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Abstract

Previous research exploring the causative risk factors of youth violence have determined that

a combination of individual, relationship, community and societal factors contribute to the
occurrence of this complex phenomenon. Viable solutions must address all of these levels to be
effective and to sustainably prevent instances of youth violence. Nurture practice is an evidence-
based solution that has been shown to effectively identify and address the social, emotional
and mental health needs of young people in schools — thereby reducing distressed behaviour
and exclusions — and increasing wellbeing. This study uses a focus group methodology to collect
the observations of project leaders from schools actively engaged in the nurtureuk Violence
Reduction Unit (VRU) programmes, piloted in London, and in Kent and Medway, to gain insight
into their experiences of the programme at its mid-point, and to assess implementation progress
and effectiveness. Thematic analysis of the transcribed narrative accounts indicate that the
range and structure of programme offer is meeting the needs of participating schools and that
some positive impacts have been observed on the ground. These results suggest that nurture
practice may be well placed to offer a viable and sustainable model for preventing exclusions,

thereby reducing instances of youth violence.

Data availability statement: The data that support the findings of this study are available on
reasonable request from the corresponding author.

Introduction

According to the World Health Organization
(WHO), youth violence is a serious worldwide
health problem which can be defined as acts of
violence (bullying, physical fighting, sexual and
physical assault, and homicide) involving children,
adolescents and young people between the ages
of 10 to 29, all of which contributes to the global
burden of death, injury and disability (WHO,

n.d.; Rez et alet al, 2001). Previous research has
reported that worldwide, both the main victims
and perpetrators of violence are themselves
adolescents and young adults (Rez et al, 2001;

Krug et alet al, 2002). Based on Brofenbrenner’s
‘ecology of contexts’ approach (Brofenbrenner,
1979, p. 131), the WHO developed a public health
model (Figure 1) for identifying interconnected risk
factors for violence and antisocial behaviour, which
it published in its World Report on Violence and
Health (WHO, 2002). The model describes the risk
factors as occurring within each of the four levels of
a young person’s life — individual, family, community
and societal — recognising that these factors
influence the lives of young people and have
significant effects on their behaviour (Rez et al,
2001). A public-health approach is a long-term and
sustainable outlook that provides a holistic view in
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understanding the roots of serious violence, thereby
offering the opportunity to identify and develop
effective solutions to address the wide-ranging
causative factors (Fraser & Irwin-Rogers, 2021).

Figure 1

Ecological model of integrated levels
of influence related to violence and
antisocial behaviour
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Note. This model depicts overlapping spheres
illustrating the factors situated within interconnected
levels of influence occurring within a young person’s
environment. Adapted from WHO, 2002, World
Report on Violence and Health.

Youth Violence in the UK

It is estimated that in England and Wales in the
period of 2007-2018, the total social and economic
costs of serious youth violence was between £6
billion and £11 billion, with figures increasing
significantly year-on-year (Irwin-Rogers et alet

al, 2020). These statistics capture some of the
devastating adverse effects that instances of
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“We owe our children — the most vulnerable
citizens in any society — a life free from
violence and fear. In order to ensure this,
we must be tireless in our efforts not only
to attain peace, justice and prosperity for
countries, but also for communities and

members of the same family. We must
address the roots of violence. Only then will
we transform the past century’s legacy from
a crushing burden into a cautionary lesson.”
Nelson Mandela (Krug et al, 2002, p. ix)

youth violence have on individuals, communities
and on all the services connected to them. In
response to the rising levels of serious youth
violence, the Youth Violence Commission (YVC)
was established by the UK government in 2016
with the following aims: to identify the root causes
of youth violence, to identify solutions to address
the risk factors identified, and to drive changes

in policy and practice (Irwin-Rogers et al, 2020).
Following extensive evidence gathering and
consultation with a range of stakeholders, the YVC
published an interim report in 2018 setting out its
recommendations to create change. The YVC's
findings and recommendations resulted in both
the regional and national government adopting a
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public health approach to address the causes and
responses to violence, and in the establishment of
18 regional Violence Reduction Units (VRUSs) as
the vehicle to drive the changes (Mayor of London,
2021). Inspiration and insight for the VRUs were
drawn from the experience of previous successful
violence prevention work done in Scotland,

where the world’s first VRU was founded in 2005
(Hassan, 2020).

