusion
Physical health problem Other

ASN statistics include pupils in special schools and those in mainstream schools who are
assessed or declared disabled or have a Co-ordinated Support Plan (CSP), Individualised
Education Programme (IEP), Child Plan or ‘Other’ type of support. The number of pupils
recorded with ASN has shown a marked increase since 2010 with continuing year on year
increases (Scottish Government, 2021). The Scottish Government (2021, p19) state that
“these increases were likely due in part to continued improvements in recording and the
introduction of the additional need types 'Child plans' and ‘Other’ in 2011.” As such, data
recorded prior to 2011 is not directly comparable with data recorded from 2011 onwards. In
2021, there were 232,753 pupils across primary, secondary and special school sectors
(33.0% of all pupils) with an additional support need (ASN) recorded. This was an increase of
0.7 percentage points on 2020 data (226,838 pupils with an ASN record, 32.3% of all pupils).
However, this is first time since 2009 that the rate has increased by less than one

percentage point (Scottish Government, 2021).

The categorising of reasons for support highlights the complexity of identifying and
recording the additional support needs of pupils. Firstly, data is only recorded for pupils
where a recognised form of support is being provided, such as a statutory support plan, or
another formalised type of support. This recording does not account for children who may
need low-level support to access learning but do not meet the threshold for a specific,
statutory plan. Secondly, while some of the categories relate to diagnosable conditions,
such as Hearing impairment, Dyslexia and Autistic Spectrum Disorder, categories such as

Family Issues and Social, emotional and behavioural difficulty are more difficult to measure.

The ASL Code of Practice (2017) highlights that while terms such as dyslexia or autism
spectrum disorder may help some children, young people and families to explain and

understand any difficulties being experienced, for others such labelling of difficulties may be
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found to be limiting and stigmatising. However, a question is raised from the data about
how children who do not have a diagnosis, or a formal plan, are identified for support,
whether the support that they need is available to them, and how many pupils may be

receiving some form of support that is not recorded in the census data.

‘Social, emotional and behavioural difficulty’ (SEBD)* is one of twenty-four categories of
reason for support in the census completed by schools. Across primary and secondary
schools in Scotland, ‘SEBD’ is the highest recorded reason for support for pupils identified
with ASN (Scottish Government, 2021), accounting for a total of 52,908 pupils. Within
special schools the number is 2,137 pupils recorded with ‘SEBD’, the fifth highest reason for
support. The prevalence of SEBN varies, dependent on sex, age, health and domicile, with
higher incidence found in males and children and young people living in socially deprived

families.

There is a strong correlation between social deprivation and ASN with poverty being both a
cause and an effect of special education needs (JRF, 2016). Scottish school data displays
increasing numbers of pupils recorded with ASN by Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation
(SIMD) 2020 deciles. The combined data for all schools (primary, secondary and special
schools) in 2021 reports 34,404 pupils recorded with ASN (14.8% of total number of pupils
with ASN) in decile 1 (most deprived) and 14,830 pupils recorded with ASN (6.4% of total
number of pupils with ASN) in decile 10 (least deprived), displaying an 8.4 percentage point
difference between the highest and lowest SIMD deciles and more than double the number

of pupils recorded with ASN in the most deprived decile compared to the least deprived.

Primary school statistics show that there were 108,085 children (27.7% of primary school
registrations) recorded with ASN in 2021 (Scottish Government, 2022). Of these, 23,350

related to ‘SEBD’ (21.6% of pupils for whom reason for support is reported). The total

% The term ‘SEBD’ is taken directly from Scottish Government school census reporting and reflects the
published terminology.
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number of primary school pupils recorded with ASN increased from 2011-2021 by 112%,
taking the percentage of pupils on primary school rolls recorded with ASN from 13.9% in
2011t0 27.7% in 2021 (13.8% percentage point increase). Early Learning and Childcare (ELC)
statistics show that there were 14,210 children (16% of ELC registrations) with ASN recorded
in 2021 (Scottish Government, 2021). Of these, 4% related to ‘SEBD’, 7% language, speech

and communication issues, and 2% family issues.

Increases in ‘ASN’ reporting for both the number of pupils, and percentage of pupils for who
reason for support is reported, is found from ELC to Primary School and then to Secondary
School. In 2021, the number of pupils with ‘ASN’ rose with age and stage, from 14,210 (ELC)
to 23,350 (Primary) to 29,558 (Secondary). In itself, there could be a number of explanations
for this increase, however the increase in numbers is matched by an increase in percentage
of pupils identified with ‘SEBD’ for whom reason for support is recorded, from 4% (ELC) to
21.6% (Primary) to 25.3% (Secondary). Therefore, it appears that there is indeed a greater
number of pupils receiving support for ‘SEBD’ at each stage of education, growing from 1 in

25 pupils in ELC, to 1 in 4 pupils in Secondary schools.

Primary school Nurture Groups (NGs), an intervention that supports pupils with social,
emotional and behavioural needs, provide the main focus for this research study. From 2010
to 2021, year on year increases in primary school pupils recorded with ‘SEBD’ as the reason
for support has seen the number of pupils increase from 6,897 in 2010 to 23,350 in 2021.
From 2011, when improvements in recording and new categories of need types were
introduced, to 2021, the number of primary school pupils with ‘SEBD’ recorded as reason for
support has increased from 9,900 in 2011 to 23,350 in 2021, an increase of 136%. However,
in the face of spiralling reported needs, in order to fully understand any change in the
number of pupils identified with ‘SEBD’, these figures must be set against the number of
children with ASN for whom the reason for support is recorded. Here, there has also been
year on year increase in reporting, from 50,985 pupils in primary schools reported with ASN
in 2011, to 108,085 pupils in 2021 (where reason for support is recorded these figures are

50,964 in 2011 and 108,003 in 2021, accounting for a small number of pupils reported with
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ASN with no reason for support recorded). A closer look at the data shows that, when
compared to the number of pupils reported in primary schools with ASN, the percentage of
pupils with ‘SEBD’ recorded as reason for support has increased from 19.4% to 21.6% over

an eleven-year period (2011-2021), with average annual increase of 0.4%.

The data shows that over the eleven-year period 2011-2021, the number of pupils recorded
with ASN in primary schools more than doubled. This increase is observed in both total ASN
pupil numbers and percentage of pupils with ASN relative to total school roll. However,
within this number, the percentage of ASN pupils recorded with ‘SEBD’ as the reason for
support has remained relatively constant, displaying a marginal increase of 0.4 percentage
points over ten years. It is therefore unclear whether there has been an increase in the
number of pupils identified with ASN, and accordingly ‘SEBD’, or whether the increases

relate to changes and improvements in reporting.

The current system of recording and reporting delivers a picture of pupil needs that is far
from transparent. Complexities in the collation of data have been highlighted and discussed
within educational literature (see for example Moscardini, 2019; Riddell & Weedon, 2014).
ASN is only recorded where formal support is being provided. It is likely that the largest
group of pupils that require additional support do not fall into the category of physical and
sensory disabilities that Tomlinson (1982) described as ‘normative’ (Moscardini, 2019). This
includes children with social and emotional needs, who often live in areas of deprivation,
may experience disrupted and chaotic lifestyles and are unlikely to have statutory support
plans. Increasing complexity and co-morbidity of need have been observed in recent years,
along with increasing rates of ASN diagnosis (SG, 2020). This has been further compounded
by the Covid-19 disruptions to children’s education, following which behavioural, emotional
and attentional difficulties in children, correlated to periods of restriction, remained
constant for many beyond the pandemic (Mowat, 2023). This was observed particularly in
children who were diagnosed with special education needs and disabilities (SEND) and those

from low-income families (Mowat, 2023).
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NGs in primary schools provide early intervention support for some children identified with
SEBN and it is likely that children who are supported within NGs may also have other
reasons for support. The pupil census also collects data for children with the following needs
who may be supported by traditional NG provision: Language or speech disorder, English as
an additional language (EAL), Communication support needs, and Family issues. From 2011-
2021, percentage point increases are displayed for three of these four types of need for
pupils where reason for support is recorded. The greatest increase is recorded in the EAL
category, from 12.9% in 2011 to 22.4% in 2021 (9.5 percentage point increase in pupils with
EAL where reason for support is recorded), with EAL pupil numbers also increasing from
6,560 in 2011 to 24,202 in 2021. The percentage point change in number of pupils recorded
with language or speech disorder where reason for support is recorded decreased from
2011-2016, despite an increase in the number of pupils from 6,215 in 2011 to 10,923 in
2021 (2.2 percentage point decrease in pupils with language or speech disorder were reason
for support is recorded). Family issues is included in the census more recently as a reason
for support and data is not available for 2011, however over a six-year period from 2016-
2021 there was a 2.4 percentage point increase, from 8.0% in 2016 to 10.4% in 2021. The
number of pupils recorded with family issues was the fifth highest reason for support (out of
24) recorded in primary school pupils in 2021. The higher ranking categories are (in order of
number of pupils where 1 is the highest): 1) English as an additional language, 2) ‘SEBD’, 3)

Other moderate learning difficulty, 4) Other specific learning difficulty (e.g. numeric).

1.3.4 Recognising and responding to social, emotional and behavioural needs:
inclusion in mainstream schools

1.3.4.1 Recognising the social, emotional and behavioural needs of children and young
people

In addition to there being no single definition of SEBN, there is accordingly no single
measure of assessment. Many of the children and young people to whom the term is
applied experience the overlapping of a number of difficulties that affect their learning.

Integral to how SEBN are shaped and understood are both within-pupil and external, or
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environmental, factors, as well as the interplay between these (Cooper, 1999; McKeon,
2020). Attempts to promote the recognition of SEBN commonly focus on the behavioural
aspects that arise from social and emotional developmental issues, e.g. “Some children may
find it difficult to cope emotionally in school and may display distressing or disruptive
behaviour in class” (Education Scotland, 2022). Within these behavioural descriptions, focus
is also placed on strategies for support, e.g. “Additional support, such as timeout strategies
or nurture support, can help them [children identified with SEBN] develop positive
behaviour in school and the wider community” (Education Scotland, 2022). The underlying
causes of SEBN in children are complex and may relate to physical impairment or the

environment in which the child grows up.

“[Behaviours in children with SEBD] can stem from one or multiple causes, such as
family environments or physical or sensory impairment. Whether or not a child is
considered to have SEBD” can depend on comparison to the normal expectations for
a child of the same age, and include the nature, severity, frequency and persistence

of the observed difficulties and behaviours.” (SEBDA, 2016)

SEBN can create barriers to learning that cause some children to face more difficulty in their
learning than their peers. Although they may prove to be persistent, SEBN are not
necessarily permanent (SEBDA, 2006). They may be the cause or the consequence of
learning difficulties, where a specific learning difficulty, either diagnosed or undiagnosed,
leads to emotional and behavioural issues, or where social and emotional difficulties lead to
difficulty engaging with the school curriculum. Where these difficulties are not recognised
or adequately addressed in the years prior to school entry, children can begin primary
school without the social and emotional skills that are needed to meet the demands of the
classroom (Boxall, 2002). These children may find it difficult to form positive relationships

with their peers and teachers, organise and attend appropriately to their emotions, and

5 SEBDA have published their response to terminology, “SEBD or SEMH?”, Available from
https://sebda.org/sebd-research/
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concentrate on classroom learning. In such situations, the child’s frustration may be
communicated through behaviour that is either quiet and withdrawn, or disruptive, creating
further barriers to learning that can lead to punishment, suspensions and in the worst cases
exclusion from school (Boxall & Lucas, 2010). Where behavioural problems are identified
but not addressed during the pre-school years, these can often persist throughout school
years and beyond, and are associated with poorer physical, mental health and forensic

outcomes in adulthood (Sim et al., 2013).

1.3.4.2 Responding to the social, emotional and behavioural needs of children and young
people

The Scottish education system is based on the belief that education is a human right and
that all children and young people should be supported to reach their fullest potential. The
system is supported by legislation and policy that promotes inclusion and equality for all

learners (Fig.1)®

6 Diagram detailing the current policy and legislation that supports inclusive educational practice. Education
Scotland. (2022). An introduction to inclusive education).
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The Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004, as amended’, provides
the legal framework for identifying and addressing the additional support needs of children
and young people who face a barrier, or barriers, to learning, but does not prescribe any
particular model of assessment. Alongside the Act, the Code of Practice 20172 is designed to
help schools, parents and others to understand the ASL Act and ensure its implementation.
A duty is placed on local authorities, with their partners, to ensure that “education is
directed to the development of personality, talents and mental and physical abilities of the
child or young person to their fullest potential”®. The Act includes a presumption of
providing mainstream education for all children, except for specified instances where
education in a special school is more suited to a child’s needs, or for reasons relating to

unreasonable public expenditure.

A Review!? of the implementation of ASL leglislation, conducted by Angela Morgan in 2019-
20, to consider how ASL works in practice, established disconnect between the aspiration of
legislation and policy and the experiences of children, young people and families (SG, 2020).
An Action Plan! (SG, 2020) was put in place to deliver the recommendations of the review,

with regular updates on progress.

ASN legislation is supported by Scotland’s national curriculum, Curriculum for Excellence
(CfE)*?, designed to place learners at the heart of education, by helping children and young
people gain the knowledge, confidence and attributes needed for life in the 215 century.

The curriculum, for age 3-18 years, is built around four fundamental capacities to enable

7 Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act, 2004. Retrieved June 2, 2023 from
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2004/4/pdfs/asp 20040004 en.pdf

8 Supporting Children’s Learning: Statutory Guidance on the Education (Additional Support for Learning)
Scotland Act 2004 (as amended) - Code of Practice (Third Edition) 2017. Retrieved June 2, 2023. From
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/advice-and-
guidance/2017/12/supporting-childrens-learning-statutory-guidance-education-additional-support-learning-
scotland/documents/00529411-pdf/00529411-pdf/govscot%3Adocument/00529411.pdf

° The Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. Act, (2000). Retrieved June 2, 2023 from
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2000/6/contents

10 Review of additional support for learning: Implementation (Scottish Government, 2020)

11 Additional support for learning: Action plan (Scottish Government, 2020)

12 5cotland’s Curriculum for Excellence: Putting learners at the heart of education. Retrieved June 2, 2023 from
https://scotlandscurriculum.scot
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children and young people to become: confident individuals, successful learners, responsible
citizens and effective contributors. Alongside CfE, the National Improvement Framework and
Improvement Plan 2023'3 (SG, 2022), aim to improve Scottish education and close the
attainment gap. Included in this is the aim to improve and raise the attainment of learners
from lower socio-economic backgrounds and extend the rights of learners with additional

support needs.

Legislative guidance suggests that the additional support needs of pupils should be able to
be identified through routine assessment of learning and monitoring of educational
progress in schools. Through daily classroom practice, teachers can assess learning, get to
know their pupils well and build a profile with their pupils that includes their strengths,
needs and progress (Scottish Government, 2017). It is suggested that this approach
contributes to the identification of ASN and allows for appropriate assessment of needs to
be carried out. Various methods are used in primary schools to establish the SEB needs of
pupils, however this is not prescriptive and there is no universally recommended approach.
Assessment has predominantly been reactive and focused on practitioner observation of
behavioural concerns for individual children, although in recent years, whole school
approaches to wellbeing have activated a rise in mental health and wellbeing screening of

all pupils in some schools.

Within NG research, two assessment tools have commonly been used to assess SEB

improvement; The Boxall Profile'* and the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire.'?

13 Achieving Excellence and Equity: 2023 National Improvement Framework and Improvement Plan (Scottish
Government, 2022)

1 The Boxall Profile is registered to Nurture UK and is a tool to assess the social, emotional and behavioural
development of pupils aged 4-18. Information about the Boxall Profile is available from
https://www.nurtureuk.org/what-we-do/the-boxall-profile/

15 The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire is a brief behavioural screening tool for use with children and
young people aged 2-17. Information about the SDQ is available from https://www.sdginfo.org/a0.html
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The Boxall Profile (BP) is the standardised tool used to assess the social, emotional and
behavioural development of pupils who are referred for NG support and provides a picture
of a pupil’s strengths as well as any difficulties that may affect their learning. The BP is
reportedly used in over half of UK schools to assess pupil wellbeing (Nurture UK, 2022).
Reporting from 25 primary schools in the UK who used the BP for whole school or whole
year-group assessment found that 36% of children had social, emotional and mental health
(SEMH) needs (Nurture UK, 2019). Within this figure, 10% of pupils had high SEMH needs
and 26% had moderate SEMH needs. Boys were three times more likely to experience high
SEMH needs as girls (15% of boys versus 5% of girls in participating schools had high SEMH

needs). The most commonly reported difficulties were found to be:

e 29% of children did not feel emotionally secure (e.g. trusting adults in school or
asking for help when needed).

e 28% of children were having difficulties giving purposeful attention (e.g. listening
with interest or taking part in teacher-centred activities).

e 27% of children were having difficulties accommodating to others (e.g. sharing

classroom equipment with other children or being polite towards others).

The BP assessment is an educational tool and measurements are based on observations
made in the classroom environment. It is not a definitive measure of social, emotional and
behavioural development or need. The BP is usually completed by the child’s mainstream
class teacher and despite the limitation of subjectivity, it is widely regarded as a reliable
measure and reportedly has a high level of concordance with the Strengths and Difficulties

Questionnaire (Cooper et al., 2011).

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) is a brief behavioural screening
guestionnaire, suitable for use with children and young people aged 2-17 years. There are
several versions of the questionnaire that can be used by researchers, clinicians and
education professionals, including scales that relate to: emotional symptoms, conduct

problems, hyperactivity/inattention, peer relationship problems, and pro-social behaviour.
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The SDQ, in its various forms, can be used in multiple settings, including clinical, educational
and research, for assessment and screening of the strengths and difficulties of individuals
and populations, including the assessment of psychiatric disorder. Within NGs, the

guestionnaire has been used to evaluate the outcome of the intervention.

A further tool, The Behavioural Inhibition Observation Scale (BIOS) (Burnett, 1998) has been
used in some NG studies to measure self-esteem. Where this scale is used, it provides an
additional measure of behaviours relating to self-esteem, alongside the BP. The BIOS is an
observation checklist, containing thirteen descriptive statements on which pupil behaviour
is rated on a five-point Likert scale (‘Never’, ‘Seldom’, ‘Sometime’, ‘Often’, ‘Always’). The
scale is completed by the mainstream class teacher, with scores based on the child’s
observed behaviour in the classroom over a two-week period. The scale measures levels of
social interaction and self-satisfaction. High scores are said to represent a high level of self-
esteem and the scale is used in NG studies to measure change over time. The BIOS is
reported to be a reliable and valid measure of self-esteem (Burnett, 1998; Hughes &

Schlosser, 2014).

1.3.4.3 Responding to the social, emotional and behavioural needs of pupils in primary
schools

Ambiguity around the definition of SEBN affects how schools and practitioners respond to
pupils displaying such needs and the success of their engagement (McKeon, 2020). A
common theme in education policy and NG practice is the recognition and understanding of
behaviour as a form of communication and manifestation of underlying need. The ASL Act
(2004, as amended) introduced a number of rights for parents of children with additional
support needs and placed duties on local authorities to identify, meet and keep under

review the needs of pupils for whom they are responsible. Curriculum for Excellence (CfE)
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and Getting it right for every child (GIRFEC)'® provide ambition, opportunity and guidance

for schools to meet the holistic needs of their pupils.

All children and young people need support from adults to help them learn and a diverse
range of needs can be met within mainstream schools through good quality learning and
teaching. Where support that is additional to, or different from, that received by children
and young people of the same age is needed to allow children or young people to benefit
from education, assessment of need and decisions about the delivery and type of additional

support are required to be undertaken.

NGs are positioned within primary schools as a form of inclusive education, allowing pupils
whose struggles may lead them to face suspension or exclusion from school, the
opportunity to remain within their mainstream school. Debate however surrounds this
positioning, with no clear understanding in education of what inclusion means. For example,
Bishop & Swain (2000) suggest that NGs may promote exclusion, fostered under the flag of
inclusion, by removing children from their mainstream class to be educated in a separate
class within the school. Loreman (2009) similarly argues that any education outwith the
mainstream class is not inclusive. However, others contend that children may benefit from
specialist provision outwith the mainstream class, if only for short spells, in order to ensure
longer term inclusion (Mowat, 2015a; Mowat, in press b, Shakespeare, 2014, cited in
Mowat, 2023). NGs, by definition, are intended as a short-term intervention where pupils
spend part of the week in the group, while also maintaining some time within their

mainstream class.

In the ASL Review (SG, 2020), Morgan contends that inclusion is not just about a child’s

physical presence in the classroom or school. For children and young people to be included

16 Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) is the Scottish Government’s commitment to provide all children,
young people and their families with the right support at the right time. Policy information is available from
https://www.gov.scot/policies/girfec/
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in school, they need to be not only present but participating, supported and achieving (SG,
2019). Morgan stresses that to feel included children must experience the feeling of being
included as part of the school community and culture, that is made up of the “pattern of

small and large informal and formal interactions and relationships” (SG, 2020).

Children’s right to be present, to participate and to achieve within their local school has
been said to be the premise of inclusive education (Slee, 2018a). However, to include pupils
identified with ASN, schools must provide personal adjustments that respond to the
individual needs of pupils (SG, 2020). Nurture approaches have been welcomed to support
all pupils, and particularly some with ASN, by providing a focus on wellbeing, relationships
and the growth and development of children and young people (SG, 2020). It has been
found that Nurture approaches work particularly well when they are used within enhanced
provision in mainstream schools, where pupils can be supported with their individual needs

to develop core skills in literacy, numeracy, and health and wellbeing (SG, 2020).

In Scotland, additional funding, allocated directly to schools through the Pupil Equity Fund?’
(PEF), is targeted at helping to close the poverty-related attainment gap. Decisions on how
this funding is used is at the discretion of individual schools and their governing local
authority, and in some areas PEF funding is used to deliver NG provision for children from
low-income families who are struggling to engage with school learning. PEF funding forms
part of the Attainment Scotland Fund.'® Allocations to schools are based on the number of
pupils from P1 to S3 who are eligible and registered to receive free school meals (FSM), with
schools receiving around £1,200 per pupil. In Scotland, as all pupils in P1-P5 are now
provided with FSM, PEF funding allocation is calculated from 2014 FSM data proportionately

correlated to the current school roll.

17 The Pupil Equity Fund is additional funding in Scotland allocated directly to schools and used to close the
poverty-related attainment gap. National operational guidance is available from
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pupil-equity-fund-national-operational-guidance-2022/

18 The Attainment Scotland Fund supports educational recovery and is used to close the poverty-related
attainment gap. Information is available from https://www.gov.scot/policies/schools/pupil-attainment/
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Targeting inclusive education provision to families affected by poverty and deprivation is not
new. Since the 1960’s early education provision both within and outwith the UK has
targeted families of children living in poverty, (e.g. Sure Start, Family Learning Centres, UK;
High Scope Perry Preschool Project, Head Start Programme, US). These programmes aim to
address the effects of disadvantage in vulnerable children, who may otherwise enter
primary school without the skills that are required for classroom learning and at risk of
educational failure. These early years programmes and projects, by attempting to assist
vulnerable children to reach the equivalent developmental stage of their peers at school
entry age, anticipate that the need for children to repeat stages of schooling or to be
withdrawn from class for specialist teaching will be reduced. However, for some children,
this type of targeted provision is either not available or not engaged with, and it is these

children for whom NGs in primary schools were first developed.