The YVC, in collaboration with researchers and
academics, undertook a review of the existing
body of evidence pertaining to the causes of
youth violence, gathering and analysing new
data generated from a national survey of over
2,200 young people, and compiling expert
evidence following a series of sessions. In 2020,
published its final report detailing its findings and
recommendations for action (Irwin-Rogers et alet
al, 2020). Using the WHO ecological model once
again as a conceptual framework for orientation
purposes, by reflecting the four levels of influence
on the lives of young people, the findings of

Figure 2
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the YVC final report on the identified factors
contributing to youth violence are summarised
in Figure 2.

The report highlighted several significant factors
including the recognition of emotions, most notably
shame, as a fundamental and significant factor in
violent behaviour (Thomas, 1995; Gilligan, 2003);
exposure to adverse childhood experiences which
are implicated in the likelihood of both future
violence perpetration and victimisation (Fox et al,
2014; Duke et alet al, 2010); and the lack of the
formation of high-quality, nurturing relationships
between young people and adult educational
professionals at schools, from the early years

and beyond (Irwin-Rogers et al, 2020). One of

the most significant risk factors identified by the
YVC as contributing to youth violence was the
disengagement and exclusion (including fixed-term
exclusions, suspensions, permanent exclusions,
and ‘off-rolling’) of young people from mainstream
education (McLean Hilker & Fraser, 2009; Perera,
2020; Timpson, 2019).

A multilevel depiction of the causes of youth violence in the United Kingdom

Relationship

Home
Parents unable to provide

P adequate levels of care and
Individual affection/hostile and rejecting
Rejection parenting styles/domestic
SHAME violence/physical, sexual

Anger and emotional abuse/older

siblings involved in crime

School

Lack of high-quality nurturing
relationships between adult
professionals and pupils

Powerlessness

Note. An ecological view of the risk factors for increased likelihood of young
people perpetrating or becoming victims of serious violence identified in the
Youth Violence Commission Final Report (Irwin-Rogers et al, 2020).
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Literature Review

Exclusions as a factor in youth
violence

It is reported that since 2015 there has been a
60% increase in the number of pupils permanently
excluded from England’s schools — an alarming
average of 42 exclusions per day and 410,000
suspensions in the year 2017-2018 alone
(Partridge et al, 2020). A recent literature review
undertaken by the Department for Education
(Graham et al, 2019) mirrored the findings of a
study undertaken by the RSA in 2020 (Partridge
et al). It revealed that certain vulnerability factors
(individually and/or combined) increased a young
person’s risk of exclusion, including having special
education needs or disability (SEND), having
social emotional and mental health (SEMH) needs,
having grown up in poverty, having been in care
or looked after, and having experiencing trauma
and challenges in their home lives.

A national survey conducted in 2017 (Sadler et

al, 2018) determined that children with a mental
health disorder are five times more likely to have
speech, language and communication needs
(SLCN), a reality that is sadly reflected in the
youth justice service, which reports that between
60-90% of the youth offending population in
England and Wales have speech, language and
communication needs (Simak, 2018). The resulting
distressed and challenging behaviour these
figures represent have been cited amongst the
reasons for sharp rise in exclusion rates across
the educational pathway beginning in primary
school (Timpson, 2019), and are implicated in the
causative factors of youth violence (Department
for Education, 2018). In its 2017/18 annual report,
the Inspectorate of Prisons for England and Wales
revealed that 89% of children in prison at that time
were excluded from school before their detention
(HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2018). Earlier
research conducted in Scotland found that pupils
excluded from school at the age of 12 were four
times more likely than their peers to be jailed as
adults (McAra & McVie, 2010).