1.4 Nurture Groups: early intervention for social, emotional and
behavioural needs

1.4.1 The history and rationale of Nurture Groups

NGs provide a recognised targeted early educational intervention in mainstream schools in
the United Kingdom for a specific population of children identified with SEBN (Seth-Smith et
al., 2010; Reynolds et al., 2009; Cooper & Whitebread, 2007; Cooper et al., 2001). The
groups were originally designed and introduced to primary schools in the late 1960’s by
Marjorie Boxall, an educational psychologist working with the Inner London Education
Authority. Boxall had become concerned by the increasing number of children being
referred to her who displayed social and behavioural difficulties that interfered with their
ability to meet the demands and expectations of the primary school classroom. She found
that these children had a combination of personality and learning difficulties, poor personal
organisation, and behavioural issues that resulted in their inability to engage with the
learning process offered by the standard mainstream infant class (Bennathan & Boxall,

1996, 2000; Boxall, 2002; Boxall & Lucas, 2010). At this time, Marjorie Boxall was working in
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an area of East London that was characterised by social upheaval. Many families were being
re-housed in this area following massive slum clearances, while others migrated there from
throughout the UK or arrived as foreign immigrants. As such, the area comprised a large

overcrowded, multicultural community, suffering severe stress, poverty and deprivation.

Boxall recognised that many of the children being referred to psychological services as a
result of their violent and disruptive behaviour in school classrooms were living in this
community in conditions of hardship and stress. Their families were affected by social and
environmental difficulties, often leading to broken relationships and resulting in complex
family structures. Boxall considered that the difficult and disruptive family circumstances of
these children held the key to understanding their behavioural issues. She surmised that if
parental stress had resulted in an erosion of nurturing care and support in the early years of
the child’s life, then those disrupted nurturing experiences could be responsible for
developmental difficulty in later years. Boxall was certain that missed early learning
experiences could therefore provide the explanation for the children’s current difficulties in
school. Working on the premise that missed early learning experiences could somehow be
re-created within the school environment, she designed the first NGs. Boxall uses the

following description of her intentions for the groups:

“The aim of the nurture group is to create the world of earliest childhood through
school, and through this build in the basic and essential learning experiences
normally gained in the first three years of life, thus enabling the children to
participate fully in the mainstream class, typically within a year.” (Boxall & Lucas,

2010, p4)

NGs allow specially trained teachers to meet children displaying developmental delay at
their own stage of development and re-create growth-promoting patterns of behaviour
within a safe environment. The emphasis within NGs is on “growth, not pathology”, with the

groups acting as a learning rather than a therapeutic intervention (Boxall & Lucas, 2010,
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p.11). The focus of the NG practitioners is on the environment, experiences and
relationships that support the children’s emotional, social and cognitive development,
providing them with the normal learning experiences of early childhood that they are
thought to have missed. Practitioners are encouraged to work forward through the normal
stages of development using a nurturing, early educational approach (Bennathan & Boxall,
1996, 1998, 2000; Boxall, 2002; Boxall & Lucas, 2010). This way of working and thinking is
said to encourage optimism, allowing the child to be assisted to move forward from the
developmental stage that they are at by reducing or removing barriers to learning. This
optimism removes the possibility of, or the need to, pathologise the child’s behaviour,

thereby removing any resultant negative connotations.

Although initially well received and seemingly successful, NGs underwent a period of decline
in the 1980’s, largely attributed to the publication of the Warnock Report (1978) on Special
Education Needs, which promoted fully inclusive educational practice and encouraged
schools to educate all children within mainstream classes. However, since the early 1990’s,
in the face of increasing SEBN identified in young children in primary schools, along with
revised educational policy, there has been a resurgence of interest in NGs. Many local
authorities across the UK now invest in this intervention and the number of NGs is
increasing, as pupils participating in the groups display successful outcomes in their SEB

functioning and learning attainment.

Across Scotland, there are a number of ways that NGs and nurturing principles have been
introduced to primary schools through policy and practice. In addition to the provision of
NGs that provide targeted support, in recent years a wider nurturing approach has been
promoted in schools and early learning settings that aims to support the needs of a wider
group of children and young people (Education Scotland, 2023). This nurturing approach is
supported by policy documents and locally developed resources and models of good

practice.
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The research for this thesis was carried out in NGs that offer targeted support for children
based on the NG model developed by Marjorie Boxall at the inception of the intervention; a

model that continues to operate in many schools in the UK today and is considered below.

1.4.2 Children for whom the Nurture Group is recommended

By the time of primary school entry, at four to five years of age, there is an expectation that
children will have already accomplished the skills that they require to engage with learning
in a mainstream class. Where children are found to experience difficulty integrating to
mainstream classes their social and developmental functioning may be assessed and, in
some schools, their suitability to benefit from NG intervention will be considered where this
is provided. As previously highlighted, the term SEBN encompasses a range of behaviours
and is open to various definitions. This study will concentrate on the particular cohort of
children, referred for NG intervention, who are said to be displaying SEBN as defined by
their Boxall Profile (BP) assessment (Bennathan & Boxall, 1998). The BP is the standardised
NG assessment measure; a combined diagnostic and planning tool that considers the
behaviours that interfere with educational engagement alongside the unmet developmental
needs of the child. The premise of the BP is that as a starting point for successful
engagement in school learning, the child, regardless of chronological age, must display
appropriate development across five areas of basic need in order to organise their
experience (Boxall, 2002; Boxall & Lucas, 2010). These basic needs form the first five

measures of the BP:

Give purposeful attention
Participate constructively
Connect up experiences

Show insightful involvement

m o 0 ® 2

Engage cognitively with peers

The BP aims to identify areas of developmental need for individual children, thereby

allowing NG practitioners to plan activities and interventions that aim to address their
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needs. Children who are referred to NGs are likely to have multiple and complex socio-
emotional needs and may present accompanying features, such as difficulties with speech

and language or motor coordination (Boxall, 2002).

NGs were originally designed for children who, on entry to primary school, were found to be
functioning socially, emotionally and cognitively at the expected developmental level of a
child below the age of 3 years. The reasons for this poor developmental gain were thought
to stem from deprivation of early nurturing care in infancy that allows constructive and
organised developmental progress to be made (Boxall & Lucas, 2010). The NG founders
propose that there is a clear differentiation between ‘nurture children’ and ‘children who

need nurturing’*®, both of whom may be supported in the NG.

1.4.2.1 Nurture children

Nurture children are said to be the children for whom the NG intervention was originally
designed. These children, at the stage of primary school entry, are found to be functioning
at a level below the age of three years. For older children, they are said to be functioning at
a level that is at least two or three years below their chronological age. All nurture children
will display considerable SEBN on BP measures (Boxall & Lucas, 2010). The BP was
conceptualised from the following observations of nurture children provided by NG teachers

(Boxall & Lucas, 2010):

e Nurture children do not engage appropriately with adults. The children are unable to
form appropriate or meaningful relationships with adults, displaying lack of trust,
immaturity and in some cases indiscriminate displays of affection. They may

disregard the teacher, respond mechanically and resist forming relationships or form

1% The terms ‘nurture children’ and ‘children who need nurturing’ were initiated by Marjorie Boxall to describe
the needs of different children in the NG. They reflect historical usage and are used in this thesis to be true to
the conceptualisation of Boxall’s approach. In present times, these terms may be viewed to be stigmatising
and children would not be referred to in this manner. The terms are discussed in this chapter and where they
are used throughout this thesis they represent Marjorie Boxall’s descriptions and understanding of children’s
needs.
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immature or inappropriate bonds. The children do not make normal eye contact and
either look away or look towards the teacher without giving attention to either

person or object.

e Nurture children have limited resources and lack basic competencies. Within the
mainstream class, nurture children show SEBN and do not engage effectively in
classroom activities. They display poor developmental skills in both their physical
and communicative expression and are unable to participate appropriately in

constructive play.

e Nurture children have limited social skills and poor peer group relationships. The
children are unable to form and maintain relationships with their peers, often
displaying destructive and antisocial outbursts. They do not have the skills to share,
cooperate and take turns, or to engage in effective communication with others, and

their play is characterised by lack of tolerance and frustration.

e Nurture children are depressed in their functioning or distressed in more overt ways.
The children are untrusting and insecure with a lack of confidence and poor self-

esteem. Some show distress in self-destructive or obsessive behaviour.

Additionally, perceptual-motor difficulties are found more commonly in nurture children
than in the general school population, and in younger nurture children there is a higher
incidence of speech and language difficulties. NG theory explains the children’s difficulties
as stemming from poor early learning opportunities. This is thought to be the result of
“limited or impaired attachment experiences” in the early years, “inadequate play and
communication with the parent/carer in later infancy” and “restricted or impaired
opportunity to give purposeful attention and to investigate, explore and play” (Boxall &
Lucas, 2010, p.202). These disturbances to early childhood experience are explained as the

result of loss, bereavement, trauma or crisis within families.
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1.4.2.2 Children who need nurturing

There is a further group of children who are thought to also benefit from NG provision but
who are not nurture children as described above. These children are reported by Boxall &

Lucas (2010) to fall into five broad groups, summarised here:

1. Children from families under long-term stress. Stress in the home may consist of, for
example, chronic illness of a parent or sibling. These circumstances restrict the
attention that is available to others and limit the child’s normal developmental

experience with their parents.

2. Children who have experienced or are experiencing trauma. This usually relates to
the loss of a primary attachment relationship through a traumatic event that results
in the child’s inability to engage in the normal classroom experiences. The child may
seem traumatised, anxious, angry or show obsessional behaviour. Often they will be
dis-interested in classroom activities and unresponsive, with an impaired capacity to
play. Their loss has affected their personal identity, which impacts on their

behavioural functioning.

3. Bereaved children. Children who are bereaved can feel a sense of responsibility and
blame, brought about by a parental withdrawal of interest and affection. Parents
who have lost a child can display an intensity of protective attachment towards
remaining children that can disrupt the child’s sense of identity. These children may
be placed in a nurture group with careful consideration to the group dynamics to
ensure that the child can be adequately supported, or they may be referred to

another form of school-based support.

4. Children who are well cared for but whose parents are involved in time- and interest-
consuming work. These children often have to cope with many transitions and the
loss of familiar support that can lead to confusion, resentment and anger. They may
benefit from the support and attention that can be provided by the nurture group or

another school-based resource.

5. Children whose parents have refused psychotherapy. Some children who are referred

for psychotherapy may not be supported to attend by their parents, but parents
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may, in this instance, sometimes reluctantly accept a part-time nurture group place
for their child, which can go some way towards providing a safe place for the child to

express their feeling and emotions.

Children who need nurturing are said to differ from nurture children in their level of
development (Boxall & Lucas, 2010). While nurture children are developmentally operating
below the expected level of a 3-year old, children who need nurturing have reached the
normal developmental level for their chronological age but are in need of some sort of
additional social and emotional support. There is a distinction to be made between ‘nurture’
needs and ‘nurturing’ needs that is largely defined by the child’s cognitive competence
(Boxall & Lucas, 2010). The labelling of children in such ways could, however, be deemed to
be stigmatising. The researcher views the terminology as problematic, however these terms
are used throughout this thesis to draw attention to the differing needs of pupils within NGs

and to provide suitable reference to Boxall’s philosophy.

Nurture classes are carefully designed using the children’s BP scores to ensure that all
children referred to the NG will have the opportunity to benefit from the group dynamics.
Children communicate their needs in different ways and the group would not work if all of
the children were loud and disruptive, or if they were all quiet and withdrawn. The NG
teachers therefore will try to achieve a good balance of needs so that each child will feel
secure and valued as a member of the group to give them the best possible chance of
success. Children who have long-term needs or diagnosed conditions, such as Autism
Spectrum Disorder, are not usually recommended for NGs due to the short-term duration of
the intervention (typically two to three terms) being unable to meet their longer-term
needs. However, in some instances, particularly pre-diagnosis, the NG may be able to offer

short-term support where this is deemed appropriate (Boxall & Lucas, 2010).
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1.4.3 The Nurture Group model

1.4.3.1 The Classic Boxall Nurture Group

The classic Boxall NG model provides the opportunity for up to ten to twelve children to
learn in a small classroom setting, with two members of staff who have been specially
trained in nurturing principles. Traditionally, NGs are staffed by a qualified teacher and
teaching assistant, however it is not uncommon for modern NGs to be led by two
teaching/pupil support assistants or early years practitioners who have received nurture
training. The children attending NGs remain on the register of their mainstream class. In full-
time NGs they will register with the class each morning, spend break and lunch times with
their mainstream classmates and half a day per week in the mainstream classroom. The
remainder of their time is spent in the NG, where they receive curricular teaching in

addition to nurturing experiences appropriate to their individual stage of development.

The size of the NG is carefully controlled to allow a balance of individual and group
experience, providing opportunities for close individual pupil and teacher contact in
addition to group learning experiences. NGs accommodate boys and girls in a mixed group,
although the nature of the referral criteria means that there are often more boys in the
group than girls. Pupils may be referred into a NG from the same school year group or
across mixed years, but the group will operate within certain parameters (typically 5-8 years
of age). Each child is assessed, not only on their suitability for the intervention, but on the
effect that their admission to the group will have on the other pupils in the group, with
importance placed on balancing the mix of pupils who display acting-out or disruptive

behaviour with those who are quiet and withdrawn.

The NG offers holistic provision, where the intuitive understanding and responsiveness of
the NG teachers is a vital element. NG practice is informed by six clearly defined principles

(Lucas et al., 2006):
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Children’s learning is understood developmentally

The classroom offers a safe base

Nurture is important for the development of self-esteem*
Language is understood as a vital means of communication

All behaviour is communication

SANE L S o

Transitions are significant in the lives of children

*NG Principle 3 is now recognised by Nurture UK (2023) and Education Scotland (2023) as

‘Nurture is important for the development of wellbeing’.

These principles underpin the work of Nurture UK (formerly the Nurture Group Network), a
registered charity operating across the UK to promote research and development of NGs
and maintain the quality of their delivery. Nurture UK work to improve understanding of
the connections between early childhood development and school learning through
research, training and publications and aim to ensure that the nurture approach is available

to all school children who need it.

1.4.3.2 Nurture Group variations

Outwith the confines of the classic Boxall NG model described above, NG variations operate
in primary schools and in other settings, such as nursery schools, secondary schools and in
the community. In recent years, NG variations have been established in other countries,
most significantly in Malta. Four different types of NGs are identified by Cooper &
Whitebread (2007):

1. The classic Boxall NG conforms to the model outlined by Marjorie Boxall whereby
ten to twelve children attend the NG for nine half days out of ten, with the NG being

run by a teacher and a teaching assistant trained in NG principles.
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2. New variation NGs, adhering to the theoretical principles of the classic Boxall model
but structurally differing by number of children, location, composition and time
spent in the group. Many of these new groups operate part time with children
attending as little as one half day per week. [It has become apparent in recent years

that there are groups in this category that operate for shorter time periods].

3. Social and developmental groups using the name ‘NG’ but not established as part of
the school’s primary curriculum, these groups often take place outwith school hours
and are led by non-teaching staff. The groups do not adhere to the Boxall NG
principles or promote educational attainment as their objective, placing their

emphasis on social development.

4. Aberrant NGs, which use the NG name but contravene the Boxall NG principles and

do not assist developmental or academic gains.

This thesis will focus on NGs that adhere to the Boxall NG principles to inform their practice,
including both Classic Boxall NGs and New Variation NGs. The focus will be confined to
primary school settings, including those that incorporate a nursery class. NGs have, in recent
years, been introduced to some secondary schools, however these groups use an adapted
NG model and BP assessment and fall outwith the parameters of this study. An increased
awareness of nurturing principles in educational policy and practice, with some schools
classifying themselves as ‘nurturing schools’ will be discussed in light of the findings from

this study.

1.4.3.3 The Nurture Group classroom

The physical location of the NG classroom within the body of the mainstream school is
highlighted as an important feature for inclusive practice, allowing children in the NG to
maintain contact with their peers (Boxall & Lucas, 2010). The NG classroom is designed and
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organised in a manner that aims to provide a secure base, thereby containing the anxiety of
pupils. Within the NG, educational and domestic experiences are balanced, with the aim of
supporting pupils to develop relationships with NG staff and peers and providing

opportunities for emotional and cognitive development.

In order to provide this unique balance of cognitive and domestic experiences the NG
classroom layout typically resembles a nursery classroom. Areas of the room are set out for

specific purposes and encourage small group activity, with common features including:

1. A Welcome Corner where the children assemble when they arrive in the NG. This
area usually contains a sofa or other comfortable seating, a rug and cushions or
beanbags, set out to resemble the living area of a family home. Often this area
doubles as a story corner, where a bookshelf provides colourful picture story-books
for shared reading and individual enjoyment.

2. A House Corner equipped with a small table and chairs, play kitchen and food, dishes
and cooking equipment. This area provides opportunities to engage in domestic
experiences and may also include child-sized versions of other items commonly
found in the home, such as a vaccum cleaner, dustpan/brush, washing machine,
iron/ironing board, or baby doll/cot/high chair.

3. A Craft Table where the children will find materials to draw, paint, model and create
different kinds of artwork.

4. A Learning Area with desk and chair, such as may be found in a school classroom.
This is an area where the children can engage with table-based games and activities,
or take part in curriculum-based class work.

5. A Snack Table where everyone in the NG can come together to share breakfast or
snack. The snack table feature is one of the most integral features of the NG
classroom and provides an opportunity for children to learn to listen, share and take

turns while enjoying the preparation and nourishment of a healthy snack.
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1.4.3.4 The Nurture Group structure and routine

The amount of time that pupils spend in the NG varies across schools and it is yet to be
established whether the amount of time that pupils spend in the NG each week, or the
duration of the NG placement, affects their progress. Across the UK, NGs offer placements
for pupils from as little as one hour per week to as much as nine half days per week,
however regardless of time spent in the NG, consistent structure and routine are promoted
as an important feature. NGs are designed as a short-term intervention that forms an
integral part of the school, with the complete reintegration of pupils to their mainstream

class intended after two or three terms.

Boxall (2002) promotes that the NG provides a safe and secure environment suitable for
promoting social, emotional and cognitive development, where belonging, routines and
clear boundaries sit alongside a variety of broad-based experiences (Boxall, 2002). A reliable
and consistent approach to each session is promoted, with NG staff providing highly
structured opportunities within a routinised learning environment, allowing pupils to learn
at a slow-moving pace appropriate to their individual stage of development (Boxall & Lucas,
2010). Consistency within each session helps pupils to quickly learn the routine and to
anticipate the nature and order of the activities that will take place each time they are in the
NG. As they become more confident, emotionally secure and resilient, the pupils’ capacity
for cognitive learning is increased. Children identified with SEBN are routinely characterised
by poor organisation, inattentiveness and high anxiety, and the NG is said to afford them a
structured experience of attachment and support that in turn assists them to learn (Bailey,

2007).

Within the NG, ordinary experiences take place within a containing and safe environment
that is said to have both therapeutic and educational value (Doyle, 2003). Individual NGs
may differ in the specific educational and domestic experiences that they provide, however
NGs, informed by common principles, tend to follow a similar routine with many

opportunities for shared experience a common feature of all groups. For example, it is
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normal practice for NGs to offer snack time, circle time and a group challenge which,
although may differ in format between NGs, maintain consistent purpose and intended
outcomes. Repeated and consistent routines using language to express feelings,
encouraging interaction and promoting sharing and taking turns are features common to all
NGs. Engaging in the same activities repeatedly, in the same environment, fosters
responsibility and independence in the child through growing confidence in their own
ability. Within NG routines, behavioural expectations are understood and there is less room

for argument, therefore reducing stress in both the children and the adults (Boxall, 2002).

Vulnerable children, such as those referred to NGs, often have chaotic and unpredictable
home lives and may encounter many transitions in terms of both people and places,
resulting in difficulty with negotiating changes to their routine. Such unpredictability can
create stress, however a positive school environment can help children to build resilience
and ameliorate the effects of stress in their lives (Southwick et al., 1997). Children displaying
SEBN who are considered to be suitable for NG intervention are assessed using the Boxall

Profile prior to entry to the NG.

1.4.4 The Boxall Profile

The Boxall Profile (BP) is a standardised teacher-rated assessment tool, designed to identify
emotional barriers to learning, plan focused NG intervention and measure change and
progress in individual children. The BP works in tandem with NG intervention to provide
assessment of children’s SEB issues combined with a tailored solution to address them.
When NGs were first developed, their founder Marjorie Boxall was instrumental in training
the staff who worked in the new NGs to understand children’s maladaptive behaviour as an
expression of their underlying distress. Working as an educational psychologist, Boxall
actively shared her knowledge and understanding of child development with NG staff. Over
time the NG teachers grew in their experience and gained further insight into the barriers to
learning experienced by nurture children and the reasons for their behaviour. They wanted

to be able to investigate these barriers more closely and to find a way to measure the
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progress of pupils attending their groups and it was from this desire that Boxall designed the

BP (originally known as the Diagnostic Developmental Profile).

The BP was first standardised in 1984 and re-standardised in 2017 to produce an updated
version, BP2017. Following re-standardisation, BP2017 shows slightly different norms for
some strands, which may be accounted for by changes in children’s actual developmental
norms, or the fact that in 1984 the standardisation sample included children from ages
three to eight years, while the updated version includes children from ages four to eleven
years. Nurture UK recommends that practitioners and teachers start using the BP2017,
other than for children whose baseline measure had already been obtained using the
original BP. To assess the impact of intervention it is important that the same measure is

used at beginning and end?°.

Boxall describes the structure and content of the BP as relying on the intuitive
understanding of staff and not on any particular theoretical position, although the
behavioural descriptors follow closely the developmental theories of John Bowlby and Jean
Piaget. The BP consists of two sections, the Developmental Strands and the Diagnostic
Profile, each comprising thirty-four statements that provide a comprehensive description of
‘competently functioning children’. For both the Developmental Strands and the Diagnostic
Profile the statements are coded and combined in groups to form descriptive measures of
functioning. These measures are further categorised into clusters, two within the

Developmental Strands and three within the Diagnostic Profile.

1.4.4.1 Boxall Profile Section I: Developmental Strands

The BP Developmental Strands measure the child’s progress through the stages of pre-

school development by identifying their level of social, cognitive and behavioural skills that

20 In this study the measure used was the orginal 1984 standardised Boxall Profile
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are considered by Boxall to be a requirement for school learning. Identification of strengths
and weakness in these developmental areas allows NG staff to plan focused individual
support for pupils. The premise of these measurements is that in order for children to learn
purposefully in the classroom they must have successfully completed the pre-school stage
of development and learning, thus allowing them to move forward to positive school-based
learning. There are two clusters of measures in this section, Organisation of Experience and
Internalisation of Controls, with each cluster comprising five strands that altogether include
the 34 coded statements. Each statement is scored by mainstream teaching or support staff,
usually the child’s class teacher, based on their observations of the child over time, on a

scale from 0-4 using the following descriptors:

0: Does not arise, not relevant
1: Not really or virtually never
2: To some extent

3: At times

4: Yes, or usually

An example of a statement taken from the ‘gives purposeful attention’ strand, which falls
within the Organisation of Experience cluster, is “Listens with interest when the teacher
explains something to the class.” This statement has a coding letter ‘A’ and the other
statements are similarly coded, from A to J. Sub-clusters coded A-E are clustered under the
heading Organisation of Experience and sub-clusters F-J are clustered under the heading
Internalisation of Controls. The descriptions and coding for each sub-cluster and their cluster

allocation are detailed in Table 2.
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Table 2. Developmental strands: clusters and sub-cluster description and coding

()
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Developmental Profile Cluster Sub-cluster description

Cluster 1: Organisation of Experience | Gives purposeful attention

Participates constructively

Connects up experiences

Shows insightful involvement

Engages cognitively with peers

Cluster 2: Internalisation of controls Is emotionally secure

Is biddable and accepts constraints

Accommodates to others

Responds constructively to others

|7 |T|MmMmMO|O|®|>

Maintains internalised standards

When each of the statements have been scored by the teacher, they are allocated through a
cluster analysis to a sub-cluster (strand) that provides a descriptive measure of the child’s
functioning. The strand scores are then totalled and plotted on the BP histogram. Each
strand A-J has a maximum score of between 8 and 20, with irregularity in the maximum
scores due to variation in the number of statements included in the scoring for each strand.
Within each histogram column, a shaded area represents the “range of average scores in a
sample of competently functioning children” (Bennathan & Boxall, 1998) that defines the
level within which children in the 3-8 age range have been determined to be functioning
where levels of SEB need are not established. This range allows comparison to be made

between the child for whom the Boxall Profile is being completed and the ‘average’ child?!.

A high score on the Organisation of Experience cluster describes a child who is organised
and attentive and who shows purposeful and constructive involvement with people, events
and ideas. A high score on the Internalisation of Controls cluster is said to describe a child
who is emotionally secure, can make constructive, adaptive relationships and has the

internalised control necessary for social functioning (Bennathan & Boxall, 1998).

21 |n the later analysis sections of this thesis, the range of scores that relate to the ‘average’ or ‘competently’
functioning child are reported as the Average Functioning Child (AFC) scores.
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1.4.4.2 Boxall Profile Section II: Diagnostic Profile

The BP Diagnostic Profile measures behaviours that are thought to inhibit or interfere with
the child’s satisfactory involvement in school. These behaviours are considered to be the
outcome of impaired learning in the early years and provide insight into the child’s
difficulties. There are three clusters of measures in this section, Self-limiting features,
Undeveloped behaviour and Unsupported development. The Self-limiting features cluster
comprises two strands, the Undeveloped behaviour cluster comprises three strands and the

Unsupported development cluster comprises five strands.

As with the Developmental Strands, each statement is scored by the teacher using the same
scale of ratings from 0-4. An example of a statement from the Disengaged strand, which
falls within the Self-limiting features cluster, is “Oblivious of people and events; doesn’t
relate; is ‘out of contact and can’t be reached.” This statement has the coding letter ‘Q’ and
other statements are similarly coded from Q to Z. Strands Q-R are clustered under the
heading Self-limiting Features, strands S-U are clustered under the heading Undeveloped
Behaviour and strands V-Z are clustered under the heading Unsupported Development. The

strand descriptions and corresponding coding are provided in Table 3.

Table 3. Diagnostic strands: clusters and sub-cluster description and coding

0
o
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Diagnostic Profile Cluster Sub-cluster description

Cluster 1: Self-limiting Features Disengaged

Self-negating

Cluster 2: Undeveloped Behaviour Makes undifferentiated attachments

Shows inconsequential behaviour

Craves attachment, reassurance

Cluster 3: Unsupported Development Avoids/rejects attachment

Has undeveloped insecure sense of self

Shows negativism towards self

Shows negativism towards others

Ni<|x|g|<|c|H|v|=|0

Wants, grabs, disregards others

Also in keeping with the Developmental Strands, each strand Q-Z on the BP has a maximum

score of between 8 and 20. The shaded areas that represent the scores of competently
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functioning children in this histogram are, in contrast to the Developmental Strands,
towards the lower end of the graph, with a higher score indicative of more disruptive or
inhibitive behaviours. The aim of the NG is therefore to reduce the scores across the

Diagnostic Profile.

The BP Diagnostic Profile is intended to assist teachers to look at the child with new eyes, to
imagine how the world appears from inside the child’s head, and to consider what
experiences and circumstances may lie behind their maladaptive behaviour (NGN, 2015).
The Diagnostic Profile works together with the Developmental Strands to help the teacher
to understand possible reasons for the child’s developmental scores. For example,
Bennathan & Boxall (1998) suggest that a high score in the cluster of Unsupported

Development is indicative of a profound lack of early nurturing care.

The BP is typically completed as an assessment tool for children prior to entry to the NG and
then at regular intervals to monitor the child’s progress and to assess their readiness for
reintegration to the mainstream class. The BP is usually completed by the child’s
mainstream class teacher and, despite its subjectivity, it is widely regarded as a reliable
measure and is found to have a high level of concordance with the Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire (SDQ) (Couture, Cooper & Royer, 2011). However, making sense of the BP
requires teachers to have a clear understanding of child development and use of the Profile,
such as that found in the nurture training detailed below (Section 1.4.5.1). There has been
some debate around the competence of teachers to interpret what could be viewed as a
medical or therapeutic tool (NGN, 2015). The BP holds a unique claim as a tool to both
assess developmental delay and behavioural barriers to learning, in addition to providing an
intervention planning system for practitioners. Although reportedly correlated with the SDQ
and measuring reasonably comparable constructs in children with behavioural needs
(Couture, Cooper & Royer, 2011), the BP stands apart as an educational instrument for
planning and monitoring intervention as opposed to a simple screening tool. Created by and

for educators, the BP identifies pupils’ strengths and difficulties that could affect their

49



learning, and supports NG practitioners to develop strategies and techniques to help pupils

reach their full potential (Nurture UK, 2023).

1.4.5 Professional training and accreditation

1.4.5.1 Training for Nurture Group professionals

Specialist training for NG professionals is highlighted as a key component of the successful
establishment and delivery of NG intervention (Sloan et al., 2016). Training, publications and

resources to support NG provision are provided by Nurture UK (www.nurtureuk.org).

The Theory and Practice of Nurture Groups training (Nurture UK) provides practitioners with
a comprehensive understanding of the theory of nurture, and its significance and
implications for good practice. The 3-day training course is credit rated by the Scottish
Credit Qualifications Framework (SCQF) and is delivered online. Successful completion of
the training, learning activities and assessed assignment leads to the award of 13 SCQF
points at Level 8. The training is suitable for those who intend to establish a NG,
practitioners working with children with social, emotional and behavioural needs, and staff
wanting to embed a nurturing ethos in their education setting. Key topics covered in the

course include:

1. The Six Principles of Nurture

e The relevance of early childhood experiences on the learning, development, and
wellbeing of children and young people.

e How attachment theory and neuroscience underpin the Six Principles of Nurture and
nurture practices.

2. The Boxall Profile
e The theoretical basis for The Boxall Profile.

e How to undertake a Boxall Profile Assessment and interpret its findings to plan a
response to pupils’ needs.
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Nurture UK highlight the importance of training in the theory and practice of NGs to enable
safe, structured environments in educational settings, designed to bridge the gap between
home and school and create positive attachment to school. This specialist training helps NG
professionals to establish and maintain explicit, uniform and predictable routine within NGs,
supported by their knowledge and understanding, using evidence-based activities and
practice. In addition to the above training, Nurture UK offer a series of webinars to support
practitioners and settings deliver high quality nurture provision. The webinars provide:

e understanding and skills around the use of available resources to support staff

working with children
e improved knowledge and support for running a successful NG

e information and support to apply for accreditation.

1.4.5.2 Accreditation for recognition of good practice

Two awards are provided by Nurture UK to schools that evidence successful implementation
of nurture in their settings and fulfil certain quality criteria. The awards are assessed against
a set of quality and performance standards, using the Six Principles of Nurture and linked to

the use of the Boxall Profile assessment tool.

1. The Marjorie Boxall Quality Mark Award (MBQMA) provides recognition that a

school is running a NG in a way that follows best practice guidance and principles.

Schools applying for this award are assessed against the quality standards and their clearly
defined operational characteristics. The principles and characteristics are contained in the
‘classic Boxall’ model, informed by the work of Marjorie Boxall and trademarked by Nurture
UK in 2017. Essential criteria for the MBQMA includes “at least one member of NG staff
currently working with the children/young people must have completed Nurture UK Theory

and Practice of Nurture Group training and passed the related assignment” (Nurture UK,
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2022). Additionally, it is stated that it is desirable for more than one member of staff in the

establishment to have completed the training.

2. The National Nurturing Schools Award recognises schools that have created a whole-

school nurturing culture for the children and young people in their care.

This award is assessed against the National Nurturing Schools programme standards and
covers the areas of stakeholders, delivery and leadership. The award evidences the
implementation and embedding of a nurturing culture in a school that supports the social,
emotional and mental health needs of pupils, alongside academic study. Accreditation by
Nurture UK recognises specialist skills and good practice in NGs and schools, supporting

reflective practice and helping to building the evidence base.

1.4.5.3 Trauma Informed Practice

Accredited training for NG staff is grounded in understanding the effects of adversity in
childhood. In recent years, the Scottish Government has supported the development of the
Trauma Transformation Programme?? to promote and implement trauma informed practice
within Scotland. Being ‘trauma informed’ means recognising when someone may be
affected by trauma and taking this into account in developing and delivering practice.
Practitioners who are trauma informed respond to people who have experienced trauma in
a way that prevents harm, recognises and supports resilience and supports them to recover

(NES, 2023). Trauma Informed Practice is underpinned by the 5 R's:

» Realising how common the experience of trauma and adversity is
» Recognising the different ways that trauma can affect people

= Responding by taking account of the ways that people can be affected by
trauma to support recovery

22 https://www.traumatransformation.scot
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= Opportunities to resist re-traumatisation and offer a greater sense of choice
and control, empowerment, collaboration and safety with everyone that you
have contact with

= Recognising the central importance of Relationships

A Knowledge and Skills Framework and Practical Guidance Tool (NES, 2024) has been
developed to support organisations in Scotland, including schools, to improve
understanding of the impact of trauma on people’s lives and know how to respond.
Understanding and responding to adversity and trauma is embedded in NG theory and
practice (Bennathan & Boxall, 2000; Lucas, 2010), and the ‘5Rs’ of Trauma Informed Practice
are demonstrated in NG standards, such as the six principles of nurture, the BP and
accredited NG training. At the heart of both nurture and trauma informed approaches is a
focus on wellbeing and relationships, and a drive to support the growth and development of

children and young people (Education Scotland, 2024).

1.4.6 Description of a typical Nurture Group session

This section (1.4) has discussed NG rationale, models of NG practice, children who may
benefit from NG attendance, the Boxall Profile assessment tool, and training for NG staff. To
set the context for this study, a typical NG session for one of the schools participating in the

study is described below.

1.4.6.1 NG staff

The NG is staffed by two NG practitioners who have received specialist training in the
Theory and Practice of Nurture Groups (Nurture UK, see Section 1.4.5). This training is
important to ensure that NG staff have in-depth understanding of child development, socio-
emotional learning as a basis for school learning, nurture principles and evidence-based
practice. It is recommended that at least one member of NG staff has undertaken this

training, however in the schools participating in this study, the training was undertaken by
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all NG staff. Two members of staff are always in attendance in the NG. This ensure that they
can provide support for each other and allows them to model the positive, constructive

interaction that they aim to develop between pupils.

1.4.6.2 NG pupils

Pupils are selected to attend the NG from the observations of the mainstream class teacher,
suitability provided by the pupil’s Boxall Profile measure, and discussion between the
mainstream class teacher and the NG practitioners. When selecting pupils to attend the NG,
practitioners are careful to ensure a balance of pupil needs and behaviours that will support
effective operation of the group. The size of the NG is kept small (around 6 pupils based on
current need, up to a maximum of 10) to ensure that pupils can participate in a broad range

of activities, with opportunities to build positive relationships.

1.4.6.3 Session format

1. Welcome Time - Pupils and staff gather together in the story corner. NG staff lead an
introduction to the session that includes: What day is it? What is the date? How are
you feeling today? (pupils place a picture against their name to describe if they are
feeling happy, sad, sleepy and are invited to say why). One pupil is asked to hand out
the ‘Challenge Books’ (jotter containing written description of today’s challenge).
Pupil targets are identified and/or discussed. Each pupil reads out their challenge,

supported by staff, before the books are collected and put away.

2. Challenge Time — Pupils take part in a group activity with other pupils and NG staff
(board game, craft, creative play activity). Activities provide opportunities to practice
social skills and progress individual targets (sitting still, sharing, taking turns,
listening, completing a task). Activities are play-based and may include aspects of
curricular learning informed by discussions with mainstream class teachers.

However, the focus in the NG is on meeting early learning needs, particularly in
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social and emotional development. Pupils are supported to learn at their own
developmental level, with extra-curricular learning in the NG supporting them to

gain the skills that they need to be able to access the curriculum.

Free Play — Pupils choose an activity from a selection set out in the room (painting,
sand table, crafts, house corner, dressing up, construction toy, board and card

games). New experiences and the development of social skills are encouraged.

Snack Time — All pupils and NG staff gather together for toast, juice and conversation
at a table that is set by a pupil with a cloth, plates and cups. There is a rota for pupils
to help with preparation for snack time (setting the table, spreading the toast,
pouring the juice). Snack time is similar to a family breakfast and provides an
opportunity for pupils and staff to eat together, and for staff to model and pupils to
practice social skills. At snack time, everyone has the same food and drink and pupils
learn to wait, take turns, co-operate, listen and communicate in a relaxed, social

setting.

Challenge Books — Pupils remain at the snack table after the dishes are cleared away
to complete their Challenge Books (drawing a picture in their book on today’s page
and describing their picture to one of the NG staff). This is an individual activity,
which the pupil then shares with staff, bringing the opportunity to express themself

and explore their feelings or something that is important to them.

Free Play — A second opportunity for pupils choose an activity from a selection set
out in the room (painting, sand table, crafts, house corner, dressing up, construction
toy, board and card games). This provides pupils with an opportunity to return to

complete an unfinished activity or explore something new.

Conclusion — Pupils and staff work together to tidy away toys and collect anything to
take home (art or craft work). Pupils review with NG staff any targets that they have
been set (often receiving a sticker to place on their chart where progress has been

made) before returning to their mainstream classroom.
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1.4.6.4 Structure

The NG session is organised around the needs of a young child, offering structure and
routine within a slow-paced environment, where children can progress through the stages
of early developmental learning. The context aims to provide opportunities to build
supportive, trusting relationships with NG staff and peers through which social and
emotional development can flourish. NG staff who have received specialist training
understand the developmental experiences supported by NG intervention and their

relevance for meeting the requirements of mainstream classroom learning (Lucas, 2010).

1.4.7 Concerns and criticisms of Nurture Group interventions

Debate surrounding Nurture Group intervention was introduced in Section 1.3.4.3 of this
thesis, where the inclusion of pupils identified with SEBN in mainstream schools was
considered. This section extends discussion of the debate around the inclusive or exclusive
practice of NGs to consider wider concerns raised by NG critics and the responses of NG

theorists, which fall broadly into three areas.

The first of these areas relates to the potential opportunity costs or gains of NG
interventions. One of the key questions raised by NG sceptics is “What do Nurture Group
pupils lose when they are separated from their peers?” (Howes et al., 2002). Section 1.3.4 of
this thesis considers the inclusion of pupils identified with SEBN in mainstream schools and
highlights a lack of consensus within education of what inclusion means. Howes et al. (2002)
suggest that the NG itself does not deliver an inclusive form of provision and should not be
viewed as the complete and only answer to meeting the needs of pupils who are struggling
to learn in the mainstream class. Concerns are raised that the regular withdrawal of children
from mainstream classes to form a separate group removes opportunities for positive peer
influence and encourages the labelling of NG pupils as “naughty children” who deserve to
be isolated from other pupils (Howes et al., 2002, p.109). This form of labelling is more likely

to be prevalent in schools where NG pupils have limited interaction with their mainstream
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peers (Howes et al., 2002), with NGs most likely to be effective when they form part of the
mainstream school and are perceived as spaces that support the temporary transition of

pupils (Cooper & Tiknaz, 2005).

NG theorists focus the debate not on what NG pupils lose, but on what pupils, staff and the
whole school stand to gain through NG intervention in schools. Where effective links
between NG and school are promoted and maintained, children and staff across the whole
school are found to benefit from the whole school effects of a NG (Howes et al., 2002;
Cooper & Tiknaz, 2005). Included within this is the development of a whole school nurturing
ethos when a NG operates as part of the school (Lucas, 1999; Doyle, 2003; Sanders, 2007,
Binnie & Allen, 2003).

Boxall & Lewis (2010) contend that NGs mitigate against children’s disengagement from
school and support the principles of inclusion by allowing children to access the learning
curriculum at their own level of development, rather than according to their chronological
age. The Boxall NG model promotes NGs as short-term intervention, with the aim for
children to be reintegrated to their mainstream class after two or three terms in the NG. By
providing “temporarily separated transitional settings” where barriers to school learning are
removed or reduced, pupils are supported to cope with the demands of the classroom,
allowing them to remain in school (Cooper & Tiknaz, 2007, p.15). The view could therefore
be taken that short-term separation from their mainstream class can lead to long-term
inclusion for children who may otherwise be unable to remain and learn within mainstream

schools.

It has been suggested that removing children with SEBN from the mainstream classroom
may dilute teacher responsibility to adapt their teaching and the environment to suit the
needs of all learners. However, the opportunity that on-site NGs provide for mainstream
teachers to learn about supporting all pupils in their classrooms, including children with

developmental and behavioural needs, is identified as a potential whole school gain of NG

57



provision (Howes et al., 2002). Within the mainstream classroom setting, some pupils with
SEBN are unable to participate constructively with school learning and this can affect not
only their own learning, but the engagement of their peers. Mainstream classrooms support
children with a variety of different learning abilities and needs, and NGs can improve staff
resources and energy, helping school staff to meet the needs of all learners (Cooper &

Tiknaz, 2005).

A second area of debate relates to perceptions of child and parent vulnerability, with
criticism levelled at NGs around the use of language focused on individual vulnerability.
Bailey (2007) proposes that this type of language can serve to increase vulnerability and
disempower children, families and NG staff by exploiting family vulnerability, apportioning
blame and labelling children as deficient. Despite the claim that NGs focus on “growth, not
pathology” (Boxall, 2002, p. 10), Bailey (2007, p.17) contends that NGs adopt a “psycho-
medicalised language of risk” that situates individuals and families as dysfunctional and
measures growth against the parameters of “normal development”, “normal parenting”,
and “normal learning experiences”. The narrative that surrounds NGs relating to trauma,
attachment and self-esteem has been criticised for its over-reliance on a deficit model that
highlights individual vulnerability (Bailey, 2007) and encourages NG children to view
themselves as “fragile, uncertain and damaged” (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2008, cited in Colley,
2017). It has also been suggested that fostering deficit views of children and their families

within schools can act to further distance parents, by encouraging judgemental views of

staff and feeding into parents’ previous negative experiences with school (Kirkbride, 2012).

However, NGs are reported to provide opportunities for school staff to build positive
relationships with pupils and families due to the unique NG setting (Billington, 2012) and to
impact on the whole family by improving relationships between children and their parents
and siblings (Cooper & Tiknaz, 2007). A study by Sloan et al. (2020) found that NG staff are
proactive in seeking to build positive relationships with parents and carers, and the NG
setting provides unique opportunities to build and nurture these relationships. Positive

attitudes towards pupils with challenging behaviour, and families affected by challenging
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circumstances, are identified by Howes et al. (2002) when NGs are connected to school

through whole school policy and practice.

A third area of debate surrounds the financial cost of setting up and operating a NG. Some
schools and local authorities can view this as a barrier to the operation NGs in school
settings. Costs associated with running a NG include the initial set-up of the NG, ongoing
practical resources and staffing costs. The cost of NG provision has been estimated in some
publications, with examples provided of set-up and staffing costs (Colley, 2017) and cost per
child (Boxall & Lucas, 2010; Sloan et al., 2016). The costs associated with NG provision are
met by schools, and it can be difficult for schools to find funds to set up and maintain NGs

when school budgets are becoming increasingly tight (Nurture UK, 2021).

NGs are found to be cost-effective and to provide more economic sustainability compared
to other support provided for vulnerable children (Boxall & Lucas, 2010). An evaluation of
the impact and cost-effectiveness of NGs in Primary Schools in Northern Ireland suggests
that effective NG provision presents direct savings to the education system compared to the
estimated costs of providing other additional educational services to children with

behavioural needs (Sloan et al., 2016).

Despite evidence of the cost-effectiveness of NGs, these groups can struggle to survive in a
restricted financial climate in schools. As discussed in Section 1.3.4.3 of this thesis, in
Scotland some schools use their Pupil Equity Funding (part of the Attainment Scotland Fund)
to deliver NG provision for children from low-income families who are struggling to engage
with school learning. Nurture UK also promotes school fundraising and donations towards

the running of a NG, with access to resources to support schools in such ventures.
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1.5 Literature Review of Nurture Group processes and efficacy of
intervention

A literature review was conducted to examine the evidence to support NGs as an effective
in-school intervention for children displaying SEBN in mainstream schools and the processes
by which positive outcomes are achieved. The review concentrates on the evidence base for
NG intervention in primary schools and nursery schools in the UK in line with the focus for
this study. NGs have been introduced in some secondary schools and in some schools out
with the UK in the last two decades, informed by the evidence base developed from studies
in UK primary schools. Many of these NGs do not conform to the operating principles of the
classic Boxall NG and fall outwith the scope of this study. The following inclusion criteria

were applied to identify relevant studies:

1. The study should include enquiry of Classic Boxall or New Variant NGs.
2. The study should report primary research.

3. The study should investigate NGs operating in UK primary school, nursery class

within a primary school, or nursery school linked to a primary school.

4. The study should employ empirical enquiry to investigate the effectiveness of NGs

and/or the processes by which effects are achieved.

A search of the electronic databases, British Education Index, Education Database, ERIC,
Psycinfo, Medline, CINAHL and Web of Science, was conducted using the search term
‘nurture group* and the combined search terms ‘nurture group’/‘primary school*’ and
‘nurture group’/'nursery*’. As ‘nurture group’ refers to a specific intervention that is not
known by any other name in the UK, it was not deemed necessary to employ any further
search terms. Additional relevant literature was identified from further electronic searches,
from Nurture UK online research publications, and by following up internal citations and
references from the literature retrieved in the initial search. The search identified twenty-

two primary research studies for inclusion that are summarised below (Tables 4 & 5).
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Seven non-randomised controlled studies (Table 4) investigate the effectiveness of NGs, by
comparing outcomes of pupils identified with SEBN in NGs with outcomes of pupils
identified with SEBN in mainstream classes. The studies measure progress in social,
emotional and behavioural development and/or academic progress in full-time and part-

time NGs for pupils aged from four to fourteen years.

Each of the studies uses BP measures to show statistically significant improvement in SEB
functioning, with two of the studies also showing statistically significant improvement on
the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ). Two studies additionally found a
statistically significant improvement in academic attainment for NG pupils compared to
pupils identified with SEBN in mainstream classes. In addition to the seven controlled
studies, nineteen studies were identified that measured the effectiveness of NGs for
children identified with SEBN, but did not use control groups (Table 5). These studies are
typically smaller scale and use a variety of methods to measure improvement in SEB

functioning.
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Table 4. Nurture Group controlled studies

Author Year | Sample Focus Methodology Findings
Sloan et al. 2020 | Pupils, n=384 (298 SEB development and academic Assessment by BP, SDQ, school Positive stat.sig. improvements for pupils in
intervention, 88 control) | outcomes in NG pupils compared to assessment scores, school enjoyment intervention group across SEB outcomes, with

Schools with NG, n=30 control pupils with similar levels of measure. reductions in negative behaviours and increases in

Matched schools without | need and no NG intervention. prosocial behaviour. Limited evidence of change for

NG, n=14 control group.

Pupil ages, 5-6yrs Smaller, non-significant, change in enjoyment of
school. No evidence of effect for NGs on pupil’s
academic outcomes in literacy or numeracy.

Seth-Smith et | 2010 | Pupils, n=83 (44 Change in SEB functioning in NG pupils | Assessment by BP, SDQ & National Stat. sig. changes in NG pupils total SDQ scores and

al. intervention, 39 control)
Schools with NG, n=10
Schools without NG,
n=39

Pupil ages, 4-8yrs

compared to comparison pupils with
SEBD and no NG intervention.