The Pinball Kids report (Partridge et al, 2020)
identified the importance of relationships between
school staff and pupils and concluded that
exclusions were ‘one of the clearest manifestations
of the breakdown in relationship between a
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young person and the other members of their
school community’ (Partridge et al, 2020, p. 5).

The researchers highlighted that practices that
invested in building trusting relationships between
influential actors in children’s lives were the most
promising of interventions in preventing exclusions.
They further identified the conditions necessary for
a reduction in exclusion within schools including:
the formation of strong relationships with trusted
adult(s) in school; the engagement of parents as
partners in their child’s education; assessment of
SEND and SEMH needs and appropriate support
throughout the school journey; and for schools to
have an inclusive ethos where all young people

are known to them (Partridge et al, 2020).

Nurture Practice as a restorative
solution for challenging behaviour

In the literature, the term ‘nurture practice’ is
generally described as an approach based largely
on an understanding of attachment theory, child
development theory and the impact of trauma

and early adversity, and takes into account

current advances in the fields of developmental
psychology and neuroscience (Education Scotland,
2018). Using the healing potential within trusting,
attuned and connected relationships, nurture
practice empowers adults in school to allow
children and young people to engage with missing
early nurturing experiences, thereby supporting the
development of social and emotional skills whilst
also supporting behaviour, wellbeing, attainment
and achievement (nurtureuk, n.d.; Education
Scotland, 2020). Nurture practice encompasses
the whole school community (including children/
young people, staff and parents), is firmly rooted

in the six principles of nurture, and can be applied
at both the universal and the particular level within
the school environment (Education Scotland, 2020).

Nurture practice is based primarily of the theory of
attachment first devised by the British psychiatrist
and psychotherapist, John Bowlby, in the 1950s
(Boxall, 2010). Attachment theory acknowledges
that to grow up mentally and relationally healthy,
a young child needs to experience a responsive,
warm, intimate and continuous relationship with

a secure attachment figure in their early years,
who then becomes a safe base from which the
child can explore the environment and the wider
world (Bowlby, 1988; Schaffer, 2003). The theory
also acknowledges the link between attachment
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and the development of emotional literacy skills

in childhood and suggests that a child’s ability to
self-regulate (control and management of impulses
and strong emotions), to develop empathy and to
acquire social skills (building reciprocal connections
with others, listening and sharing) is significantly
influenced by their attachment history (Cassidy,
1994; Nanu, 2015). Previous research has
established that trauma experienced in childhood
can negatively impact a young person’s social,
emotional and cognitive development (Thomas, et
al, 2019). A trauma-informed approach in schools
reflects an awareness of both the context and role
which educational professionals play in hindering
or facilitating healing for young people who

have experienced trauma (Harris & Fallot, 2001).
Adopting this approach in schools ensures that the
young people in the environment feel physically
and emotionally safe, prioritises the building of
relationships and understands the ways in which
trauma responses can manifest in distressed
behaviour, thereby effectively reducing trauma
symptoms and leading to positive behaviour
change (Hickle, 2020).

Nurture practice originated with the establishment
of the first Nurture Group (NG) in the late 1960s
by the educational psychologist, Marjory Boxall,
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in Hackney, London. These school-based groups
were developed for young children who had
seemingly experienced ‘some disruption or
distortion’ (Lucas, 2019, p. 8) in their key early
development experiences and so were unable

to meet the expectations and demands of the
mainstream class. The Nurture Group is a ‘targeted
psychosocial intervention’ (Middleton, 2021, p. 37)
and is designed to provide a safe base (Boxall,
2010) and to bridge the gap between the child’s
home and school by facilitating the opportunity
for recreating the missed early experiences
through trusting, supportive and nurturing
relationships with specially trained teachers

and staff (Education Scotland, 2018). Drawing

on the documented observations and direct
experiences of the early Nurture Group teachers
and educational psychologists, The Six Principles
of Nurture (see Figure 3) were conceptualised over
a period of approximately 20 years of nurture
practice (Lucas, 2019). The principles are based
on perspectives of organisational and group
theory (Saad & Kaur, 2020) and in their essence
are relational and holistic, capture the ethos and
atmosphere of a nurturing early developmental
environment and encapsulate all the essential
components that made Nurture Groups successful.