Curriculum attainment measures in
literacy & numeracy at 0 & 23 weeks.

most strands of BP. Academic attainment, stat. sig.
improvement for both groups but more consistent
in NG pupils.

Reynolds, 2009 | Pupils, n=221 (117 Effects on SEB functioning and Pre test, post test 6 month interval, Stat. Sig. changes in NG pupils for all strands of BP
MacKay & intervention, 104 academic development in NG pupils assessment by SDQ, BP, BIOS, Baseline | and for BIOS. Improved academic attainment in NG
Kearney control) compared to controls in matched Assessment for Early Literacy. pupils.
Schools with NG, n=16 school with no NG.
Matched schools without
NG, n=16
Pupil ages, 5-7yrs
Scott & Lee 2009 | Pupils, n=50 (25 Effects on SEB functioning in NG pupils | Pre-mid-post test comparison by BP, Stat. Sig changes in NG pupils for BP. Gains in
intervention, 25 control) | compared to controls not attending literacy, numeracy and motor skills literacy, numeracy and motor skills not significant.
Schools, n=4 NG in same schools. assessment. Most significant gains in younger children.
NG, n=4
Pupil ages, 4-10yrs
Cooper & 2007 | Pupils, n=546 (359 Effects on SEB functioning, pupil Pre test, post test across 2 school terms | Stat. Sig. changes in BP for NG pupils in terms 1&2.
Whitebread intervention, 184 progress and whole school effects. using BP, SDQ. Parent questionnaire, BP not completed for controls. Control pupils with
control: 95 control with teacher & parent interviews. SEBD in schools with NG made greater progress
SEBD, 89 control without than controls with SEBD in schools with no NG.
SEBD) Groups in operation more than 2yrs sig. more
Pupil ages 4-14yrs effective.
Sanders 2007 | Pupils, n=26 (17 SEB and academic improvement and Interviews with 7 pupils, 6 staff, Sig. SEB gains on BP and reported academic

intervention, 9 control)
Schools with NG, n=3

whole school effects.

parents from 2 schools. Questionnaire
to 29 staff.

improvement. Younger pupils made better gains.
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Author Year | Sample Focus Methodology Findings
Schools without NG, n=1 BP, naturalistic observation.
Pupil age, Year R & Key
Stage 1

Cooper, 2001 | Pupils, n=342 (216 Effects on SEB functioning over 2yrs SDQ for all pupils, BP for NG pupils, Interim Results:

Arnold & Boyd

intervention, 64 control
with SEBD, 62 control no
SEBD)

Schools, n=25

Pupil ages, 4-10yrs

across whole group and across NG
variants, effects on whole school,
pupils and parental attitudes, effects
on parental approach to pupils.

Semi structured telephone interview
for parents, face to face interview for
pupils, National Curriculum assessment
and teacher perception.

Stat. Sig. changes on BP and SDQ for NG pupils.
Teachers perceptions of improved attainment,
parents perceptions of improved behaviour and
academic progress.
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Table 5. Nurture Group non-controlled studies

Author Year | Sample Focus Methodology Findings
Edmunds 2021 | NG pupils, n=16 Children’s views of their NG Semi-structured interviews, Pupils describe positive experiences in the NG that resulted in
Schools, n=4 experience. utilising photographs and pupil feelings of contentedness, capability and being valued. These
Pupil ages, 7-10yrs work to prompt conversation. feeling were related to having fun and more positive
perceptions of self, moving from ‘Il can’t do this’ to a better
awareness that ‘I can do this’. Findings suggest that NGs
support a sense of belonging and social identity.
Cunningham, 2019 | NG pupils, n=16 Impact of NGs on pupil social skills. Teacher & pupil report measures. | Positive reliable change for 9 pupils in teacher-rated
Hartwell & Schools, n=5 Thematic analysis of semi- perceptions of their social skills. No reliable change for 4
Kreppner Pupil ages, 6-9yrs structured interviews with pupils. | pupils. Negative reliable change for 3 pupils (regression in
(mean age 7.35yrs) social skills).
Pupils enjoyed attending the NG and perceived that the NG
helped them improve their social skills. Pupils reported
challenges engaging with peers outside of the NG in the
playground and mainstream classroom.
Gibb & Lewis 2019 | NG practitioners, Nurture practitioner insights on how | Semi-structured interviews, NG practitioners and NG pupils participate in a relationship
n=5 they make sense of their analysed using grounded theory. journey that leads to a close and trusting relationship. The
Schools, n=3 relationship with the nurture child. practitioner becomes attuned to the child’s needs and
Aims to identify what makes a emotions and this enables them to provide containment and
successful nurture relationship, and support to the child. Challenges encountered by practitioners
what challenges it. include increased emotional load that leads to practitioners
seeking their own containment.
Cubeddu & 2017 | NG, n=1 Study of teacher behaviour to Observation by researcher in NG The 6 attunement principles, both collectively and
MacKay NG teacher, n=1 identify differences in practice & mainstream classes. Two 60 individually, were used significantly more frequently and more
Mainstream between NGs and mainstream min. observations in each of 5 consistently in the NG than in the mainstream classes. Results
teachers, n=4 classrooms. Focus on frequency of settings gathered 10 hrs of suggest that teacher behaviour differs in terms of attunement
occurrence of each of 6 attunement | observations over 2 week period. between NG and mainstream settings.
principles.
Vincent 2017 | NG, n=1 Evaluation of effectiveness of Emotional literacy assessment pre | Reported improvement in pupil social skills, confidence,
School, n=1 recently established part-time NG. and post NG. Staff observation. academic engagement & behaviour. Developing emotional
Semi-structured interviews with literacy viewed as key to observed changes.
staff, parents & pupils).
Shaver & 2013 | NG pupils, n=33 Evaluation of impact of NG on Boxall Profile, semi-structured Sig. improvement in Boxall scores (15 out of 20 items). Pupils
McClatchey NG staff, n=5 pupils, teachers and schools. staff interviews, pupil focus reported positive experience of NG. Staff reported improved
NGs, n=3 groups. confidence, academic progress and behaviour in NG pupils,
Schools, n=3 and building attachment with adults. Improved school culture.
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Author Year | Sample Focus Methodology Findings
Billington 2012 | NG, n=5 catering for | Establishment of theoretical model Thematic analysis of teacher Positive accounts of pupils who may otherwise be perceived
pupils ages 5-11yrs for qualitative evaluation of NG narrative accounts. negatively, value of establishing good relationships with
practice, examines the meaning and parents. NG staff believe the NG offers unique opportunity to
experience of NGs. build positive relationships with pupils.

Bani 2011 | NG, n=4 Examination of NG teachers’ use and | Event-sampling observational Verbal praise was used twice as much as non-verbal praise
frequency of verbal and non-verbal approach, 60mins in each NG. NG | across the 4 NGs. Most common form of verbal praise was
praise. verbal and non-verbal praise or specific praise on pupil behaviour or work, constituting 53% of

behaviour was recorded at 60sec all types of praise used. Eye contact was the most common
intervals, along with pupil use of non-verbal praise. More children tend to continue with
responses. appropriate behaviour when praise is non-verbal.

Ofsted 2011 | NG=29 Efficacy of NGs, survey of provision. | Survey Improved behavioural and social skills of NG pupils.

Pupils=379 Academic attainment varied and was not as strong as socio-
Parents/carers=95 emotional gains and in some cases pupils were ‘falling
behind’.

Binnie & Allen 2008 | Pupils, n=36 Evaluation of part time NG. Within group repeated measures Sig. group improvement BP & SDQ and self-esteem on BIOS.

Schools, n=6 assessment with BP, SDQ, BIOS, Parents and staff report positive impact of NGs. Part time
Pupil age, mean 7yrs staff & parent questionnaire. model does not compromise NG gains.
2mths

March & Healy | 2007 | Parents, n=250 Parental perception of NGs. Questionnaire Parental support for NGs, belief of positive impact of groups

and improved parent/child relationship.

Kearney 2005 | Pupils, n=14 The Impact of NGs on self esteem. Pre-test post-test BIOS Stat.Sig improvement in group BIOS

NG=1
Control Group=1

Cooper & 2005 | Pupils, n=28 Perceived effects of NG on SEB BP, SDQ, 9 NG staff, 9 mainstream | SEB improvement, academic attainment and whole school

Tiknaz NG, n=3 functioning and academic teachers & 3 head teacher effects.
attainment. interviews.

Gerrard 2005 | Pupils, n=133 City of Glasgow NG pilot scheme BP, SDQ, staff questionnaire. Indicates positive outcomes and suggests stat. sig. gains can

NG, n=13 evaluation considering impact of Micro study using 2 control be made. Suggests behavioural changes made in less than 18
NGs on staff and pupils. schools. months.
Doyle 2005 | NG Pupil, n=1 Case Study of 1 NG pupil. Case Study SEB and academic improvement leading to successful
NG, n=1 reintegration in mainstream class.
Pupil age, 5yrs
Colwell & 2003 | NG, n=1 Compares self esteem enhancement | Observation and behaviour NG teachers create an environment that facilitates learning &
O’Connor Mainstream Class, strategies and teacher categorisation and frequencies. development. Suggests self-esteem is developed in climate

n=1

communication in NG and
mainstream class.

where child feels safe and valued.
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Author Year | Sample Focus Methodology Findings

O’Connor & 2002 | NG Pupils, n=68 Effectiveness & rationale of NGs. Pre test — post test measures on Sig. BP improvement, short-term improvements explained by

Colwell Schools, n=5 Developmental Diagnostic Profile | developmental catch-up as result of attachment to NG staff.
Pupil age, mean and longer term effects after 2yrs | Incomplete long-term data, for data available improvements
5.25yrs re-integration to mainstream. not maintained in half of sub-strands.

Bishop & Swain | 2000 | NG=1 Qualitative evaluation. Semi-structured interviews with Questions the efficacy and purpose of the NG in one specific

staff and parents. school. Suggests exclusion within mainstream schools may be
fostered under flag of inclusion.
Iszatt & 1997 | NG pupils, n=288 Monitoring and evaluation findings, | Collation of longitudinal findings 87% of NG pupils reintegrated to mainstream within one year,
Wasilewska Mainstream pupils, retrospective analysis of outcomes from studies of NG pupils from majority require no further SEN support.

non-matched, n=20

by interview.

1984 to 1998.
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Additionally, two systematic reviews on the effectiveness of Nurture Groups were examined
(Hughes & Schlosser, 2014; Bennett, 2015). The existing literature evidenced four recurrent
themes that are put forward by the authors as outcome measures and explanation for the

efficacy of the groups and these are discussed here.

1. Nurture Groups improve the social, emotional and behavioural functioning of pupils

Children who are referred for NG intervention are considered to display SEBN, and
improvements in SEB functioning remain the most commonly reported outcome measure
when assessing the efficacy of the groups (Bennett, 2015). Controlled studies on NG
outcomes are limited in number, totalling only seven studies across a twenty-year span from
2001-2020. Each of these comprised a non-randomised study comparing improvements in
social and emotional functioning between pupils identified with SEBN attending NGs and
pupils identified with SEBN in mainstream classes. All of the studies reported statistical
significance in the SEB development of NG pupils as measured by the BP (Sloan et al., 2020;
Seth-Smith et al., 2010; Reynolds, Mackay & Kearney, 2009; Scott & Lee, 2009; Cooper &
Whitebread, 2007; Sanders, 2007; Cooper, Arnold & Boyd, 2001). In addition, three studies
also reported statistically significant changes on total SDQ scores (Sloan et al., 2020; Seth-
Smith et al., 2010; and Cooper, Arnold & Boyd, 2001). The seven controlled studies are
summarised here chronologically to explore the trajectory of NG research and the value of

research findings to current understanding of NG efficacy.

Cooper, Arnold & Boyd, (2001)

This paper provides the first robust empirical evidence of the effectiveness of NGs, by way
of a summary of key findings from interim analysis of a national research study. The analysis
was conducted on quantitative and qualitative data of pupils’ performance in NGs over a
period of two school terms. Two hundred and sixteen NG pupils were compared with sixty-
four control pupils identified with SEBN and sixty two control pupils without SEBN, all
matched on age, gender and academic attainment. The age range is four to ten years.

Measures include the SDQ for all pupils and BP for NG pupils. Semi-structured telephone

67



interviews were conducted with parents and face-to-face interviews with pupils. Measures
also included National Curriculum assessment and teachers’ perceptions. The limitations of
this report are highlighted by the researchers and particularly emphasise that the study is
only half complete. Improvements that have been made cannot be assumed to be sustained
and conclusions cannot be drawn about the benefits of different types of NG. Despite this,
the interim results display statistically significant changes on the BP and SDQ for NG pupils,
along with teacher perceptions of improved attainment and parents perceptions of
improved behaviour and academic progress. The results are encouraging, not only for NG

pupils but for perceived benefits to the whole school when a NG is present.

Cooper and Whitebread, (2007)

Following the interim findings (Cooper, Arnold & Boyd, 2001) reported above, this paper
reports the conclusive findings from a large-scale national research study investigating the
social and educational outcomes associated with NG placement between 1999 and 2001.
Five hundred and forty six pupils aged between four and fourteen years of age were
studied, with three hundred and fifty nine NG pupils matched with ninety five control pupils
on age, gender, academic ability and SEBN, and eighty nine control pupils on age, gender
and academic ability (no SEBN). The focus of the study considered the effects of NG
intervention on SEB functioning, pupil progress and whole school effects. The design of the
study was pre-test, post-test across two school terms using BP and SDQ measures, parent
guestionnaires, and teacher and parent interviews. Statistically significant changes in BP
scores were found for NG pupils in terms 1 and 2, however the BP was not completed for
control pupils. Control pupils identified with SEBN in schools with a NG were reported to
make greater progress than control pupils identified with SEBN in schools without a NG,
pointing to the possibility that the presence of an effective NG provides benefits to children
displaying SEBN who do not attend the NG through the added value of work that these
schools do with the wider SEBN population. Qualitative data from this study indicates that
mainstream staff develop more nurturing approaches to pupils when they interact with NG

staff and observe the tangible benefits of NG attendance in their pupils.
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Sanders, (2007)

This paper presents the results of a NG pilot project that took place in primary schools in
Hampshire. Three schools were selected to establish a NG and to provide data about the
effectiveness of the NGs that would inform the development of nurturing approaches in
other schools. A comparison school with a well-established approach to supporting children
with SEBD was selected and matched for size, levels of social and economic deprivation, and
levels of SEN. Measures included the BP, interviews with pupils, parents and staff,
guestionnaire for staff and naturalistic observation. NG pupils made significantly greater SEB
gains compared to the comparison group. The greatest gains made by NG pupils were in the
Developmental Strand of the BP and the authors suggest that this indicates the pupils had
developed better skills to organise their experiences and control themselves. Although
significant progress was made in most areas measured by the BP, progress was not
significant in the strands R, S, U, Y and Z. The descriptors for these strands are: self-
negating, makes undifferentiated attachments, craves attachment and reassurance, shows

negativism towards others, and wants, grabs and disregards others.

Naturalistic observation in the NGs revealed improved concentration and levels of
engagement in NG children during play and academic tasks. They appeared to play more
purposefully, using planning and sequencing, and focusing their attention for longer periods.
They seemed to develop better coping strategies during their time in the group and showed
more willingness to accept adult requests. Teachers described the children who had been in
the NG as having an enhanced capacity for reflective behaviour, better problem-solving

abilities, and greater ability to accept boundaries and engage in turn-taking and sharing.

The study acknowledges the limitations of the small sample of seventeen NG pupils and
nine control pupils, with the control sample being poorly matched for SEBN scores on the
BP. Although this limits the validity and usefulness of the results, the authors report that the
findings show consistency with the studies of Cooper et al., (2001) and Iszatt & Wasilewska
(1997). The observation, interview and questionnaire data is subjective, relying on the

observations and interpretations of the researcher and the perceptions of staff, parents and
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pupils. However, the authors rightly assert that these perceptions offer valuable insight to
aid understanding of the ways in which NGs work. The study highlights important areas for
future research, notably the effectiveness of the intervention for pupils of different ages,
and the transmission of gains made by NG pupils between the NG and mainstream

environment.

Scott & Lee, (2009)

This study presents a pre-test, mid-test, post-test comparison of twenty five NG pupils and
the same number of controls, matched on age, gender and academic attainment. The pupils
were in the age range of four to ten years and were assessed over the course of one school
year. The study explores the ways that the traditional NG model can be altered while
continuing to deliver success in the promotion of social and emotional development, by

investigating pupils across a broader age range attending part-time NGs.

Pupils were assessed using the BP and baseline assessments in literacy, numeracy and
motor skills, with greater gains found in NG pupils than control pupils across all measures,
but only at a significant level across BP scores. The baseline assessment measures for
literacy were Concepts of Print (Clay, 1985, cited in Scott & Lee, 2009) and Phonological
Awareness and Early Reading Skills (West Dunbartonshire Council, 2006, cited in Scott &
Lee, 2009). The Simon Strategy (1989, cited in Scott & Lee, 2009) was used to provide
baseline assessment in early number skills and motor skills, and the Goodenough draw-a-
man test (Goodenough, 1926, cited in Scott & Lee, 2009) also provided baseline assessment

in motor skills.

Results displayed more significant gains across all measures for younger children than older
children, with the greatest gains being made in the first two terms in the NG. The
researchers suggest that the findings show part-time NG provision to be effective for
children with social and emotional needs, while highlighting the limitations of a part-time

provision for older children and the likelihood that extended exposure to the intervention is
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required for older children whose behaviours have become entrenched over a long period

of time.

Reynolds, MacKay & Kearney, (2009)

This Glasgow NG study assessed emotional and behavioural changes in NG pupils, along
with the effects on academic attainment. Using matched controls in schools with no NG,
and a pre-test, post-test six month interval quantitative assessment by SDQ, BP, Behavioural
Indicators of Self Esteem (BIOS) scale, and Baseline Assessment for Early Literacy, the study
compared 117 NG pupils with 104 pupils in mainstream classes. Sixteen schools with NGs
were matched with the same number of schools with no NG, based on number of pupils and
socio-economic status. The participants were matched for SEB functioning and were within

the age range from five to seven years.

The authors highlight the limitations of existing studies and attempt to address some of
these in this large-scale study, particularly by adopting a highly formalised procedure for
selecting controls. Pupils were assessed pre-test and post-test, with a time interval of six
months. Across all five clusters of the BP, significant benefits were shown for NG pupils
compared to the control group. The BIOS showed significant benefits for NG pupils
compared to controls, however there were no significant results measured by the SDQ. The
authors confirm the effectiveness of NGs to improve emotional and behavioural functioning.
This study provides the first large-scale research in NGs in Scotland and, despite some

limitations, provides encouraging results.

Seth-Smith et al., (2010)

This study comprised a non-randomised pre-test, post-test between-groups design to
compare children attending full-time NGs to a comparison group. Participants attended
mainstream infant and primary schools in semi-rural and outer city areas with high levels of
social and economic deprivation, and consisted of 44 NG pupils in 10 schools and 39

mainstream pupils in control schools. Participant ages ranged from 4 to 8 years and pupils
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with a learning difficulty or who spoke English as an additional language were excluded from
the study. The comparison group pupils were selected based on meeting the need for NG
attendance but being unable to attend due to schools lacking space, funding or staff.
Measures used for assessment were the BP, SDQ and the National Curriculum attainment in

Literacy and Numeracy.

The researchers report three sets of outcomes: SEB improvements measured by the BP, SEB
improvements measured by the SDQ, and academic achievement. The study shows good
matching of pupils across groups for gender and ethnicity, although the NG pupils were
younger and had lower levels of academic attainment at recruitment. When comparing
outcome variables, both of these influences are controlled for. SDQ scores showed no
decrease over time for both groups considered together, but the decrease for NG pupils was
greater by comparison to the control group. The total SDQ sub-scales for both groups
showed no change over time, however the change between baseline and end of
intervention was significantly greater in the NG pupils on 3 of the 5 sub-scales. NG pupils
declined in peer problems and increased in pro-social behaviour significantly more than the
comparison group. A significant time by group decrease of hyperactivity was found in NG
pupils but no change was found in conduct difficulties. There was no significant time by

group change on the emotional difficulties scale.

The findings from this study support the hypothesis that SEB functioning would improve in
NG children compared to the comparison group. In line with findings by Meltzer (2000), the
results show increasing levels of emotional difficulty and conduct problems in pupils not
receiving the intervention. However, contrary to expectations, improvements in emotional
or conduct problems in NG pupils were not identified. The researchers suggest that the
overall decrease in SEBN may be due to improved social skills, with improvements in
academic progress appearing to protect pupils from risk factors associated with academic
failure, such as low self-esteem. The NG pupils showed the most marked improvement in
social functioning, however it was not possible to determine whether these pupils were

originally characterised more by social difficulties than emotional and conduct difficulties, or
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whether emotional difficulties may have been addressed later with increased time spent in
the NG. Additionally, it is possible that emotional difficulties may not be accurately assessed
by the measures used. This study highlights improvements in social functioning as the main
mechanism of change in NGs but notes the limitations of the study, with the authors
suggesting further investigation of the attachment paradigm that informs the groups and
more sensitive measures to evaluate the different facets of SEBN improvement and identify
the key mechanisms of change. This would enable educationalists to build on the most

effective aspects of the groups.

Sloan et al., (2020)

This study reports the findings from a large-scale evaluation of the effectiveness of NGs in
improving outcomes for pupils identified with SEBN in Northern Ireland primary schools. A
sample of 384 pupils, aged 5-6 years, from 30 schools with NGs and 14 matched schools
with no NG participated in the study. The findings form part of a larger study that also
included secondary analysis of existing data from pupils who had previously participated in
NGs, qualitative interviews with key professionals, parents and pupils, NG observation and a
cost-effectiveness analysis. The findings from these additional measures are not reported.
The aim of the study was to determine the SEB and learning ability improvements for NG
pupils, both within the NG and after reintegration to their mainstream class. Additionally
the study was concerned with the cost-effectiveness of NGs in achieving their objectives.

The NGs studied included 10 established groups and 20 recently established NGs.

Matched schools included in the study had below average attendance levels, below average
attainment at ages 5-6yrs and 10-11yrs, above average number of pupils with SEN, and
above average percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals, matching the criteria for
schools receiving NG funding. Measures included the BP, SDQ, school routine attainment
score recording on communication, mathematics and ICT, and self-report of pupil
enjoyment of school using a bespoke Likert-scale measure of 11 aspects of school. For

analysis purposes, data from the two intervention groups were combined to improve
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comparison between intervention and control groups, accounting for the differences in

existing and new NGs.

Findings display clear and consistent evidence of SEB improvement for NG pupils compared
to those in the control group on both the BP and SDQ. Large effects were found on both the
Development Strand and Diagnostic Profile of the BP. On the SDQ, large effects were found
on the Total Difficulties and Prosocial Behaviour scores. Positive effects were not displayed
on the SDQ Conduct problems, Emotional symptoms, Peer problems and Hyperactivity
scores. Exploration of pupil-level variables suggests that positive effects of NGs were found
for pupils regardless of individual characteristics of gender, age, first language, social
deprivation, behaviour at entry to group and whether they were ‘looked after’ or known to
social services. Although pupils made positive improvement regardless of their baseline

score, those pupils who had lower baseline scores were found to make greater progress.