Figure 3
The Six Principles The Six Principles
of Nurture
Safety = of Nurture 00 Transitions
The classroom A Orh The importance
offers a safe 2% (Lo of transitions in
base children’s lives
Wellbeing Learning
The importance Q@g Children’s
of nurture for the NA learning is
development understood

of wellbeing

Language
Languageis a
vital means of
communication

©

developmentally

Behaviour
All behaviour is
communication

Authors: Eva Holmes and Eve Boyd
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The Boxall Profile® originated from Nurture

Group practice (Lucas, 2020) and is a practical
tool that allows teachers and other educational
professional to assess specific areas of need

by identifying developmental gaps in a child’s
social and emotional skills that cause distressed
behaviour (Ruby, 2020), and is considered to be
one of the most frequently used assessment tools
in schools across the UK (Ruby, 2021). A model for
a whole-school nurture approach was proposed by
Mackay et al (2015) and further developed into the
graduated approach to nurture, offering nurturing
solutions for the full range of SEMH needs of
children within a school community, ranging

from universal applications of nurture practice to
addressing the needs of the most severe level of
difficulties. A growing body of evidence confirms
that when nurturing principles have been applied
throughout schools — and when nurturing attitudes
and practices are adopted by all school staff in

a wider approach, and in response to local need

Figure 4
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— positive impacts for all children, including
reduced exclusions, are observed (Middleton,
2021; March & Kearney, 2017; Colwell & O’Connor,
2003; Doyle, 2004).

A present-day example of the expansion of
understanding and application of nurture practice
is the recent partnership programmes developed
between nurtureuk and two Violence Reduction
Units (VRUs). The Nurturing London Project, in
partnership with the Mayor of London’s VRU,
nurtureuk is working with 31 schools, (primary
and secondary schools, alternative provision and
further education colleges included), across 15
boroughs in that city. Similarly, the Nurturing Kent
and Medway Project is a partnership programme
between nurtureuk and that region’s VRU, working
with nine secondary schools to support them in
embedding a nurturing culture throughout their
settings (nurtureuk, n.d.; Simpson, 2020).

A visual representation of the evolution of nurture practice

from 1969 to the present day

1969

2019 2020 to present

nurtureUK /
VRU Projects

Nurturing solution
for relationship
restoriation
and building
Based on:
* Attachment Theory
e Child Development
Theory
* Understanding
of Neuroscience
® Trauma-informed
practice

The core elements

of successful

nurture practice

Based on:

® 30+ years of nurture
practice

® organisational and
group theory

Tool for identifying
SEMH difficulties
Based on:
* Evidence from
practice
® Standardized
norms

* Developmental
stages

The embedding of
a nurture culture
throughout the school
Based on:
® The 6 Principles
of Nurture
® Assessments of
SEMH needs
® Tiered nurturing
interventions for
all young people

School-based restorative
and nurturing solutions
for staff, pupils and
parents

Based on the 6 Principles

of Nurture and offering:

* Bespoke Consultancy

® Training

® Evidence-based
Assessment

® Products and Resources

® Partnership Programmes

Theory of change is a methodology used to
evaluate complex community initiatives focused

on social change and, when used within the
context of a specific project, can be applied to
articulate the underlying rationale and to support
the planning, implementation and evaluation of the
initiative (Anderson, 2005). The theory of change
underpinning the nurtureuk VRU programmes

(see Figure b5) is based on the evidence-based
understanding of the underlying causes of youth
violence and proposes an ‘ecological’ (Ward et al,
2013, p. 1) response. Using bespoke consultancy,
training and nurturing solutions to restore and
build trusted relationships in school through

a greater understanding of attachment, child
development and trauma-informed practice —
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violence in local communities. A summary of
the full programme offer structure is set out in
Appendix 1.

and underpinned by the Six Principles of Nurture
practice — the nurtureuk VRU programmes aim to
reduce instances of school exclusion and youth

Figure 5

Pathway of change towards guiding outcomes for nurtureuk VRU programmes
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Aim of the study

The aim of this study was to explore the
observations and perceptions of school staff
actively participating in the nurtureuk VRU
programmes piloted in London and Kent and
Medway from 2020 to 2022 and to gain insight
into their experiences of the programme at its mid-
point. The findings would allow for the assessment
of the short-term project indicator outcomes and
would provide a means to monitor implementation
progress, evaluate effectiveness of the solutions
offered and to identify areas for development for
the remainder of the project implementation.

Research approach

A critical realist epistemological position, which
aims to find and report the experiences, meaning
and reality of participants, was adopted for the

N4

long-term

outcome
outcome

Reduce
instances

of youth

violence

Reduce
exclusions

Medium-term
indicator

Ex-post
evaluation

Long-term
indicator

Evaluation

purposes of this study (Bhaskar, 2008). A focus
group is an interdisciplinary qualitative research
technique for information gathering, using non-
standardised data collection procedures, and
based on informal discussion among a group

of people selected on the basis of specific
characteristics, outlined according to the
research objectives (Acocella & Cataldi, 2021).
This technique is attached to a phenomenological
approach concerned with the lived cognitive
experiences, or subjective understanding, of the
participants’ own experiences (Petersma, 2000).

Participants

All 40 schools engaged in the nurtureuk VRU
programmes were invited to participate in the
study by means of a research recruitment flyer
emailed each of settings’ Project Leaders. An
opportunity sample consisting of a total of nine
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participants, representing eight schools (four

from London and four from Kent and Medway),
volunteered to participate in the study, with seven
participants attending the virtual focus groups
and two participants submitting written responses
electronically. The primary inclusion criteria

for participants prescribed that they be school

Table 1
Participant roles and setting types
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leaders with direct responsibility for implementing
the project in their settings. A range of different
school settings, including mainstream primary,
mainstream secondary and alternative-provision
secondary, were represented by participants
holding a variety of professional roles.

Participant roles Setting type Number
Senior leadership

1 Operations executive Alternative Provision, Secondary 3

2 Deputy headteachers Mainstream, Secondary

Head of department Mainstream, Secondary 1
Inclusion leadership Mainstream, Secondary 1
Safeguarding lead Mainstream, Secondary 2
SEMH lead Mainstream, Secondary 1
Nurture lead Mainstream, Primary 1

Data collection

The validity of the focus group method of data
collection as traditionally conducted for group
interactions occurring in the same physical location
is well reported in the literature (Kitzinger, 1995;
Morgan & Krueger, 1993, as cited in Matthews

et al, 2018). However, recent advances in digital
communication technologies mean there is a
growing use of online video-conferencing facilities
for qualitative data collection (Matthews et al,
2018). As this study was seeking to explore the
experiences and opinions of participants located
in different regions of the country, this online
video-conferencing method for data collection
aligned well with the aim of this research.
Organisation and allocation of participants to a
group was arranged according to their indicated
availability to attend one of three facilitated
virtual focus groups of 1%2 hours duration, held
between July and August 2021. Group 1 consisted
of three participants; Group 2 consisted of three
participants; and Group 3 consisted of two
participants. A discussion outline containing six
salient and open-ended questions was designed

to include aspects considered most relevant for
the cognitive objectives of the study and were
provided to participants prior to their attendance.
The six questions for discussion were:

1 How well do you think this project meets
the needs of the children/young people in
your school?

2 Does being part of the VRU project give you/
your colleagues the knowledge and confidence
to be able to support the children/young people
in your school more effectively?

3 To what extent, if any, has the relationship
you/your school has developed with your lead
consultant helped you to understand and adopt
nurturing practices as part of this project?