This study provides a significant contribution to understanding the effects of NGs on SEB
functioning through detailed analysis of a large-scale study. A significant new contribution
to the literature is provided by evidence that suggests NGs achieve the highest effects for
pupils with the greatest SEB need on entry to the NG. The authors highlight that
understanding of how and why positive effects of NGs are achieved remain unclear, and
suggest that further exploration and theorisation of attachment in a school context is
needed to build on out-dated existing theoretical explanations. Recommendations for
further research include the tracking of longer-term academic outcomes for NG pupils and

examination of the benefits of parental engagement in NGs.

Non-controlled studies

In addition to the findings from the above controlled studies, there are numerous examples
of improvements in SEB functioning in NG children found in non-controlled studies. These
smaller-scale studies, despite their limitations, display a trend of improved behavioural and

social skills in pupils attending NGs. A variety of measures are employed, ranging from
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individual case studies (Doyle, 2005) to micro-studies, utilising interviews (Edmunds, 2021;
Cunningham et al., 2019; Vincent, 2017; Shaver & McClatchey, 2013; Cooper & Tiknaz, 2005;
Bishop & Swain, 2000), questionnaires (Binnie & Allen, 2008; March & Healy, 2007; Gerrard,
2005), observation (Bani, 2011; Colwell & O’Connor, 2003), Boxall Profile and/or SDQ
measures (Shaver & McClatchey, 2013; Binnie & Allen, 2008; Cooper & Tiknaz, 2005;
Gerrard, 2005) and narrative accounts (Billington, 2012). Findings from these studies report
improved behavioural and social skills of NG pupils and highlight the value of NG

intervention in building positive relationships with pupils and, in some cases, parents.

Binnie & Allen (2008) report on a study carried out in six part-time NGs in primary schools in
West Lothian, Scotland. The BP, SDQ and BIOS were employed to measure the impact of NG
intervention on thirty-six children, with a mean age of 7 years 2 months. Each child attended
the NG on four mornings per week and it was argued that this offered a greater degree of
inclusion within the school without compromising the gains to individual pupils or to the
whole school. Assessment data was collected pre-intervention and post-intervention, with
the duration of the intervention being eight months, and the data was collated into a school
mean score and an overall mean score. All schools increased their performance on both the
Developmental and Diagnostic strands of the BP, with significant increases for both found at
a group level. Additionally, the overall group mean score for each of the five BP clusters
increased significantly following the intervention. All schools reported a positive change in
pupils’ social and emotional development, assessed by both teacher-completed and parent-
completed SDQ, with a significant change reported for the overall group. Parent and staff
guestionnaires highlighted the positive impact the NG made on pupil’s social and

behavioural functioning. Examples that are provided of staff comments include:

“the quieter children have become more confident. The more challenging children
are more settled and more aware of how to behave in a class situation.” (Binnie &

Allan, 2008, p.211)
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“They appear to be much more confident and much less noticeable in terms of

negative behaviour.” (Binnie & Allan, 2008, p.211)

The authors find that the part-time model does not compromise NG gains in SEB
functioning, and allows schools to meet Curriculum for Excellence requirements by

providing a streamlined intervention through pre-school and early primary school.

Cooper & Tiknaz (2005) report on the findings from analysis of interviews with NG teachers,
NG teaching assistants, head teachers, mainstream teachers and NG children in two infant
and one primary school in the Midlands. This study forms part of a three-year, long-term,
longitudinal study (see Cooper & Whitebread, 2007). NG teachers were found to
conceptualise pupils’ progress in different ways. The different dimensions of progress that
they reported were behaviour, self-esteem and confidence, and engagement in classroom
learning and literacy, numeracy and social skills. The majority of mainstream teachers
believed that individual NG pupils had made positive progress in their SEB functioning. The
most frequently reported improvements in pupils’ behaviour and social skills, in order of

frequency of reporting, were:
e Pupils’ willingness to participate in what was going on in the classroom
e Increased self-esteem
e Improvements in confidence
e Improved ability among pupils to initiate conversations with peers
e Reduction in pupils’ displays of ‘acting out’ behaviour

e Improvements in pupils’ self-management of anger and becoming calmer

The case studies provided by the three schools support the view that the removal of the SEB

barriers to pupils’ engagement with school learning is the primary function of NGs. In
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keeping with the limitations of other small-scale studies, these findings cannot be

generalised to other schools and NGs, however provide useful insight for NG practice.

Doyle (2005) reports on a case study of a five-year old boy attending a classic Boxall NG. The
study is largely descriptive and follows the pupil’s journey over three terms in the NG. BP
scores with a twelve month interval are presented as raw data and, despite showing clear
improvements across both the Developmental and Diagnostic strands, the author’s claim
that the scores had “improve significantly” (Doyle, 2005, p.9), there is no statistical analysis
provided to support this claim. The paper is however worthy of note for the detailed
descriptions of the pupil’s observable behaviours and anecdotal reporting of the NG teacher
and parent’s perspective. While providing valuable discourse on NG practice, the study lacks
methodological rigour and therefore provides limited value to support the evidence base for

NG efficacy.

O’Connor & Colwell (2002) considered the effectiveness of NGs to help children identified
with SEBN remain in mainstream schools. They report on sixty-eight pupils, with a mean age
of 5.25 years, attending full-time NGs in two infant and three primary schools in the London
Borough of Enfield. The mean length of attendance in the groups was three school terms.
Each pupil’s entry and exit scores on the BP were examined, and results displayed by overall
group report significant improvements in each sub-strand of both the Diagnostic and
Developmental profiles. On the developmental profile, the greatest overall improvement
was displayed in the sub-strands ‘Participates constructively’ and ‘Accommodates to others’,
relating to cognitive and emotional development. On the Diagnostic Profile, the most
significant changes were displayed in the sub-strands ‘Disengaged’ and ‘Avoids/rejects
attachment’. The authors explain the short-term improvements in SEB development as
being consistent with a “developmental catch-up interpretation”, effected by the NG pupils

making secure attachments to NG staff (O’Connor & Colwell, 2002, p.98).
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This study additionally reports on the long-term effect of NGs, with the results of data from
twelve of the original sixty-eight pupils after reintegration to mainstream classes for at least
two years. The mean time lapse from NG exit was 2.67 years. This data provides less clear
results. Despite no significant difference being found in sixteen out of twenty strands on the
BP since NG exit, showing that there had been no significant relapse in SEB improvements
that were made in the NG, there is evidence of relapse in four strands (3 from Diagnostic
Profile and 1 from Developmental Profile). The areas of relapse are: Connects up
experiences, Undeveloped/insecure sense of self, Shows negativism towards others, and

Wants, grabs, disregards others.

The results from comparisons of data from the pupils’ NG entry and the follow-up at least
two years after exit show only a significant improvement in half of the BP strands. Despite
improvements being shown in all of the BP strands individually, ten out of twenty did not
reach a level of significance. The authors suggest a number of reasons why the results of NG
entry and long-term follow up scores display variable outcomes. Firstly, drawing on Bowlby
(1965), they suggest that deprivation onset at an earlier age may be more severe and
therefore more resistant to long-term change. Additionally, they suggest that some of these
pupils may require continued nurturing support once they return to the mainstream
classroom, particularly if their home circumstances remain unchanged. Recognising the link
between school and family life, they suggest that the success of school interventions may be
dependent on support also being provided within the family environment. Overall the study
provides evidence to support positive SEB development of pupils in NGs and evidence that

these changes can be maintained longer term.

Summary of key findings relating to improvements in SEB functioning

Much of the literature described above was included in two systematic reviews of the
effectiveness of Nurture Groups, conducted by Hughes and Schlosser (2014) and Bennett
(2015). These reviews highlighted improvements in SEB functioning as the primary focus of
NG studies, with consensus among studies that NGs can have a positive impact on SEB

functioning, specifically in the short-term. There is, however, a lack of longer-term data that
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would provide evidence that SEB gains made in the NG are sustained in future years.
Findings by O’Connor and Colwell (2002) show that some improvements can be maintained,
and their insights to the circumstances in which this is possible are worthy of further

investigation.

All studies that reported SEB gains for pupils relied mainly on teacher-rated measures,
specifically the Boxall Profile. Reliance on the BP as a measure depends on the subjective
interpretation of the person who completes the ratings. Particularly where long-term results
are reported, there is the possibility of rater variability within the results. Where
improvements are reported on the BP, findings indicate that the greatest improvements are
made on developmental strands, suggesting that children whose challenges feature in the
Developmental Profile measures are more likely to benefit from NG intervention (Bennett,
2015). The literature shows that all children do not make the same progress in the NGs and
different children make improvements in different areas of development. It is not clear
which children are likely to make the most developmental or behavioural gain and whether

gains that are made are dependent on child characteristics, or teacher or NG practice.

Pupils appear to make SEB improvements in the NG regardless of their level of need on
entry to the group, with the greatest SEB improvements being made during the first two
terms. Recent findings, however, suggest that the greatest SEB improvements are made

where pupils have the greatest need (Sloan et al., 2020).

Across two decades of NG research, evidence surrounding improved SEB functioning of
pupils has progressed from the reporting of broad SEB gains for pupils identified with SEBD
attending NGs compared to pupils identified with SEBD in mainstream classes, to closer
inspection of specific areas of improvement, along with wider school gains. There is little
consensus on common areas of SEB development or understanding of the key ingredients of
change. Bennett (2015) highlights the need for further research to understand the optimal

conditions for NG success that will allow NG practice to be adjusted accordingly.
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2. Nurture Groups improve the academic attainment of pupils

Pupils identified with SEBN are reported to have high levels of under-achievement in the
academic skills of literacy and numeracy (Farrell et al.,, 1999; Place et al., 2000, cited in
MacKay et al., 2010). NGs cater for pupils who find it difficult to engage with learning in the
mainstream classroom and who can quickly fall behind their peers with academic learning.
Difficulties experienced by NG pupils may be compounded by speech, language or
communication difficulties, issues with motor control, or other hindrances to traditional

classroom learning.

Although the full-time classic Boxall NG model incorporates National Curriculum learning as
a prominent feature of its practice, many groups, although still adhering to Boxall principles,
now operate part-time, and literacy and numeracy learning sometimes takes a ‘back seat’ to
the socio-emotional aspects of learning. The assumption by teachers is reported to be that
improvements in behaviour will ultimately lead to improvements in other, more academic
aspects of learning (HMIE, 2009). Many NGs do not routinely collect data to support their
impact on pupil attainment in English language or mathematics (HMIE, 2009) and
mainstream class teachers have, in some cases, reported concerns that pupils who attend
NGs can find themselves falling further behind their peers with academic learning (Ofsted,

2011).

Two large-scale controlled studies of NGs have reported substantial gains in the general
academic attainment of NG pupils (Reynolds, MacKay & Kearney, 2009; Seth-Smith et al.,
2010). Seth-Smith et al. (2010) found an increase in teacher-rated general academic
attainment scores that is significant for both nurture and control groups, however
improvements were more consistent among NG pupils. Reynolds, Mackay & Kearney (2009)
report that the results of their study show significant academic gain in NG pupils. Three
factors of the BP together predicted over 50% of the variance in academic gains, with the
main predictor being improvement in the strand of ‘Unsupported development.’ It is
suggested that high scores on this strand represent a profound lack of early nurturing care

leading to poor experiences and poor development of attachment (Bennathan & Boxall,
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1998). The authors suggest that this highlights the importance of attachment to academic
attainment. The other two predictors of the variance in academic gain are ‘Organisation of
experience’ and ‘Internalisation of controls’, with the authors suggesting that NGs provide a
theoretical and practical foundation to address emotional, behavioural and academic needs
of the most vulnerable children. A further small study in Scotland provided teacher
reporting of pupils achieving academic progress following NG intervention (Shaver &

McClutchey, 2013), although no evidence is provided to support this.

Research conducted in a recently established part-time NG highlighted staff reporting of
improved engagement of NG pupils in academic tasks, although levels of academic
achievement were not measured (Vincent, 2017). Greater academic focus was also
reported within the pupils’ mainstream classes, with all five class teachers in the study
perceiving that the NG pupils were more academically engaged following NG attendance.
For some teachers, even modest improvements in academic focus were heralded as an

important step forward, against a history of disengagement.

A small-scale controlled study by Scott and Lee (2009) compared gains in literacy, numeracy
and motor skills in twenty-five pupils attending NGs and twenty-five control pupils. They
found the aggregated gains for each of these measures were greater for NG pupils than
control pupils, however the gains were not at a significant level. The authors assert that the
importance of this finding should not be overlooked. Despite the gains not reaching a
significant level, the NG pupils were able to maintain and in some cases surpass the level of
progress made by their peers. This finding helps to address the concern that pupils who are
removed from their mainstream class to attend a NG will be disadvantaged academically by
having less access to the formal teaching curriculum. Although this is encouraging, the

finding is limited by the information that is reported by the authors.

The pupils in this study attended a NG on a maximum of five half days per week, and it is not

known what curriculum-based learning was available to them in the NG, or what learning
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they were missing while absent from their mainstream class. Poor communication between
NG staff and mainstream teachers is highlighted as problematic in the assessment of
academic gains made by NG pupils (Cooper & Tiknaz, 2005). In a series of case studies,
exploring the experiences of pupils in NGs in three schools in the Midlands, this study
reports mainstream teachers lack of knowledge of what pupils were doing in the NGs and
lack of data provided to them by NG staff on the academic gains of pupils. The NG staff were
responsible for working on literacy and numeracy with pupils during their NG sessions and
despite unsubstantiated data, the mainstream teachers in general perceived academic

improvements across both areas.

Preliminary research findings from the University of Leicester NG Research Project (Cooper,
Arnold & Boyd, 2001) report on teachers’ perceptions of NG pupils’ educational progress in
English, Maths and Science, and parental perceptions of their child’s educational progress.
Data from teachers indicates that progress is being made, and these perceptions are echoed
by parents, however there is no comparative data to substantiate the claim. Teacher
perceptions of academic attainment were also gathered in a small-scale, non-controlled
study in three schools with NGs, with two-thirds of teachers reporting that the NG pupils
had made academic gains (Sanders, 2007). The teachers noted that the NG pupils appeared
more able to work independently and were better motivated to complete academic tasks.
Naturalistic observations made within the groups showed that pupils’ interest in academic
tasks improved over time, with interest being defined by the pupil asking frequent questions

and offering responses.

In 2011, an Ofsted report detailed the findings of a survey that aimed to analyse the
elements of a successful NG. The findings are the result of inspection visits to twenty-nine
schools in England to explore their NG provision between November 2010 and March 2011.
The report notes that almost all of the pupils in the NGs in all schools surveyed were
working below the academic level expected for their age. The reason given for this is
because the pupils were not taking a full part in mainstream lessons. It is reported that the

amount of academic learning taking place in the NGs varied from school to school. In the
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‘best’ schools, plans were made to ensure that both the class teacher and the NG staff knew
who was responsible for each aspect of the pupil’s learning. In schools where this happened,
pupils were assisted to make good progress with both their behaviour and their academic
learning. In schools where this did not happen, pupils did not achieve optimum academic

progress and missed out on important aspects of the curriculum.

Despite the scarcity of robust evidence of academic gains made by NG pupils that can be
directly attributed to their attendance in the NG, consistent reports of SEB development are
thought to provide a foundation from which it is reasonable to expect academic gains to be
made (Mackay et al., 2010). It can also be argued that where schools report a ‘whole-school
effect’ from the provision of a NG in their setting, it is likely that this effect will be manifest
in improved academic attainment across the whole school, in addition to the other benefits
of a whole-school ethos reported by the likes of Lucas (1999), Doyle (2003), Sanders (2007)
and Binnie & Allen (2008). The reasons given by teachers for the improvements in academic
focus of NG pupils, both within the NG and also in the mainstream class, such as improved
concentration, perseverance and motivation to achieve, provide insight to the skills

developed in NGs that help pupils to engage and achieve in school.

3. Nurture Groups assist positive relationships between pupils, staff and parents

NGs reportedly encourage children to build positive relationships with teachers and peers
(Billington, 2012; Cooper & Tiknaz, 2007; Reynolds, 2009) and the development of these
relationships is described by Cefai and Cooper (2011) as “one of the most powerful
processes evident in Nurture Groups”. Using narrative methodology, Billington (2012) set
out to capture evidence of the unique claim made by NGs, that children who have
experienced social and emotional difficulties in early childhood can be assisted to build their
own positive relationships through the strength and quality of their relationships with NG
staff and that this, in turn, will improve their well-being and attachment relationships.
Evidence from the study suggests that NG staff believe that NGs afford a unique opportunity
for staff to build positive relationships with children and with their parents that would not

be possible in other settings. In addition, they firmly believe that these new relationships
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assist positive change in the lives of children with social and emotional difficulties
(Billington, 2012). However, Billington (2012) suggests that there is a requirement for
methods and frameworks of evaluation that can “acknowledge and represent the quality
and value of the relationships and experiences enjoyed by children and their teachers in

NGs” (Billington, 2012, p.329).

Cooper et al.,, (2001), while acknowledging the difficulties in obtaining reliable pupil
perceptions, report positive references made by pupils to the quality of interpersonal
relationships in the NG. Although the nature of these relationships is not identified, the
authors note that the pupils reported their fondness for the NG staff. Naturalistic
observations made by Sanders (2007) in NGs over three terms revealed that the quality of
pupils” interactions with their peers and with NG staff improved greatly over time. Although
no formal measures of quality were used, the author makes this assertion from observing
the pupils increased ability to take turns and to accept and follow adult requests. During
interaction with their peers there was more collaborative play and children developed
better negotiation skills, could point out the rules of play and compromise. Additionally they
appeared to have better coping strategies to help them deal with frustration. Classroom
teachers also reported improved relationships between the NG pupils and their peers, with
NG pupils showing greater confidence and improved friendships over time. The reasons
given for this improvement are that the children had learned how to express their feelings
more effectively, to empathise with their peers, to reflect on their own behaviour and
engage in problem solving. The pupils themselves also reported that they had better

friendships by the end of their attendance in the NG.

Cooper & Tiknaz (2005) interviewed teachers and NG children and found that NG staff
attached importance to the emotional dimension of the nurture pupils’ experiences and
recognised their own responsibility to help shape these experiences in positive ways. The
NG teachers reported using a transactional, rather than directional style of interacting with
pupils, and the authors assert that the quality of the relationship between the teacher and

pupil, and the establishment of trust, are crucial to such positive interaction. Interpersonal
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relationships were highlighted as a key component of active participatory engagement in

NGs, where learning and teaching are co-constructed between teacher and pupil.

A single case study by Doyle (2005), reported earlier in this section, describes the ways that
NG staff encouraged peer relationships in the NG for a pupil with extremely challenging
behaviour. The report describes the close monitoring and contact of the NG teacher with
the case study pupil, playing alongside the children and modelling play behaviour and social
skills. The paper describes how the NG teacher structures activities and pays careful
attention to positive role modelling from staff and other pupils in the NG. The conclusions
are limited by the descriptive and subjective nature of the study, and lack of empirical
evidence, yet provide some valuable in-depth observations of NG processes that are
currently lacking in the literature, particularly in relation to how security and trust are

established as a foundation for further development.

Sloan et al. (2020) employed the SDQ as one of a range of measures to understand social
and emotional development in 5-6yr old pupils in 30 schools with NGs and 14 matched
schools. It was found that NG pupils in larger schools had higher peer problems scores than
those in smaller or medium sized schools compared to the control group. This study also
considered the relationship between NGs and parents, noting that the NGs proactively
sought to build and nurture their relationships with parents and carers by inviting them into
the NG, spending time with them, and sharing strategies and techniques employed in the

NGs that could also be used at home.

O’Connor & Colwell (2002) also report that the NG focus is on developing secure and
trusting relationships within the groups, however they take this idea a stage further by
suggesting that as the child develops a new, positive relationship with the NG teacher, the
teacher becomes a substitute attachment figure. This concept is explored further in the next
section. Pupils in the intervention schools were also found to have improvement in prosocial

behaviour following NG intervention.
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Only one study reports peer relationship issues, finding that NG pupils reported challenges
engaging with their peers outside of the NG in the playground and mainstream classroom
(Cunningham et al., 2019). Pupils in this study expressed their improved confidence within
the NG, reporting that they valued the opportunity to experience making and having friends
in the NG, suggesting that the peer relationship issues were not as a result of attendance in
the NG, but that the NG had not helped to improve them. The authors note that it was
unknown whether pupils’ playground experiences were better, worse, or the same after
attending the NG. Sanders (2007) provides potential insight, finding that NG pupils
established more friendships in their mainstream class but that improved social skills were
not transferred to the playground. Cunningham et al. (2019) suggest that the inability to
transfer improved social skills to the playground are, to some extend, not surprising. The
contrast between the small, safe and secure NG environment and a large, busy, noisy
playground could prove challenging for any child. The NG also does not address children’s
social environments, such as peer perceptions, that may impact on a pupil’s ability to
employ newly learned social skills in a different setting. Furthermore, the possibility is raised
that NG attendance could have negatively impacted on pupil’s continuity and inclusion in
the playground (Cunningham et al., 2019), raising concerns about the inclusiveness of NG

practice in primary schools.

4. Nurture Groups address key attachment difficulties in pupils with social, emotional

and behavioural difficulties

Attachment Theory (AT) is referred to frequently in the NG literature with such references
falling into three categories: (1) a means to understand the nature and cause of the
difficulties experienced by NG children, (2) a theoretical tool to inform the NG conceptual
framework, and (3) an explanation of the processes that inform NG efficacy. Categories (1)
and (2) are addressed throughout this thesis in discussion of the nature, assessment and
support for pupils displaying SEBN. Category (3) provides insight to the literature and
evidence surrounding NGs as an ‘attachment intervention’ and the prospect of providing
explanations for the SEB outcomes of NG intervention and the processes by which these

outcomes are achieved and is explored here.
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1.5.1 The use of Attachment Theory to explain the processes that inform NG
efficacy

The use of Attachment Theory (AT) within NG literature to explain the processes by which
SEB improvement is achieved falls broadly into two categories; (1) NGs act as a secure base
from which the child can explore and learn, and (2) NG processes provide the opportunity
for children to build or repair attachment relationships. These categories are explored in

turn.

1) Nurture Groups provide a secure base from which children can explore and learn

Within NG literature, the understanding that NGs provide a secure base for children is
discussed with reference to either the NG staff and/or the Nurture classroom acting as the
secure base. Hughes and Schlosser (2014, p.388) report that the adults in the NG act as a
safe base, providing the opportunity for children to build secure attachments to the adults

and that this, in turn, enables the ‘rewriting of internal working model scripts’.

Such discussion, however, tends to fall within the broader NG literature, such as books and
discussion papers, that attempt to address the theory and rationale of NGs. Within the
limited range of NG empirical studies, reference to this aspect of NGs is mainly found in the
introduction to the study and takes the nature of secondary reporting of information.
Cooper & Whitebread (2007, p.173) present an introductory overview of NGs, describing
them as providing pupils with an “educational bridge” to placement in a mainstream class.
They propose that this “bridge” is achieved by combining the provision of academic learning
with the features of a caring home environment. The authors further suggest that the NG
model, whereby two adults work in tandem to model positive social interaction and
cooperation within a predictable routine, draws on AT to inform practice. Colwell and
O’Connor (2003) also propose a link between home and school, describing the Nurture

room as providing a safe environment for children outwith the home.
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Valuable insight to the relationship between NGs and AT is made by Reynolds et al., (2009)
who draw on findings from their large-scale controlled study in Glasgow primary school NGs
to cautiously report a possible link between attachment and attainment. Most importantly,
the authors discuss the theoretical and practical implications of applying an attachment-
informed intervention in an educational context. Significant academic gains are reported for
NG children, with reference to the effectiveness of NGs in providing a suitable context for
such progress to be made (Reynolds et al., 2009). Using a stepwise multiple regression with
the change in baseline scores as the criterion variable and the change in scores for each
measure on the BP, the SDQ and the BIOS as the predictor variables, three factors were
identified that together accounted for over 50% variance in academic improvements. The
main predictor was the BP cluster ‘Unsupported development’, with the other two
predictors being the BP clusters ‘Organisation of experience’ and ‘Internalisation of
controls’. The ‘Unsupported development’ cluster forms part of the Diagnostic Profile and a
high score on this strand is said to be commensurate with a profound lack of early nurturing
care leading to negative experiences and poor development of attachment (Bennathan &

Boxall, 1998).