4 Have you seen any visible changes in the
school or witnessed any positive impact on the
children/young people as a result of the training
or resources that staff have been offered as
part of this project?
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5 How has the Covid pandemic changed or altered
(positively and negatively) your school’s practice
in terms of the relationships with your students,
parents, families and the wider community?

6 What obstacles or challenges, if any, have
prevented you or your school from benefiting
more from the project?

Participants accessed their allocated focus group
session via webcam. All focus groups were audio
and video recorded with Zoom® software and
saved to digital files. The audio from each focus
group session were transcribed verbatim for later
analysis, whereafter the digital files were deleted.

Ethical considerations

This study was carried out in accordance with

the ethical guidelines for educational research

as set out by the British Educational Research
Association (2018) and was approved by the
Research and Ethics Committee of nurtureuk.
Voluntary participants were sent a brief
description outlining the purpose and objectives
of the study, whereafter written informed consent
was obtained. Participants were notified of their
right to withdraw from the study at any time until
data reporting. Confidentially was maintained

by the anonymisation of all participant data and
in compliance with the General Data Protection
Regulation and the Data Protection Act 2018,

all raw data collected in the form of transcripts,
research notes, etc., were stored securely for the
duration of the study. Each focus group session
was moderated by a facilitator and an assistant;
both remained visible to the participants via
webcam for the duration, and all participants
reaffirmed their consent to participate verbally

at the start of the session. On conclusion of

each session, the moderator remained online for
an additional period of time to allow individual
participants the opportunity to address any issues
or concerns. The findings of the study, in the format
of an executive summary, will be distributed to all
focus group participants by email upon completion.
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Analysis

Deductive thematic analysis was conducted for the
purposes of this study to process the information
collected from the transcripts of the focus groups.
This was achieved by searching across the data
set to observe patterns strongly linked to the

data and to recognise repeated patterns of
meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Following

data familiarisation, the thematic analysis of the
transcript data was conducted manually using

an ‘In Vivo' coding approach using the words of
participants as an open code (Saldafia, 2016).

The initial coding information was generated from
thematic patterns emerging from the data. A
second round of coding highlighted convergences
and divergences on the same theme and allowed
for the initial codes to be grouped thematically.
Coding information was then sorted, similar

codes merged and duplications eliminated.
Themes were than reviewed and revised with

four distinct themes and 12 sub-themes generated
from this process and conceptualised in the form
of a reading grid. Reliability and consistency of
the data findings was achieved by obtaining
feedback from colleagues working in the VRU
team, the programme manager and from extended
engagement with the research throughout data
collection and analysis. Dependability was achieved
by the use of memo writing to record and reflect
on the data analysis process, and the consistent
engagement of the programme manager in the
review of data collection and analysis.

Findings

The findings of the data analysis have been
presented as thematic maps, with a visual
representation of themes and sub-themes
identified from the data set. Guided by the
emergent concepts, each theme and sub-theme
has been summarised and interpreted and is
presented in narrative format below.
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Box 1
Thematic map in relation to Theme 1: Meeting needs

Sub-themes

Theme

Meeting
needs

1.1 Pupils

e Programme is meeting needs of pupils, including the most vulnerable
e The Boxall Profile® is effective in identifying needs
¢ Impact is observed in improved behaviour and attendance and fewer exclusions

1.2 School

e Value of the project

1.3 Staff

of nurture practice by staff

1.1 Pupils

Participants reflected that taking part in the
programme met the current and long-term needs
of their pupils, including more vulnerable pupils
with long-term support needs.

“...the project provides a fantastic opportunity for
our school to be able to support our students and
assess their needs in greater depth.” (FGP3)

The Boxall Profile® was helpful in assessing the
needs, at the right time, for groups of children
requiring additional support, and in the planning
of targeted solutions for these pupils.

“The part of the project | feel is most beneficial is
the Boxall assessment. | feel that this opens up a
wider range of interventions we will be able to use
in order to support all students’ needs on a variety
of levels.” (FGP3)

“Already it is clear that it will provide us with
effective measurement, identification and review
frameworks [which] will allow us to measure

the progress and effectiveness of applied
interventions.” (FGFP8)

Positive impact was reflected in individual pupil
behaviour with a reduction in verbal abuse towards
staff, improved attendance and fewer permanent
exclusions reported since the start of the project.

e Philosophy and principles of programme fits school vision

* Increased interest and discussion amongst staff have led to reduced exclusions
e Change of attitudes has resulted in better engagement
e Positive impact observed in nurturing interventions resulted in wider application

“We have used [nurturing practice] in a small area
to begin with and have seen a reduction in verbal
abuse towards staff.” (FGP5)

“Two boys who were looking at permanent
exclusion now come in... and are doing so well.”
(FGP7)

1.2 School

At the start of the project, it was not clear whether
the project was needed, but the philosophy and
principles of nurture had been found to fit the
vision and school context and had provided a
structure to offer long-term support.

“The philosophy and principles of [the programme]
meet the needs of our school context and has

led to a review of how we approach inclusion and
supporting all learners, but especially our most
vulnerable.” (FGFP9)

Participants value the opportunity to be involved in
the project knowing that it meets the needs of their

pupils.

“We knew by looking at the criteria [of the
programme] it 100% meets the needs. We knew
the value and feel really blessed to have this...

it fits with us.” (FGP1)
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1.3 Staff

Participants observed that increased interest and
discussion amongst staff members — particularly
around nurture and attachment theory in relation
to specific students — had prevented exclusions
that might have otherwise have happened.

“It's prevented two boys from permanent
exclusion... The staff all looked at the six
principles to decide what were our strengths
and weaknesses. It's allowed for staff discussion
around nurture and attachment theory.” (FGP7)

There were changes observed in relation to the
attitude of some staff towards pupils, in that staff
appeared more positive towards pupils with more
complex needs. Staff appeared more willing to
engage with these pupils in their classes and were
more willing to plan for, find solutions and work
with them.

“Staff who wouldn’t have them in their class before
are now outside with them and able to give [them]

Box 2

Thematic map in relation to Theme 2 — Relationships

Theme Sub-themes

Relationships

Understanding context

Ideas and planning

2.2 Connection

2.3 Parents

2.1 Partnership with lead consultant

Participants observed that lead consultants (LCs)
have shared their passion, their expert knowledge
and their personal experiences of nurture practice
to guide, support and motivate participants to
implement changes and develop nurturing
strategies and plans for their schools.
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praise... staff are excited — they want to work
with them.” (FGP7)

“Many colleagues [now] think again about how
they plan lessons and engage with our learners to
help them access the learning and connect with
school...” (FGFP9)

Improvements in the behaviour of pupils attending
targeted nurturing interventions has been observed
by teachers and school leadership. Looking ahead,
if impact became more visible, nurture practice
would expand and be rolled out more widely
departments throughout the settings.

“The Head[teacher] is impressed and wants to
push it out further next year using [nurture practice]
in bigger groups.” (FGP5)

“Come September there will be a team of teachers,
one in each department — they volunteered — this
will then be rolled out in every department. If the
impact is shown, then more will be allowed.” (FGP5)

2.1 Partnership with lead consultant
Expert knowledge guides, supports and motivates

Provision of coaching, support and guidance
Pivotal in understanding six principles

e Relationships forged with other schools through networking

Relationship changed by pandemic

“[We] couldn’t be without [the LC] — she’s
instrumental! You can tell she’s doing it because
she believes in it — she’'s amazing!” (FGP1)

“[The LC] has listened intently to our ideas and
projects and has provided us with support and
guidance.” (FGP4)
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The LCs’ familiarity with the specific context of the
school allowed them to find tailored training and
strategy solutions to best meet the needs of the
staff and students in each setting.

“[They] understand our school context and works
with us to provide access to the best training to
support key members of staff in delivering
programmes and support for all our learners.”
(FGFP9)

“What [the LC] suggests is so relevant to our
children. She’s tweaked what we do and made it so
much better. [She] has given me confidence!”
(FGP7)

Lead consultants helped to develop the knowledge
and confidence of staff by providing invaluable
coaching and acting as a ‘sounding board’ for
thoughts and ideas during virtual meetings.