The other two predictor clusters come from the Developmental Profile, being the
‘Organisation of experience’ cluster which describes a child who appears “organised,
attentive and interested, and is involved purposefully and constructively in events, people
and ideas” (Bennathan & Boxall, 1998) and the ‘Internalisation of controls’ cluster which
describes a child who appears “emotionally secure, makes constructive, adaptive
relationships, is able to cooperate with others, and has internalised the controls necessary
for social functioning” (Bennathan & Boxall, 1998). Although not explicity stated, the
authors appear to suggest that by applying the theoretical principles of AT to an educational
intervention, NGs facilitate improvements in missing emotional and behavioural aspects
commensurate with secure attachment, and that these improvements in turn assist NG

pupils to engage with learning with resultant academic gain.
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2) Nurture Group processes provide the opportunity for children to build or repair

attachment relationships

There is much reference made to the opportunities that NGs afford children with poor
attachment relationships from infancy to build or repair attachments, however exploration
or shared understanding of who these attachment relationships are with, how they are
formed and what value they bring remains unclear. Such assertions are generally made in
the wider NG literature and in the introduction or background information to primary
studies, and evidence of attachment outcomes for NG children from empirical studies are

limited.

A study by Cooper & Tiknaz (2005) gathered the views of teachers and found that they used
words such as ‘bonding’ and ‘attachment’ to describe the ways in which trust is established
and relationships are developed between NG staff and pupils. The authors assert that by
creating new child-teacher attachment systems, children who have been deprived of
positive emotional experiences in the early years, with resulting insecure attachments, are
assisted in their development. NG teachers, as attachment figures, are reported to act as

“potentially significant agents of change” (Seth-Smith et al., 2010).

Colwell and O’Connor (2003) describe the nurture room providing a safe environment
outwith the home, in which new attachments are made to caring and supportive adults. The
same authors, reporting on BP scores obtained from 68 infant and primary school pupils in
full-time NGs, found statistically significant improvement in behaviours on the BP reported
to be indicative of the secure attachment that pupils made to NG staff. There is no evidence
provided to support these conclusions, however the most significant short-term changes in
BP scores were found on the Diagnostic Profile strands Q (Disengaged) and V (Avoids/rejects
attachment). This provides limited evidence to support the assertion that secure

attachments have been developed between NG pupils and staff.
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A further line of enquiry considers whether NGs assist pupils to develop a form of
educational attachment. Cooper (2004) suggests that NGs work carefully to encourage the
development of trusting and caring relationships between adults and children in the NG,
with a primary focus on the learning of pro-social skills and developing the child’s
engagement with curricular tasks. It is further proposed that early developmental processes
associated with attachment needs in infancy are incomplete in NG children on reaching
school age and that NG practice uses insights from AT to develop carefully structured
intervention, that does not copy or replace the parent-child attachment relationship, but
develops an attachment to school. They propose that this ‘school attachment’ is achieved by
ensuring a minimum group size of around ten children to prevent inappropriate child-adult
attachments being formed, along with providing a careful balance of intensive one-to-one
interaction and group activities. The importance of the NG structure is emphasised, with AT
providing insights into the developmental opportunities provided by the predictable daily
routine, staff modelling of positive behaviour, the activities provided and the NG breakfast.
Each of these opportunities are said to be carefully designed to provide the essential
learning experiences of infancy that NG children have missed out on and that are

considered essential to provide the social and emotional foundation for school learning.

Although attachment relationships form the basis of much of the wider NG literature, Boxall
and Bennathan (2000) propose that steps should be taken, such as maintaining the number
of pupils in the NG at around ten, in order to avoid undue attachment being created

between pupils and the NG or NG staff.

1.5.2 Discussion of the findings of the literature review

The findings of the literature review reveal that within the domain of NG intervention there
remain relatively few empirical studies, undertaken by a small body of authors, to assess the
efficacy of the intervention. While the available evidence overwhelmingly supports NGs as
an effective intervention to improve socio-emotional development and school engagement

in some pupils, it is not clear how these gains are accomplished or whether they are
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maintained. Additionally, concerns are raised around the practice of NGs and where they fit
as an educational and/or therapeutic intervention. Absent from the literature is any
coherent understanding of pupils’ NG experience or of individual outcomes for the

vulnerable population for which they are developed.

The methods used in existing primary controlled research studies include: the examination
of BP scores (Sloan et al., 2020; Seth-Smith et al., 2010; Reynolds et al., 2009; Scott & Lee,
2009; Cooper & Whitebread, 2007; Sanders, 2007), SDQ measures (Sloan et al., 2020; Seth-
Smith et al.,, 2010; Reynolds et al., 2009; Cooper & Whitebread, 2007), BIOS measures
(Reynolds et al., 2009), literacy and/or numeracy assessment (Seth-Smith et al., 2010;
Reynolds et al., 209; Scott & Lee, 2009; Cooper et al., 2001), qualitative interviews (Cooper
& Whitebread, 2007; Sanders, 2007) and observation (Sanders, 2007). The most frequently
reported outcomes concentrate on SEB improvement measured by the BP and total SDQ
score, with improvements in social functioning widely recognised as the primary mechanism
of change. However, these outcomes fail to identify the different facets of SEBN that NGs
assist and how this impacts on educational engagement. Mackay et al., (2010) highlight the
relevance of understanding the mediating factors in NG efficacy, that is, the developmental

factors that are addressed by the groups that lead to enhanced school performance.

The BP is used as a measure of SEB development in each of the controlled studies of NG
effectiveness in primary schools. This measure provides an appropriate assessment tool,
having been standardised for use with pupils displaying SEBN in the 3-8 years age range, (4-
11yrs for BP2017) and was developed to provide an assessment tool for a child’s suitability
for NG intervention, as well as a monitoring tool for their SEB development in the group.
The BP provides a teacher-rated assessment, designed to identify emotional barriers to
learning, plan focused intervention and measure change and progress in individual children
(NGN, 2015). All of the reported studies found improvements for NG children on the BP.
Existing primary studies have, however, limited the use of the BP to providing group
outcome measures, which allow for comparison of outcomes between intervention and

control groups, but fall short of a range of measures that would inform understanding of
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individual differences for pupils attending the groups, or the aspects of the groups that
assist specific areas of development. Seth-Smith et al. (2010) highlight a need for more
sensitive measures to identify the key mechanisms of change within NGs. An understanding
of the processes that underpin the efficacy of the groups would provide opportunities to
build on the effective aspects of the groups, both for enhancing NG practice and across

broader educational dimensions.

Links to attachment are made frequently in the NG literature, however closer inspection
reveals varying perspectives on the use of the word ‘attachment’ by different authors, along
with the thoughts and ideas that lie behind its use. NGs are said to have their basis in
Attachment Theory (Doyle, 2001) and are commonly referred to as an ‘attachment
intervention’, informed by John Bowlby’s (1969) Attachment Theory and with their practice
and subsequent success attributed to their theoretical underpinnings (Billington, 2012). NGs
aim to provide a learning environment centred on attachment and trust, with opportunities
for shared experience similar to those experienced between parent and child. The dominant
school of thought appears to be that, by providing the environment and experiences that
have been missing in childhood, NGs allow pupils to build attachment relationships with the
NG staff, and that in turn these relationships assist children’s development and engagement
with learning. Cooke, Yeomans & Parkes (2008) describe the development of secure
attachments as the principal emphasis in a NG, with this process being achieved by the
provision of a secure base, staff modelling of positive behaviour and social skills, predictable
routines and developmentally appropriate activities, in a group where pupil numbers are
limited and children’s transitions are recognised as important. The authors do not make
clear with whom these attachments are made, however the processes that they detail align

with other reports of the processes that help to build child-teacher attachments.

According to Boxall & Lucas (2010), it is through NG staff modelling of the interactive
process that is normally found in child and care-giver relationships in infancy that
strengthened child-teacher attachment relationships develop. This theme runs through

much of the NG literature (see Colwell & O’Connor, 2003; Cefai & Cooper, 2011; Seth-Smith
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et al., 2010). In addition to the overwhelming emphasis on pupil-teacher attachment as a
facilitator of change, Cefai and Cooper (2011) suggest that NGs allow not only for the
development of attachment between pupils and staff but among the pupils themselves. This
literature review did not find any evidence to support this claim, although limited findings of
improved relationships between pupils both within the NG and with their peers in the

mainstream class were identified (Sanders, 2007; Shaver & McClatchey, 2013).

NGs were not originally developed from any specific psychological theory, in fact Marjorie
Boxall was resistant to psychological and educational theorists definitions of her NG
practice. She insisted that the practice she had developed in NGs was based, not in theory
but in the practitioner’s ‘informed intuition’ allowing them to ‘be and do’ for nurture
children as they would for their own young children (Lucas, 2019). The development of
Attachment Theory (Bowlby 1969), at around the same time as NGs were first introduced,
provided valuable insight into the difficulties that children may encounter in the earliest
years of life, providing a means to better understand social and emotional difficulties and
explain the reasons for associated behavioural difficulties of NG children (Bennathan &
Boxall, 2000; Cooper & Tiknaz, 2007). Garner & Thomas (2011) observe that the main
premise of Marjorie Boxall’s NG approach is based on the belief that experiences in the

early years affect children’s social and emotional behaviours in later years.

Children who are referred to NGs typically display behaviours that are developmentally
inappropriate for their chronological age (Gerrard, 2005). Marjorie Boxall’s thoughts, when
faced with many school-aged children who displayed behavioural and emotional difficulties,
were directed towards the likelihood that these children may have attachment issues with
their primary care-giver (Gerrard, 2005). Over time, NG children have frequently been
reported to display ‘attachment difficulties’ (Billington, 2012; Gerrard, 2005; Cooper, 2004;
Seth-Smith et al., 2010), which Bennathan & Boxall (2000) suggest are a result of their
deprivation of positive emotional experiences in the early years. Children referred to NGs
typically present as either quiet and withdrawn or displaying acting-out behaviour.

According to Cooper (2004), the difficulties they display are typically commensurate with
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attachment difficulties, having reached school age without completing the developmental
processes in infancy that are essential to meet their attachment needs. Marjorie Boxall
believed that if teachers could see all behaviour as communication, and look behind the
behaviour to understand the reasons for the child to act this way, then they could plan
individually tailored assistance. By addressing the child’s underlying needs, she believed that

their resulting behaviour would naturally be addressed.

Attachment relations and Attachment Theory persist as dominant explanations for the
effectiveness of NGs despite limited evidence to support these claims. No studies have been
carried out to measure the attachment of NG pupils and theoretical explanations appear to
rely on the original work of Bowlby, with no regard to theoretical advances to his
Attachment Theory that have been made over the last three decades. Examination of the
theoretical explanations for NG practice and efficacy were carried out to establish where

further research could prove beneficial.

1.6 Examination of theoretical explanations for NG efficacy

1.6.1 The underlying principle of Nurture Groups

Marjorie Boxall recognised that children who were displaying behavioural difficulties in the
earliest stages of primary education had often been brought up in homes where harsh social
circumstances deprived them of the early nurturing care considered necessary for optimal
socio-emotional development. Boxall witnessed the negative effects of poverty and stress
on family relationships and the difficulties faced by mothers and children living in such
circumstances. Mothers under stress were often too pre-occupied, or suffering from their
own mental ill-health, to be able to involve themselves in positive interaction with their
babies, or to respond to their babies’ physical and emotional needs (Bennathan, 1997). Even
in less stressful or disadvantaged circumstances, Boxall recognised that babies and infants

could be deprived of essential nurturing care by parents who themselves had not received
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such care in childhood, and thus did not have the emotional resources necessary to attend
to their own child’s needs (Bennathan & Boxall, 1996). Deprived of the early learning
experiences required for successful social functioning and educational engagement, children
from such households struggled to integrate to the primary school classroom environment,
communicating their frustration through disruptive or withdrawn behaviour. Challenging
the widely held belief at that time, that the effects of a bad start in life could not be
overcome, Boxall proposed that children could be assisted to overcome these effects if the

way they were treated by schools could be changed.

When Boxall set up her first NGs, her aim was not to blame or label children as deficient in
some way, but to change the outlook and practice of primary schools and teachers to meet
the needs of all of the children who walked through their doors (Bennathan & Boxall, 2000).
Boxall’s thinking stemmed from her experience working with children affected by poverty,
deprivation, family conflict and resulting stress, and a particular experience with a young
school child referred to her with behavioural difficulties encouraged her intuitive
understanding of the processes that could give assistance to such children. Boxall, working
as an educational psychologist, met with the child in school where they went into the

nursery classroom, as this was the only room available at the time.

It is not difficult to envisage the setting as nursery classes tend to be furnished in a similar
way. It is likely that the room would be welcoming, displaying brightly coloured pictures,
words and the children’s own works of art on the walls. The tables and chairs would be
‘child-sized’, as would the play equipment such as a ‘mini’ cooker and ironing board, maybe
a small bed or comfortable sofa. There would be a variety of activities available for young
hands and minds to explore, such as paints, craft materials, building blocks and many more
familiar and appealing items. The story of what happens next is told in the words of
Marjorie Boxall, as to change or paraphrase them would lose the implicit engagement with

and understanding of her experience:

95



“After a friendly exchange, | drew him towards two jumbo-size cushions. | sank into
mine, but he lay back on his and smiled, and after a momentary touch, in a purely
reactive way, | picked him up, and with his head on my shoulder, walked round the
room with him. As with a very young child, | exclaimed with pleasure at the walls of
the nursery and named the objects in them: ‘Look, a man’ (pause) ‘and a dog’
(pointing), and so on. | had, in fact, responded intuitively as a mother would to her

own child at that early developmental stage” (Boxall, cited in Cline, 2004))

Marjorie Boxall realised that what this child required before he would be able to function in
a school classroom was ‘nurturing’ — to be able to progress through the stages of
development that had not been successfully achieved prior to entering primary school. This
intuition was the foundation of the first experimental NGs in 1969 that aimed to “re-create
in school the total experience of a normally developing child from babyhood onwards”

(Bennathan & Boxall, 2000, p.8).

Today the underlying principle in NGs remains the same; that of responding to the child at
their own level of development, allowing them to express their needs in a way that may not
be allowed or acknowledged in a primary school classroom, and assisting the child to
develop trust and self-confidence to enable them to become better organised and ready for
formal learning (Bennathan & Boxall, 2000). The process is modelled on the child’s normal
development from birth, creating the world of earliest childhood within the classroom and
allowing the child to experience the normal processes of early childhood development that
they have been unable to complete in their own homes due to social and environmental
influences. The child is not, however, seen as deficient or viewed negatively, rather they are
accepted as a child who, in other circumstances, would have developed within normal
parameters, and will be able to do so in future if they are assisted within a nurturing
environment. The NG is therefore translating understanding of the early developmental
processes of childhood into educational practice, based on a belief that in order to progress
to the next stage of learning the child’s needs must have been met at the earlier stages

(Bennathan & Boxall, 2000).
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Although based on intuition, Boxall was undoubtedly influenced by the advancing field of
study of early child development, drawing on both the ethological work of Harlow (1958)
and Lorenz (1952) and the psychiatric work of Rutter et al., (1975) to translate

understanding to a new form of educational practice (Bennathan & Boxall, 2000).

NGs have been linked variously to the theoretical understandings of Brofenbrenner,
Maslow, Piaget, Vygotsky and Bowlby. Contemporary NG literature relies most heavily on
the links between NG theory and practice and Bowlby’s Theory of Attachment. At the time
that the first NGs were being established, despite growing understanding of the importance
of the early mother-child relationship and relational experiences in infancy, coming from the
fields of ethology, psychology and psychiatry, this understanding had not yet been

translated into educational policy and practice.

Bennathan and Boxall, the NG pioneers, stress that NGs were not intended to demonstrate
a theoretical position, but to respond to increasing pressures faced by primary schools,
evolving as a joint project between a psychologist and primary school teachers to address
these pressures (Bennathan & Boxall, 2000).From a study of the literature, it is only in more
recent years, since the first NG publications by the likes of Bennathan (1997), Iszatt &
Wisilewska (1997) and Bishop & Swain (2000) that the benefit of hindsight has enabled

formal links to be made between NGs and Attachment Theory.

1.6.2 Nurture Groups and the theories of Brofenbrenner, Maslow, Piaget and
Vygotsky

1.6.2.1 Brofenbrenner’s ecological systems theory

Developmental Psychologist, Urie Brofenbrenner is most widely known for his ecological
systems theory of child development. His theory develops understanding of the ways in

which a child’s inherent qualities and their environment interact to influence and shape
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their growth and development. Brofenbrenner (1986) suggests that children are intuitively
social beings and their development is a social process in which the family is the central
context for learning and development. He proposes that individuals develop amongst a
network of social relationships, with children’s development being influenced by their family

relationships, school relationships, and other cultural and social relationships around them.

Garner and Thomas (2011) suggest that Brofenbrenner’s theory could explain some aspects
of NG efficacy, by providing an environment in school that reflects children’s experience at
home. Additionally, effective and supportive communication between the NG, school and
home can, they assert, provide supportive links between systems around the child that are
representative of Brofenbrenner’s (1979) systems theory. Taylor and Gulliford (2011)
identify the unique potential of NGs to bridge home and school, linking this notion again to
Brofenbrenner’s (1979) theory. Establishing positive links to communicate with, and support
parents is considered an essential part of the nurturing approach (Boxall & Lucas, 2010).
Despite parental perceptions and perspectives being the primary focus of only two NG
studies (Taylor & Gulliford, 2011; March & Healy, 2007), findings from these and other
studies support NG intervention as providing benefits to children’s relationships and families

that extend beyond the nurture classroom.

1.6.2.2 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Psychologist Abraham Maslow is widely recognised for his theory of human motivation
based on his model of a five-level hierarchy of basic human needs (Fig. 2). He describes the
hierarchy being made up of five needs — physiological, safety, love, esteem and self-
actualisation (Maslow, 1943). These needs are ordered in ranking of prepotency, with
Maslow promoting that each stage requires fulfiiment before progression can be made to

the next stage.
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self-
actualization
morality, creativity,
spontaneity, acceptance,
experience purpose,
meaning and inner potential

self-esteem
confidence, achievement, respect of others,
the need to be a unique individual
love and belonging
friendship, family, intimacy, sense of connection
safety and security
health, employment, property, family and social stability

physiological needs
breathing, food, water, shelter, clothing, sleep

Figure 2. Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs

At Stage 1 Maslow describes the biological and physiological needs that are a requirement
for human survival: air, food, water, shelter, warmth and sleep. This is the first of four levels
of deficiency needs which Maslow (1943) initially stated must be satisfied before progress
could be made to higher level growth needs. According to Maslow, the deficiency needs
describe a deprivation of vital elements that we are motivated to fulfil, and only once
fulfilled can attention move to the next need. Once the basic survival needs are met,
progress can be made to Stage 2, where the needs of safety and security, such as health,

employment, property, family and social stability become a priority.

It is only once all of these basic, individual needs are met, that Maslow suggests progression
can be made to a level of need that involves others. At Stage 3, the need for love and
belonging describes the importance of relationships by recognising the human need for
friendship, family, intimacy and a sense of connection. Here we see an insight into early
psychological understanding of the human need for connection and building relationships.
Maslow asserts that this need must be met before a level of self-esteem at Stage 4,
involving confidence, respect for self and others and the desire for respect from others, and

independence can be strived for. The final level at Stage 5, is self-actualisation. This is

99



described as a growth need, coming from a desire to grow as a person, and can only be

achieved once all of the deficiency needs have been satisfied.

Following the conception of his hierarchy of needs in 1943, Maslow continued to review and
refine the model. His most notable revisions surround the fluidity of the model. Maslow
(1987) asserts that, while he had originally suggested that each stage of needs must be
satisfied 100 percent before the next level may be addressed, he was now of the belief that
the level of need must only be ‘more or less’ satisfied. This means that, allowing for
individual differences, progress can be made upwards on the hierarchy by partial fulfilment
of any of the stages, providing that the needs are fulfilled to a level that allows the
individual to satisfactorily dispense of the salient need. The need must therefore no longer
be deficient at a level that takes precedence over higher level needs, however the level of
deficiency that must be fulfilled can be different for individuals. Additionally, Maslow noted
that progress through the stages is not always linear and may be disrupted by a failure to
meet lower level needs. Individuals may fluctuate between levels, moving back and forth as

life events such as bereavement, loss or redundancy, disrupt progression.

The relevance of Malsow’s work to NG theory and practice is thought to relate to the
requirement for infants to go through a nurturing process that will equip them with the
ability to meet their individual psychological needs through social interaction and allow
them to gain the level of social competence that is required in a mainstream classroom. If
this nurturing process is disrupted then the infant’s ability to understand and regulate their
behaviour, communicate with others, and form meaningful relationships, will be impaired
(Cooper & Whitebread, 2007). Referring directly to the link between Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs and the NG approach, Cooper, Arnold and Boyd (2001) argue that NGs cater for pupils
who have difficulty achieving a sense of safety and security, with such difficulties
obstructing their access to the higher level needs of affiliation, self-esteem and self-
actualisation. NGs, they report, operate in the context of meeting the pupils’ safety and
security needs first, as a foundation for satisfying higher level needs. Cefai and Cooper

(2011) highlight that it is only once a child’s basic physical and emotional needs are met that
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they can achieve the higher needs of self-reliance, autonomy and self-esteem. They describe
how a child’s educational motivation and learning is hampered by unmet security needs,
which act as a barrier to development and manifest themselves in anxiety and difficulty

forming social relationships.

Maslow’s theory is reported by Garner and Thomas (2011) to be considered a bridge
between a psychodynamic approach and an educational pragmatic approach to
development. They highlight the provision of ‘breakfast’ as a core element of NG practice,
satisfying the basic physiological need of hunger at Stage 1 of Maslow’s hierarchy. At Stage
2, they assert that security needs can be met through the NG providing a “safe haven” for
children (Garner & Thomas, 2011, p.209). The translation of Maslow’s theory to NGs is
further explained by Kearney (2005 p.3), who additionally asserts that Maslow’s hierarchy of

needs forms part of the conceptual framework underpinning NGs:

“....if a child is not properly fed, does not feel that they are cared for, has no sense of
belongingness or positive self-esteem, then it is impossible for them to engage with
other elements of life, for example, education. Their focus will lie elsewhere, and
until these elements are satisfied they will be unable to concentrate on acquiring

skills such as basic literacy.”

It is clear that the NG model provides the opportunity to fulfil the growth needs described
by Maslow at Stages 1 to 4 of his hierarchy, and despite the assertion by Bennathan and
Boxall that NGs were not created to support existing theory, we now have the opportunity,
based on over twenty years of NG research, to relate NG practice to psychological theory in

order to better understand the efficacy of the intervention.
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1.6.2.3 Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory of learning

Vygotsky’s (1978) theory stresses the fundamental role of social interaction in the
development of cognition, emphasising the role of social learning as a precursor to
development. The Vygotskian view of learning takes a sociocultural perspective, considering
developmental change to be the product of collaboration between an active child and an
active social environment. The importance of a sociocultural theory of learning for
understanding the theory and practice of NGs is recognised by Cooper and Whitebread
(2007) who highlight social interaction as the foundation for cognitive strategies in learning.
They assert the role of Vygotsky’s concept of the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD)
(Vygotsky, 1978) in both teaching practice and student learning. Vygotsky (1978, p.86)
describes the ZPD as:

“the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined
through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable

peers.”

Vygotsky promoted a model of learning and development where these two processes are
interrelated and combine within the ZPD in a way such that instruction elicits development
(Berk & Winsler, 1995). He emphasised that to advance children’s development, teachers
must recognise the child’s level of potential development and collaborate with them in
carefully chosen joint cognitive activities to advance to this level. This process, he argues,
allows children to be aware of and achieve control over their mental activities as they move
to a new level of understanding. Through a process known as ‘scaffolding’ (a term
introduced by scholars Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976, and now widely used in psychology and
education) Vygotsky’'s theory suggests that children become aware of and achieve control
over their mental activities. This growing consciousness and regulation of their own thought
processes, assisted by the skilled teacher’s instruction, promotes higher-level cognitive

activity and development (Berk & Winsler, 1995).
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According to Garner & Thomas (2011), Vygotskian theory could help to explain the more
educational elements of NG practice. They highlight the emphasis that Boxall places on the
relationship between the child and the NG practitioner, whose insight into the child’s
individual needs and the provision of activities and learning strategies mirrors Vygotsky’s
assertion that learners can be guided by more knowledgeable others. Additionally
Vygotsky’s understanding of the role of language in the development of a child’s internal
thought, and the importance of opportunities for play, are considered by Garner & Thomas

(2011) to be evident in the NG model.

1.6.2.4 Piaget’s staged theory of cognitive development

Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget is most well known for his staged theory of cognitive
development in children. Piaget proposed four stages of cognitive development that arise
through a combination of biological maturation and interaction with the environment. He
asserted that children may vary in the rate at which they progress through the different
stages, but that they will always go through the stages in the same order. Piaget considered
cognitive development to be the result of a process of ‘adaptation’, consisting the processes
of ‘assimilation’, ‘accommodation’ and ‘equilibration’. These processes rely on the child’s
construction of ‘schemas’, defined as “cohesive, repeatable action sequence[s] possessing
component actions that are tightly interconnected and governed by a core meaning”
(Piaget, 1952, p.7). These schemas are described as building blocks or units of knowledge
about the world, which can include actions, objects and ideas, and assist perception of the

world around us.

Piaget proposed that babies are born genetically pre-programmed with some simple, innate
schemas that account for reflex actions such as sucking and grasping. As the infant matures,
he creates additional schemas that become more elaborate. These schemas consist of
mental representations about the world and are stored in memory and called upon to assist
individuals to deal appropriately with situations and stimuli as they are presented. Piaget

considered that children’s development was the result of accumulated schemas of increased
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number and complexity. Without these schemas held in mind, children would be unable to

understand and respond appropriately to situations they encounter.

The Piagetian stance explains how children build knowledge through independent
exploration of the world, with a focus on their biological, natural development. When
considering social interaction, Piaget regarded children’s contact with their peers to provide
more value to their cognitive development than contact with adults, whose perspective they
may accept without critical examination. He proposed that it is through contact with other

children that they learn that others views may differ from their own.

Despite the assertion by Bennathan & Boxall (2000) that Piaget’s developmental principles
are not used in NG practice, other researchers and authors make reference to the
association between Piagetian theory and NG practice. Colley (2017) and Bailey (2007)
describe NG theory and practice as being informed by the developmental work of Piaget
(1951, 1954) and Vygotsky (1978), in addition to the psychological theories of Bowlby (1969)
and Maslow (1954). NG staff are trained to work with children at their own stage of
development, recognising that the developmental stage and emotional needs of some
children will not match their chronological age (Colley, 2017). Boxall & Lucas (2010) assert
that the influence of Piaget and Vygotsky, along with the likes of Donaldson, Chomsky and
Bruner, lies within teacher education, allowing teachers and practitioners to draw on their
professional knowledge within the intuitive approach of NG practice. This knowledge gives
them “permission to make the relational and affective aspects of teaching through a close

parent-child relationship the priority” (Boxall & Lucas, 2010, p.25).

Despite Piaget himself not directly relating his theory to education, its features have been
utilised by researchers, educators and policy makers to explain and make recommendations
for teaching and learning approaches. The UK Government’s Plowden Report (1967) was
published following a radical review of primary education and was heavily influenced by the

work of Piaget, particularly his belief that children learn most effectively through active
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participation and not as passive recipients. This resulted in recommendations for active
learning in the curriculum that remain to this day. The main teaching implications of Piaget’s

theory are summarised by Berk (2001):

1. Afocus on the process of children’s thinking, not just its products.

2. Recognition of the crucial role of children’s self-initiated, active involvement in
learning activities.

3. A de-emphasis on practices aimed at making children adult-like in their thinking.

4. Acceptance of individual differences in developmental progress.

NG literature fails to consider whether Piaget’s theory may provide important
understanding of the teaching practices in NGs or the processes by which children make
meaning from their NG experience. Despite the theories of Vygotsky and Piaget often being
considered as competing views of child development, both theories consider to some extent
both natural and social dimensions of learning and may be regarded as complementary
theories, with neither providing a complete explanation for all aspects of development.
Vygotsky’s insight that effective learning takes place within the ZPD bears similarities to
Piaget’s belief that children develop through different stages, with knowledge being gained
within their current stage of development, where they are ready to learn. Although
Vygotsky and Piaget may offer valuable insight to the mechanisms of NG intervention, their
contribution is largely overlooked in the literature, which is dominated by Bowlby’s Theory

of Attachment.

1.6.3 Attachment Theory

NGs are reported to be informed by Attachment Theory (AT) (Bowlby, 1969/1982) and
reference to the underpinnings of this theory is prevalent across NG literature as previously
documented. There is a dearth of published literature from the earliest years of NGs

spanning two decades, with the first journal articles published in 1992 (Lyndon, 1992) and
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then 1997 (Bennathan, 1997; Iszatt & Wasilewska, 1997). Lyndon’s (1992) descriptive
account of NGs makes the first notable link to AT by comparing Boxall’s (1976) description
of NGs with Holmes (1982, cited in Lyndon, 1992) and Campion’s (1989, cited in Lyndon,
1992) descriptions of similar types of groups for nursery aged children, noting the value in
each of the children’s “opportunity to experience a close relationship with an attentive and
responsive adult” (Lyndon, 1992). Lyndon links this finding to the work of others who
showed the importance of the child’s early relationships to their subsequent social and

emotional competence:

e Ainsworth (1985) who showed the positive effects of the parent’s sensitive
responsiveness to their infant’s cries;

e Kaye (1977) who described how infants learn social interaction and language skills
through mother-child interaction;

e Bowlby (1988) who described how infants are pre-programmed to be socially co-

operative, with their response determined by the way they are treated.

However, despite the advances being made in the field of developmental psychology at the
time, Bennathan’s (1997) report on the origins and effectiveness of NGs makes no mention
of John Bowlby or AT, instead describing the intuitive understandings of Marjorie Boxall that
informed her revolutionary approach. It is only retrospectively that Bennathan and Boxall
(2000) identify the similarities between their NG approach and Bowlby’s Theory of
Attachment (1969, 1973, 1980), acknowledging the influences of research into the quality of
early relationships as a predictor of subsequent socio-emotional functioning on NG theory

and practice.

Investigation of the influence of AT on NG theory, practice and research displays a trend,
from the implicit understandings of early child development towards a greater emphasis
being placed on NGs as an ‘attachment intervention’. Following Lyndon’s (1992) discussion

of the links between NG theory and AT, the next published literature to make mention of
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this association is a summary of the interim findings of the Leicester NG longitudinal
research project, arguably the first major research considering NG efficacy (Cooper, Arnold
& Boyd, 2001). The authors refer to the importance of AT in the aetiology of socio-
emotional difficulty in NG children as the “theoretical position that underpinned Nurture
Group philosophy” (Cooper, Arnold & Boyd, 2001, p.160). By 2003, Colwell & O’Connor
advocate “the aim of Nurture Groups is to provide the opportunity to form attachments to
caring, supportive adults in a secure environment outside the family.” While this was not an
original specified aim of the NG intervention, Bennathan and Boxall (2000) have recognised,
in light of advancements in AT, that this understanding may explain the efficacy of the
intervention. However, Colwell & O’Connor (2003) themselves acknowledge that this theory
does not in itself explain the psychological processes that inform the effectiveness of NGs
and identify questions raised by Rutter (1985) about the internal processes involved in

Bowlby’s theory.

From this point onwards, significant NG literature concentrates on the ‘attachment’ aspect
of NGs, highlighting the opportunities afforded for NG children to create new attachment
bonds, to the exclusion of other aspects of early parent-child interaction and early nurturing
care that Bennathan and Boxall identified as contributing to effective socio-emotional
development in children. Some researchers have identified that it is not clear how these
new attachment bonds are being created and highlight the need for further research to
identify the specific mechanisms of change that inform the efficacy of the intervention
(Seth-Smith et al., 2010; Mackay, Reynolds & Kearney, 2010; Billington, 2012). Given that
current NG literature reflects a strong association with AT, with authors frequently using AT
to explain why NG children have difficulty engaging in mainstream education and how the
principles of AT provide reparative intervention, it is reasonable to expect that academics
and practitioners will be drawn to Bowlby’s theoretical position to inform their
understanding of NG processes. To establish whether AT fully explains the mechanisms that
assist the socio-emotional development of children within NGs, AT is considered in more

detail.
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1.6.3.1 The origins of Attachment Theory

AT as proposed by John Bowlby and advanced by Mary Ainsworth is widely recognised as
the most supported theory of socio-emotional development (Rutter, 1980; Sroufe, 1986).
The theory attempts to explain both attachment behaviour between infants and their
parents and long lasting attachments made to others. By linking evolutionary biology and
ethology to psychoanalytic principles, Bowlby introduced the idea that social behaviour, as
well as intrapsychic behaviour, is instinctive, and introduced empirical study to the nature of

human relationships.

Bowlby is often referred to as the Father of AT, his theory having emerged from
observations of maladjusted boys whose difficulties were thought to stem from disrupted
relationships with their mothers in infancy, and his dissatisfaction with the completeness of
explanations provided by existing psychoanalytic and ethological theories. Bowlby’s initial
work showed the difficulties experienced by children who were separated from their
parents through loss or bereavement and the lasting negative effects that they experienced
throughout childhood, adolescence and into adulthood. He believed in the critical
importance of the mother-infant relationship, both to the infant at that moment in time and
to their successful future development. Bowlby proposed a fundamental bond that exists
between mother and infant, linking them through a delicate mechanism that could be
disrupted, often with disastrous consequences, by separation, and set out to study the

nature of this bond and the ways in which it develops (Bowlby, 1958).

Bowlby’s early theorising was based on his 1944 study ‘Forty-four juvenile thieves’, an
investigation of the early childhood experiences of delinquent children using interviews and
retrospective data, from which he drew conclusions about the effects of maternal
separation on later social and behavioural functioning. In order to test the long-term effects
of deprivation and his hypothesis that disruption of the mother-infant attachment
relationship in the first five years of life can lead to the socio-emotional and behavioural

difficulties associated with delinquency, Bowlby studied a group of delinquent boys
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compared to a control group who suffered emotional difficulties without deliquency. He
found that more than half of the forty-four deliquents had been separated from their
mothers for longer than six months during the first five years of life, compared to only two
of the control group. From this Bowlby concluded that delinquency in later years could be
attributed to maternal deprivation. Although this work was subsequently challenged
regarding the accuracy and value of the retrospective evidence base and the lack of
attention to other family and environmental influences, its importance for advancing
developmental enquiry and child care policy through understanding of the importance of

early relationships should not be underestimated.

AT proposes the instinctive ability to create intimate emotional bonds with significant
others as an in-built component of human nature, beginning as emotional and behavioural
communication and later supplemented by language, yet evident in varying forms
throughout life (Bowlby, 1988). Attachment patterns, once formed, tend to persist, however
during the first three years of life the pattern of attachment may be altered by the different
behaviour of the attachment figure(s) (Bowlby, 1988), with attachment patterns at twelve
months of age predictive of the child’s behaviour at pre-school age and later becoming a
property of the child himself (Sroufe, 1983). Stability is found in the security of the
attachment relationship between infants and their mother from 12 to 18 or 12 to 20 months
of age, so long as there are no major life events. In addition, infants who have secure
attachment to their mother are almost equally likely to display secure attachment to their

father (Grossmann et al., 1981; Lamb, 1978; Main & Weston, 1981).

1.6.3.2 The biological basis of Attachment Theory

Bowlby critiqued psychoanalytic theory and findings from ethology, testing his observations
and intuitive understandings of the nature of human bonding against scholarly writing, such
as Lorenz’ work on imprinting and Harlow’s (1958) studies with rhesus monkeys. Lorenz’
study of imprinting in goslings showed that, for this species, attachment is innate and acts as

a survival mechanism. The goslings were found to follow the individual that they first saw
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when they hatched regardless of whether that was their mother or Lorenz, as they had
imprinted this picture to memory. Harlow (1958), in an attempt to explain the basis of the
bond between a monkey and it’s infant, showed that rhesus monkeys who were isolated
from their mothers at a young age displayed social and emotional problems in adulthood,
showing aggression and being unable to relate socially to other monkeys. He discovered
that monkeys reared in isolation from their mothers who had access to a ‘cloth’ mother for
comfort and a ‘wire’ mother who supplied food, would go to the wire mother only when

hungry and return to the cloth mother for comfort and security.

In addition, monkeys that were reared in isolation but allowed short periods of interaction
with other monkeys each day grew up with normal social development. Harlow concluded
from his studies that social interaction is a requirement for healthy development and the
monkeys who displayed socio-emotional difficulties were suffering from social deprivation
rather than maternal deprivation. They needed a figure of comfort and security in the first
few months of life that they could go to in times of anxiety and stress to assist them,

through their interaction with this figure, to regulate their emotions.

Drawing on insights from ethology, Bowlby continued to develop his theory of the biological
basis of attachment behaviour, describing an infant’s need for proximity to their mother as a
source of safety and nourishment, as a biological rather than a learned need. This biological
need in infancy was Bowlby’s principal focus, while also proposing that attachment
behaviours do not simply feature in infancy but are a lifetime phenomenon. Babies display
an innate need for touch, witnessed in their need to cling to another human being (Bowlby,
1988) and through the achievement of proximity to their parent or care-giver they
internalise feelings of safety and achieve a state of relaxation that gradually allows them to

venture out into the world, to explore and pursue their own projects (Bowlby, 1969/1982).

Explaining his theory of attachment from an ethological perspective, Bowlby describes how

babies come into the world biologically pre-programmed to form attachments with others
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through social interaction, with these attachments made not to the figure who provides
food and nourishment but to the figure who provides care and responsiveness, similar to
the way that Harlow’s (1958) rhesus monkeys formed attachments to the ‘cloth mother’. He
describes innate infant attachment behaviours such as ‘crying’, ‘approaching or following’,
‘smiling’ and ‘vocalising’ that obtain care-giving responses from adults and result in the
infant maintaining close proximity to and protection from their care giver (Bowlby, 1956).
This fundamental biological process results in children seeking and gaining attachment from
parents regardless of the parents’ ability to meet the child’s physiological needs (Cassidy &
Shaver, 2008). Bowlby (1956) observed that infants, through their biological disposition,
become attached even to physically or psychologically abusive mothers and these
attachment bonds are thought to persist, even when the child is maltreated. This
persistence of attachment, even when punished, was also evidenced in Harlow’s (1956)

rhesus monkeys studies.

Drawing on evolutionary processes, Suttie (1935, p.6) describes the child’s need to remain
close to their mother and alert her if they become separated as an “innate need for
companionship which is the infant’s only way of self-preservation” and goes on to provide

the following explanation for the nature of nurture:

“The biological need for nurture might be psychologically presented in the infant
mind, not as a bundle of practical organic necessities and potential privations, but as
a pleasure in responsive companionship and as a corrective discomfort in loneliness

and isolation” (Suttie, 1935, p.4).

Although attachment behaviours are inherently biological, it does not follow that all
children will become securely attached to their parent or care-giver (Bowlby, 1956). Bowlby
(1969/1982) proposes that the organisation of the attachment behavioural system involves
mental representations of self, attachment figure and the environment, based on the

infant’s actual experiences. These mental representations, referred to by Bowlby as internal
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working models (IWMs), allow infants and subsequently children and adults throughout life,
to operate efficiently by assisting their anticipation of future behavioural outcomes, thus
allowing them to make plans in the present and follow them through in anticipation of
future consequences. The child develops IWMs of self and other based on their learned
experience of others and their resulting attachment style, with children who display
insecure attachment thought to lack a mental representation of their attachment figure as

available and responsive to their needs.

1.6.3.3 Development of the Attachment System

Bowlby sees the process of attachment as a psychological bond in its own right, a ‘primary
motivational system’ independent of the instinctive processes of feeding or sexuality
(Bowlby, 1973a). Thus the psychological function of attachment, which results from the
interplay of dynamic forces regardless of physiological dependency, differs from the child’s
dependency on their mother for physiological gratification, that is, the child seeking the
essential requirements of nourishment and shelter without the requirement to be attached
to her (Bowlby, 1958). According to Bowlby, developmental outcome is determined by an
interaction between an organism and its environment, with several lines of development
possible. The attachment system is thought to develop throughout infancy and childhood
over several distinct and observable phases, with the nature of the attachment relationship
and the environment in which the relationship is formed determining the child’s

developmental outcome (Holmes, 2014).

From birth to six months of age babies interact with their caregivers through smiling and
mirroring of behaviour with mothers and infants building their relationship through
interactions of feeding and mutual gaze. Newborn infants are found to have a preference
for their mother’s voice over the voice of a stranger and learn how to respond to her voice
soon after birth, suggesting that the period immediately after birth may be of crucial
importance for mother-child bonding (DeCasper & Fifer, 1980). Through the reliability and

responsiveness of the mother, and a developing mutual understanding of each other, an
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attachment relationship is developed where the infant learns to feel secure, supported and
protected within their world (Hughes, 2006). As their relationship progresses, the infant
shows a preference for his mother’s company over others and, with the mother responding
to her child’s cues, an interactive relationship develops with each ‘knowing’ the other,

resulting in the creation of an attachment bond (Hughes, 2006).

From the age of six months, as the infant becomes increasingly mobile, reciprocal
attachment and care-giving behaviour develops, allowing the infant to remain within close
proximity of the mother and the mother to know that the child will return to her when
distressed or in danger. The infant now uses social referencing, checking for permission to
venture out from their mother’s safety by monitoring her facial expression, using the
mother as a secure base from which to explore the world. First, within visual and auditory
range of the mother and gradually extending further afield. The child’s attachment
behaviour is regulated by the mother’s care-giving behaviour that informs the child’s
feelings of safety and security. This attachment care giving behaviour displays the
beginnings of a reciprocal relationship between parent and child. As the child progresses
through infancy and childhood, with the associated motor, language and cognitive skill
development this entails, a more complex pattern of behaviour is witnessed that can not be
explained in simplistic behavioural terms (Hughes, 2006). The ways in which this reciprocal
mother-infant relationship develops is dependent on the security of mother-infant
attachment, the individual differences of which were identified and studied by Mary

Ainsworth (1963, 1967).

A study by Schaffer and Emerson (1964) around the time that Bowlby was developing his
Theory of Attachment, monitored the attachment relationships of infants in the first
eighteen months of life. They found that the infants formed multiple attachments, showing
a preference for different attachment figures at varying stages of development. Although
some of the findings are not supported by more recent research, they would certainly have
been influential at this time. A discussion of more recent findings on the ways that the

attachment system develops from birth will follow.
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1.6.3.4 The quality of mother-infant Attachment

Mary Ainsworth’s work contributed immensely to the growing literature on attachment
theory and informed understanding of the progressive enquiry of the social development of
infants (Bretherton, 1992). Ainsworth (1982, 1983; Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bell & Ainsworth,
1972) used an ethological perspective to investigate through naturalistic observation the
quality of mother-infant interaction, with a particular emphasis on the onset of proximity-
promoting signals and attachment behaviours between mothers and infants. Using narrative
reports, displaying 5-minute episodic intervals, she observed mothers and infants together,
analysing patterns rather than frequency of specific behaviours, to identify characteristic
mother-infant interaction patterns in the first three months of life (Ainsworth et al., 1978;

Ainsworth, 1982, 1983).

Ainsworth observed three attachment styles in mother-infant relationships:

e Securely attached infants who seldom cried and happily explored while their mother
was present

e Insecurely attached infants who cried frequently, even when their mothers were
present, and explored little

e Infants who were not yet attached and displayed no differential behaviour to the

mother.

Of particular interest was her rating and evaluation of maternal sensitivity to infant signals.
Harmonious mother-infant relationships were correlated to maternal sensitivity, with babies
whose mothers had been highly responsive to their cries in the early months tending to cry
less by the end of the first year, relying instead on facial expressions, gestures and
vocalisations to communicate. She found that infants tended to be securely attached to
sensitive and responsive mothers and insecurely attached to mothers who showed less

sensitivity and responsiveness (Bell & Ainsworth, 1972).
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Perhaps Ainsworth’s most renowned work was her development of the ‘Strange Situation’

procedure where infants are observed playing in the presence of their mother, or a stranger

following brief separation from their mother, in a laboratory setting (Ainsworth & Wittig,

1969). This study was to determine the Strange Situation classification system (Ainsworth et

al., 1978) based on infants reunion behaviour after separation from their mother, analysed

with their home relationship behaviour data. Studies of socio-emotional development in

infancy have reliably identified Ainsworth’s ‘patterns of attachment’ and the family

conditions in which they develop. Ainsworth (1978) identified three principal patterns of

attachment:

Secure attachment — develops where the infant is confident that their care-giver will
be available and responsive to them in a frightening or threatening situation. This
attachment pattern develops through the availability and responsiveness of the
parent/primary caregiver in the early weeks and months of life, attending to the
infant’s signals for comfort and protection in a sensitive and caring manner. Children
who display secure attachment show ability to explore the world with confidence,

knowing that they can return to their parent in times of need.

Anxious resistant attachment — develops when an infant is unsure if their care-giver
will be available and responsive in frightening or threatening situations. These
children will be nervous about exploring the world, with a tendency to cling to their
parent or care-giver. This pattern develops by the parent or care-giver being
available and responsive on some occasions and not others, by separations of the

child from the parent, or by the child experiencing threats of abandonment.

Anxious avoidant attachment — develops when an infant expects that when they
seek parental/care-giver attention, they will be rebuffed. This pattern develops when
the parent rejects the infant’s request for comfort and protection and is most

extreme when the infant is repeatedly rejected.
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A fourth attachment pattern known as disorganised attachment was subsequently identified
by Main and Solomon in 1990, based on their observations of normative, high-risk and
maltreatment samples. This classification is found more commonly in ‘at-risk’ samples of
infants (Cyr et al., 2010) and is predictive of the development of mental health problems in
later years (Duschinsky & Solomon, 2017). The disorganised attachment style is the only
form of attachment difficulty that is referred to as a ‘disorder’ and given a clinical diagnosis
in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5t edition, DSM-5, where it is

classified as ‘Reactive Attachment Disorder’.

Ainsworth’s findings in her Strange Situation procedure provided the first empirical
evidence to support Bowlby’s theory of Attachment (Ainsworth et al., 1971, 1978). Main et
al. (1985) advanced the empirical study of infant-parent attachment that considers the
connection between individual differences in children’s attachment patterns at age one year
and the quality of infant/care giver interaction in the proceeding 12 months or to later
differences in individual functioning and behaviour. By connecting attachment to
representation they retain the theoretical basis of Attachment Theory proposed by Bowlby
and Ainsworth but move beyond the behavioural level of other studies to the level of
representation. They observed individual differences in the child’s mental representation of
self in relation to attachment, with a new focus on representation and language, from
infancy to adulthood and propose that individual differences in patterns of attachment can
be understood by examining the IWMs of relationships to understand feelings and
behaviour (as assessed by the Strange Situation) along with attention, memory and
cognition, as related to attachment. They observed individual differences in these IWMs as
not only related to patterns of non-verbal behaviour, but also to patterns of language and

structures of the mind.
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1.6.3.5 How patterns of Attachment are learned and accommodated

“A securely attached child will store an internal working model of a responsive,
loving, reliable care-giver, and of a self that is worthy of love and attention and will
bring these assumptions to bear on all other relationships. Conversely, an insecurely
attached child may view the world as a dangerous place in which other people are to
be treated with great caution, and see himself as ineffective and unworthy of love.
These assumptions are relatively stable and enduring; those built up in the early
years of life are particularly persistent and unlikely to be modified by subsequent

experience.” (Holmes, 2014, p.63)

AT attempts to explain behavioural patterns witnessed in infancy and childhood and their

effect on developmental outcomes. Ainsworth (1978) suggests that it is the behaviour of the

care-giver that determines the infant’s Strange Situation attachment classification. She

suggests that:

secure attachment is the outcome of sensitive and responsive primary care

anxious resistant attachment is the outcome of inconsistent primary care, whereby
sometimes the infant will have their needs met yet not at other times

anxious avoidant attachment is the result of unresponsive primary care, where the

infant’s needs are routinely not met by the care-giver.

Linking Ainsworth’s findings to Bowlby’s concept of IWMs suggests that:

securely attached infants are assisted to develop a positive working model of
themselves, creating a mental representation of others as being responsive to their
needs and themselves as worthy of respect (Jacobsen & Hoffman, 1997)

anxious resistant infants create a negative image of themselves and seek attention
through exaggerated emotional responses that may display as socio-emotional and

behavioural difficulties (Kobak et al., 1993)
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e anxious avoidant infants create an image of themselves as unworthy and

unacceptable to others (Larose & Bernier, 2001).

Given the emphasis placed by Bowlby on the development of IWMs and their importance to
AT it was considered important to explore his IWM concept and its relevance to child

developmental outcomes and NGs.

At the time that Bowlby was developing his theory, mainstream psychology relied very
much on a behaviourist view of everyday interactions and provided few conceptual tools to
examine the workings of the ‘inner world’ (Bretherton & Munholland, 1999). Bowlby’s
contribution was to bring the evolutionary ideas of philosopher and psychologist Kenneth
Craik to psychological understanding of the internal processes informing behavioural
output. Craik (1943) proposed the idea of complex ‘internal working models’ of
environment, formed by organisms to increase their chances of survival by enabling them to
evaluate the potential consequences of alternative courses of action, allowing more flexible
and adaptive behaviour. These IWMs, allowed important aspects of the world, internally
represented, to assist the evaluation of probable outcomes of different behaviours, focusing
not on all conceivable aspects of reality but on the relation-structure of those aspects
(Bretherton & Munholland, 1999). Bowlby (1969/1982) proposed that these IWMs allow
individuals to generate predictions of reality by drawing on mental representations of
possible outcomes of not only experienced, but potential, realities. These representations,
according to Bowlby, are not restricted to models of self and other in attachment
relationships, but apply equally to all representations, however it is to the IWMs of

attachment relationships that major research has focused.

To understand the influence of IWMs on children’s patterns of attachment behaviour an
examination of the literature identifies three strands of inquiry that attempt to explain how

these patterns are learned and accommodated in childhood and beyond:
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1. Children learn attachment patterns of behaviour through mother-infant interaction.

Infant’s display the capacity to engage in and derive pleasure from social interactive
behaviour from birth (Trevarthen & Aitken 2001; Stern, 1985). Within days of their birth,
babies can distinguish the smell, voice and touch of their mother from others and initially
elicit her attention through their cries, later supplementing this with social and emotional
communications from the second month of life (Izard, 1982). In the early months of life
babies display attachment behaviours although these do not become organised into an
attachment behavioural pattern until the second half of the first year (Bowlby, 1988).
Patterns of attachment in infancy and childhood are influenced by the way the infant is

treated by his primary care-givers (Bowlby, 1988).

Babies are born into the world with immediate physiological needs to be fed and kept
warm, basic concepts of human nature that are already present in the neonate and continue
throughout life. It is to their parent or primary care giver that babies turn to have this need
satisfied, and it is through the parent meeting these physiological needs that the baby
comes to understand her as the source of gratification, a process described by Bowlby’s
theory of ‘Secondary Drive’ (Bowlby, 1988). The baby learns through experience that their
mother will provide satisfaction for their basic physiological needs and through this
understanding an intimate emotional bond is created. These emotional bonds are important
for mental health and social development and provide the foundation for later attachment
behaviour (Bowlby, 1988). The bonds built between parent and infant are established
through emotional communication with no requirement for language and, regardless of the
fact that as the infant matures into childhood and beyond language becomes a
communicative feature of these intimate bonds, emotional communication continues to be

the principal means of engagement (Bowlby, 1988).

Knowing that an attachment figure is available and will be responsive to their needs
encourages feelings of safety and the desire to continue the relationship, with attachment
behaviour most noticeable in childhood but continuing throughout life (Bowlby, 1982a). The

goal of attachment behaviour is to provide feelings of security by regulating behaviour
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designed to keep the child in close proximity to their attachment figure. From birth infants
display behaviours that result in keeping them in close proximity to a care-giver, quickly
becoming preferentially directed towards a preferred attachment figure. After the age of six
months, this behaviour becomes organised around their preferred hierarchy of familiar
figures, with attachment becoming a property of the child himself (Bowlby, 1969/1982b).
Bowlby saw the parental role of providing a ‘secure base’ as pertaining, not just to the
child’s exploration of the outer world, but also to their inner world. By acknowledging and
responding sensitively to the emotional communications of their child, parents assist the
development of the child’s IWMs of self and attachment figures and these IWMs, once
established, initially remain open to change. By contrast, when parents do not acknowledge
and respond sensitively to their child’s emotional communication the child will grow up
uncertain of parental support and adopting the parent’s false models of self, the child, and
their relationship (Bowlby, 1969/1982b). The children who grow up to become stable and
self-reliant individuals are those for whom parental support is readily available when they
need it and whose parents have encouraged their growth towards becoming autonomous

individuals (Bowlby, 1982a)

“A working model of self as valued and competent.....is constructed in the context of
a working model of parents as emotionally available, but also as supportive of
exploratory activities. Conversely, a working model of self as devalued and
incompetent is the counterpart of a working model of parents as rejecting or
ignoring of attachment behaviour and/or interfering with exploration.” (Bretherton

& Munholland, 1999, p.91)

Children must learn through experience that the world is a safe and satisfying place to live
(or an unsafe, frightening, painful and uncertain place to live) before learning in other ways
can begin (Bowlby, 1982a). Security is engendered by the knowledge that an attachment
figure is available and responsive and this security promotes value and continuity of the
attachment relationship (Bowlby, 1988). Attachment behaviour is most evident in childhood

but can be observed throughout life as integral to human nature (Bowlby, 1988). Children’s
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social, emotional and cognitive development is affected by the levels of attentive nurturing
care they experience in the earliest years of life. Parental interaction in infancy is influenced
by the quality of the attachment bond that develops between parent and infant in the first
year, with mothers’ interactions with their infants at age 2.5 years correlated with the
infant’s attachment pattern at the age of twelve months (Matas, Arend and Sroufe, 1978).
For example, the mother of a child identified as securely attached at the age of one year will
be attentive and responsive to his needs at the age of 2.5 years, whereas the mother of a
child identified as insecurely attached will be less attentive and responsive to his needs at
the age of 2.5 years. In addition, the mother of the insecurely attached child may provide
unhelpful or ill-timed responses, ignore what her child is doing or how he is feeling, or reject
his requests for assistance (Bowlby, 1988). Therefore, a cycle is developed whereby the
mother’s behaviour throughout the child’s early years is influenced by the child’s

attachment behaviour that has developed in the first twelve months of life.

Although attachment relationships exist between two partners, Bowlby describes
attachment as a property of the individual, an organisation of a system within the attached
person (Bowlby, 1973a). This system within the individual represents the dyadic relationship
with their attachment figure and is based on their joint functioning (Bretherton & Waters,
1985). Bowlby (1969, 1982b) proposed a system that is activated periodically in times of
stress or danger and deactivated by perceived safety, however Bretherton (1980) describes
a system that is continuously active. By thinking of a continuously active system we are
assisted to understand the relationship between the two facets of attachment theory,
security-seeking behaviour in times of distress and the secure base phenomenon. Bowlby
(1969/1982b) suggests that children do not re-appraise each situation encountered to
establish whether their attachment figure is available and responsive, rather through
repeated transactions with the world the child builds complex internal working models of
the world, significant others and self in interaction, and it is these models that appraise and

inform behaviour in new situations.
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IWMs are defined as “a set of conscious and/or un-conscious rules for the organisation of
information relevant to attachment and for obtaining or limiting access to that information,
that is, to information regarding attachment-related experiences, feelings and ideations”
(Main et al., 1985). IWMs, according to Bowlby (1980), come to function automatically
through repeated use, working outside of consciousness. The initial models formed in
infancy and childhood become more complex over time as cognitive awareness develops
(Bowlby, 1969) and due to their stability over time, are thought to have continuity from

childhood to adulthood (Bowlby, 1979).

2. Once established, attachment patterns of behaviour are repeated and set a template for

all other relationships.

The child’s daily experience of interactions builds working models of family interactions that
become established as influential cognitive structures (Main et al., 1985) resulting in the
child building a model of themself that reflects the image that his parents have of him.
These models of interaction between parent and child persist throughout childhood and
come to operate at an unconscious level, persisting in later life even with those who behave
in a different fashion. Therefore, if these patterns are maladaptive due to disrupted early
experiences resulting in the child displaying avoidant or insecure attachment, the child will
be unable to display optimal social functioning in future relationships. According to Bowlby
(1979) patterns of verbal and non-verbal communication provide the processes that
generate and maintain the IWMs of attachment relationships and subsequently transmit

these IWMs through parental behaviour to the next generation.

Children who develop secure attachment as infants benefit from a foundation on which
affective, social, cognitive and behavioural development can flourish in subsequent years
(Cassidy & Shaver, 1999). According to Bowlby (1988) patterns of attachment, once
established, tend to persist, showing stability during early childhood and being predictive of
how they in later years approach a new person or tackle a new task. Bowlby provides two

explanations for this:
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e the tendency for stability over time of the way that a parent treats a child
e the self-perpetuating patterns of attachment behaviour

This means that children who display secure or insecure patterns of attachment will elicit
different responses from their parent based on their observable behaviour. A secure child
will be happier and less demanding and easier to care for, whereas an insecure child will be
demanding and clingy or withdrawn and aggressive, attracting an unfavourable parental
response that in turn leads to further negative behaviour, and so a negative behaviour-
response cycle develops (Bowlby, 1988). However, although Bowlby provides this
explanation for the persistence of patterns of attachment, he also proposes that in the early
years of life these patterns are a property of the relationship, only later becoming a
property of the child himself. Therefore, in the first two to three years of life, if a parent
alters the way they treat their child then the attachment patterns, as a property of that
particular relationship, will change accordingly. It is only in later years, once the pattern has
become a property of the child himself that it is then imposed on new relationships, such as

with teachers and ultimately romantic partners and offspring.

The developmental effects of the persistence of attachment patterns is shown in nursery-
aged children, whereby infants measured as having secure attachment relationships with
their mother at twelve months were found by nursery teachers to be co-operative, popular,
resilient and resourceful. In contrast, those who showed anxious resistant patterns at
twelve months were described by nursery teachers as attention seeking, tense, impulsive
and easily frustrated or passive and helpless, whereas those who showed anxious avoidant
patterns at twelve months were described as emotionally insulated, hostile and anti-social

(Sroufe, 1983).

3. Children’s attachment behaviour models operate outside conscious awareness and are

resistant to dramatic change

Bowlby’s (1969/1982) concept of IWMs describes a mental representation of an aspect of

the world, others, self or relationships to others that is of special relevance to the individual;
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an integral component of the attachment behavioural system, it guides appraisals of
experience and guides behaviour. These models are not passive representations but active

constructions that are open to restructure.

However, Bowlby suggests that reconstruction of early IWMs is difficult since, once
organised, they tend to operate outside conscious awareness and be resistant to dramatic
change (Bowlby, 1980). Utilising the concept of IWMs to explain the persistence of
attachment patterns, eventually becoming a property of the child himself, Main, Kaplan and
Cassidy (1985) propose that the child’s IWM of themselves in interaction with their primary
attachment figures soon become established as influential cognitive structures. The model
that the child builds of himself reflects the images that his parents hold of him and that they
communicate to him in the way they respond through verbal and non-verbal

communication, i.e. in what they say and what they do.

The IWMs then set a template in relation to this relationship for how the child feels about
himself, how he expects to be treated and how he plans his own behaviour. This template of
the self and parent in interaction are internalised and come to operate at an unconscious
level. Although this template tends to persist, it is gradually updated as the child grows
older and his parents treat him differently, meaning that the child’s IWMs tend to, at any
given time, provide a fairly accurate reflection of the child-parent relationship. However,
where the child displays a model of insecure attachment, this gradual updating of models
becomes obstructed by defensive mechanisms that act to exclude negative experience.
Therefore, the patterns of interaction that are the result of the child’s IWMs, now operating
at an unconscious level, tend to persist, even when interacting with people who display

different behaviour to those experienced in the early years (Bowlby, 1988).
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1.6.3.6 The relevance of Bowlby’s Attachment Theory today

AT has been continuously evolving for more than fifty years and is recognised as one of the
best examples of the value to be gained from serious, coherent theorising in psychology
(Cassidy & Shaver, 1999). There is a vast amount of literature surrounding Bowlby’s original
theory, how he continued to update his theory over the following years, subsequent
findings from other researchers and current theoretical directions. The volume of, and
continuous updating of, attachment literature makes it difficult for scholars, let alone
others, to be familiar with the entire picture that is emerging (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999).
Attachment Theory grew out of psychodynamic theory and has evolved as a ‘contemporary

psychodynamic approach’ to personality and behaviour (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2005).

Bowlby, although recognising that infants can form multiple attachments, believed that
there is always one primary attachment figure, usually the mother, and that this is the first
attachment made by the infant and the one that remains the strongest, even when other
attachments are subsequently made. However, evidence from other researchers appears to
dispute these claims, most notably findings from Schaffer & Emerson (1964) and Rutter
(1972). Schaffer and Emerson (1964) conducted a longitudinal study of sixty infants, aged 5
weeks to 23 months, in Glasgow to investigate the number of attachments they made
across an eighteen-month period. Challenging Bowlby’s theory of monotropy, they found
that the majority of the infants formed multiple attachments. Interestingly, they also found
that the infants whose mothers were more responsive to their demands and engaged in
more interaction with them showed stronger attachments than the infants of less

responsive and less interactive mothers.

Schaffer (1971) later extended these findings by showing that babies actively seek
stimulation rather than passively seeking nutrition, that is, they ‘eat to live’ rather than ‘live
to eat’, a finding that is in keeping with the findings in rhesus monkeys by Harlow (1958).
Disputing Bowlby’s claim that early childhood separation was the cause of behavioural

disturbance in later years, Rutter (1972) studied groups of children in London and the Isle of
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Wight to investigate the causes of delinquent behaviour and the association between a
child’s separation from their parent and their subsequent anti-social behaviour. Rutter
found no correlation between deliquent behaviour and parental separation, in contrast to

Bowlby’s findings from his “44 thieves’ study.

However, Rutter found that there was a link between anti-social behaviour and poverty and
stress in childhood, with the children displaying anti-social behaviour typically growing up in
families suffering material disadvantage and fractured or discordant relationships. Rutter
(1972) also found that the children did not form only one primary attachment but had
multiple attachment figures ranging from other family members to peers and sometimes

objects.

From the time that Bowlby published his seminal writing, the ‘Attachment and Loss’ trilogy
(1969, 1973, 1980), attachment research has focused almost exclusively on the personality
aspects of IWMs as determinants of life-long personality, neglecting to investigate the
importance of current attachment relationships and behaviour, thus overlooking Bowlby’s
claim that current attachment relationships remain the determinant of attachment security

(Kobak, 1994).

Also overlooked is Ainsworth’s study of normative development of attachment and her
emphasis on mother-infant communication (Kobak, 1999). Kobak (1999) identifies a model
of attachment security, determined in infancy and internalised through the creation of
IWMs to become a part of personality, as implicitly informing many attachment studies,
regardless of few attachment researchers explicitly endorsing such a model. He suggests
that a focus on attachment as a ‘relationship construct’ would place emphasis on evaluating
the quality of current relationships as a measure of attachment security, opening up
pathways to understanding the developmental trajectory of individual differences in infant

attachment security across multiple relationships.
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The importance of examining the quality of current relationships is also identified by Sroufe
(1997), who suggests that the study of such qualities may inform our understanding of
disruptions to developmental pathways. Current limited understanding of the ways that the
infant’s attachment security with their primary attachment figure is transferred to the
quality of Ilater relationships raises questions about the mechanisms of so-called
‘attachment interventions’. Relating this insight to NGs illuminates why our current limited
understanding of the processes underpinning their efficacy has theoretical and practical

implications for assisting developmental outcomes for children displaying SEBN.

Cefai and Cooper (2011, p.66) propose that the NG approach is “based in sound
psychological theory concerning the importance of specific social and interpersonal
experiences in social, emotional and cognitive development.” Despite this, persistently
overlooked in NG literature are the links between NG practice and the theories of
Intersubjectivity (Trevarthen, 2012b, 2010; Trevarthen & Aitken, 2001) and Companionship
(Malloch & Trevarthen, 2009) that work in tandem with AT to explain such social and
interpersonal experiences of children’s development. These theories and their relationship

to NG practice will be considered here.

1.6.4 Theories of Intersubjectivity and Companionship

Intersubjectivity and Companionship theories provide two separate yet connected and
complementary theories of child development, paying attention to the social and
interpersonal experiences of infancy that contribute to healthy development and learning.
As complementary theories of the social nature of infant development, understandings that

have developed from these theories are presented here together.
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1.6.4.1 The sociable behavioural system in infancy

The similarities between the early childhood experiences of an infant with their supportive
caregiver, and the care and support provided to pupils in NGs, is identified by Bennathan &
Boxall (2000). They describe the importance of emotional support and physical proximity to
a care-giver and the ways in which feelings are communicated and shared, often through

subtle non-verbal signals between parent and child, empathy and shared experience.

In both the home and in the NG there is food, comfort, consistent care and support, close
physical contact and communication by touch. NG practitioners are trained to purposefully
establish eye contact with pupils and to communicate mood and feelings through facial
expressions and voice. Such expression of shared feelings, satisfactions and mutual pleasure
is encouraged in an attempt to consolidate the first stages of learning by mirroring the
parent-child learning experience, and building a foundation on which further learning and
development can be achieved. The descriptions of NG practice and experiences points to

processes that are found in both attachment and intersubjective experience.

The theory of Innate Inter-subjectivity (Trevarthen, 1974, 1979; Trevarthen & Hubley, 1978),
“that the infant is born with awareness specifically receptive to subjective states in other
persons” (Trevarthen & Aitken, 2001, p. 4), promotes the human infant as born into the
world with both the motivation and ability to communicate with other people from birth.
Trevarthen & Delafield-Butt (2013a) tell us that babies are born into the world as sociable
beings with an inborn expectancy for human company. However, our understanding of

inter-subjectivity actually begins much earlier, with Bowlby’s Theory of Attachment (AT).

According to Bowlby (1969/1982), in order to fully understand the attachment behavioural
system it is important to understand how that system operates separately from the
‘sociable behavioural system’, which he describes as the biologically based system by which

humans are predisposed to seek the company of others, encompassing the behaviours of
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friendliness and goodwill. This sociable behavioural system incorporates the processes and
behaviours that encourage social engagement and the desire for companionship with
others, out-with the confines of the infant/care-giver attachment relationship, encouraging
infants and children to build relationships with their peers and with other adults. This
tendency is thought to originate from a biological predisposition to seek the company of
others for protection, survival and reproduction and stems from evidence of the importance
of the sociable system for the development of non-human primates (Harlow, 1969). Lewis et
al. (1975, p.56) seek to differentiate attachment relationships and sociable relationships by
suggesting that “mothers are good for protection, peers for watching and playing with.” This
could be viewed as mirroring Bowlby’s (1969/1982) explanation of the attachment system
and the sociable system operating independently, responding to and meeting different

needs, with the sociable system likely to be activated when the attachment system is not.

Bowlby draws a clear distinction between the roles of the attachment figure and playmate,
observing the ways that children seek an attachment figure in times of hunger, tiredness
and distress, wishing to be in close proximity to that person to experience feelings of
security and satisfaction, then having found this security and satisfaction, content and
confident that the attachment figure is close by, seeking a playmate to engage with in
playful and sociable exchange. However, although Bowlby believed the roles of attachment
figure and playmate to be conceptually distinct, he also recognised that the two roles are
not incompatible and could be filled by one person (Bowlby, 1969/1982). So what is this
sociable system that Bowlby refers to and what role does it play in the development of

infants and children?

1.6.4.2 The natural sociability of infants

The potential of a baby to interact socially, and of their mother to participate successfully in
this interaction, within the weeks, months and years following birth has been extensively
researched through observations of natural mother-infant interactions (Bateson, 1975;

Trevarthen & Aitken, 2001; Trevarthen, 1993; Koslowski & Main, 1974; Stern, 1971, 1974,
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1977; Tronick, Als & Adamson, 1979). Within minutes of birth babies are found to be
interested and aware of others’ attentions and responses (Trevarthen, 2005c) and are
observed in expressive, intimate engagements with others in their first few hours of life
(Trevarthen, 2011b). They are born with powerful innate volitions and emotions that
promote their engagement with the feelings, interests and intentions of a significant other
(Trevarthen et al., 2006). They can respond to the expressions of other people, and use
imitation to create purposeful dialogue with others as early as the first week of life (Nagy,

2011).

The infant is born “wired for feelings and ready to learn” (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Not
only do infants have a biological predisposition to ‘feel’ but they are guided to explore the
world through curiosity and feelings of pleasure that come from discovery. They are
motivated by their emotions to approach or withdraw from a situation in order to maintain
or to terminate the experience. This results in the infant experiencing motivation to pursue
a positive experience through the resulting pleasurable feelings that they derive from it. As
they monitor their emotions, they draw on the memory of past experience to guide their

actions.

“Seeing, hearing, smelling, touching and moving with Mom in a pleasurable state
carries forward in memory to the next time when this occurs and adds to an

expectation of security and delight” (Emde, 2003, p. 12).

Reciprocal pleasurable interaction between an infant and their caregiver is created when
the infant’s expression of emotion as a means to satisfy their physiological needs, such as
crying when hungry, wet, cold, or in pain, motivates action from their caregiver that brings
resulting feelings of comfort and security. Where an infant then responds to this caregiver
action by displaying feelings of contentment and pleasure, the caregiver is motivated to
continue these positive emotions through the continuation of on-going pleasurable

interaction (Emde, 2003).
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The adaptive functions of motivation and communication help to define the meaning of
experience. The motivational and communicative functions of emotions continue to guide
behaviour throughout life. They are dynamic systems displaying two core dimensions, i)
hedonic (pleasure/displeasure) and ii) arousal (low intensity/high intensity). These
dimensions vary over time, displaying dynamic contours that regulate social interaction.
However, when children experience fear, distress or overexcitement, their ability to