“Gave us lots of ideas; whatever is asked gets
delivered and more! [They] put things into
intelligent, practical terms.” (FGP6)

Participants describe the relationship forged with
LCs as pivotal in terms of understanding the
principles of nurture and how to best employ them
throughout their settings. The opportunities to
connect with LCs through regular virtual and
face-to-face meetings helped developed
partnerships and allowed for the sharing and
generation of practical ideas for and step-by-step
implementation of plans.

“The relationship with our consultant has been
pivotal in developing our understanding of
nurturing principles and how we can employ them.”
(FGFP8)

The meetings with the LC have generated a range
of practical ideas that help to identify next steps
and adapt strategies to support pupils more
effectively.
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“[They’ve] always got good ideas and she has
really helped to adapt strategies.” (FGP5)

“Gave us lots of ideas; whatever is asked gets
delivered and more! [They] put things into
intelligent, practical terms.” (FGP6)

2.2 Connection

Monthly networking events were considered to be a
helpful opportunity to connect with colleagues from
other schools, to share ideas and resources, and to
discuss common strengths and challenges.

“[The meetings] have given us a lot more
knowledge and contacts... the networking meetings
are amazing!” (FGP7)

“The networking events have been really helpful to
share ideas, resources and pitfalls.” (FGP4)

2.3 Parents

Due to staff taking on more pastoral duties during
school closures in lockdown, including home visits,
etc, participants reported that the more nurturing
engagement with families during this time resulted
in parents having an improved understanding of
the work done in schools, improved communication
and improved home-school relationships.

“... the pandemic has improved the relationships
with our parents and students. | feel that this is
because things have had to change to keep
everyone safe... it has given families a greater
understanding of the work that goes on within

a school setting... it has brought about a greater
sense of community and working together.” (FGP3)

“The Boxall Profile® helps to structure
conversations with parents.” FGP6

“Parents are more forthcoming and it’s helped
break down barriers. It's changed a lot of parents’
attitudes.” FGP5
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Thematic map in relation to Theme 3: Knowledge development

Sub-themes

Theme

Knowledge
development

3.1 Staff training

3.2 Addressing pupil needs

3.3 Resources/products

3.4 Self-reflection

3.1 Staff training

The access and convenience of virtual training for
staff on specialist subjects including attachment
theory, youth violence and trauma, was valued.
The training complemented existing knowledge,
provided additional knowledge and increased the
confidence of staff to meet the needs of pupils.

“It has added to already experienced staff’s
knowledge and confidence and it’s definitely
getting stronger.” (FGP6)

“[The training has] made it possible to address
needs — particularly around youth violence and
drugs. It has given us a lot more knowledge.” (FGP7)

Training events were considered to cover a wide
range of subjects, were well-structured, and the
resources provided to accompany training sessions
were of an excellent standard and helpful in
intervention work. Specialist trainers, particularly
those with teaching expertise, inspired staff

and helped them to develop their knowledge

and confidence.

“The training events have been well-structured
and resourced.” (FGP4)

3.2 Addressing pupil need

The Boxall Profile® was considered to be one of the
most beneficial aspects of the project as it allowed
deeper insight into pupils’ needs, thereby allowing
for more targeted intervention. Individual staff
members as well as whole-staff groups

e Access to specialist training sessions expanded and developed knowledge
e Wide range and structure of training developed knowledge and confidence

e The Boxall Profile® gives insight allowing targeted intervention

e The six principles generated and facilitated discussion

(e.g. teaching assistants) were trained in use of the
Boxall Profile® and there was wide usage of the
online platform to assess and measure the needs
of individual children and young people (CYP)
including those with SEND and larger groups

of CYP, including whole-school groups).

“... we have trained all TAs, set them up on the
[Boxall Profile®] online platform and they have then
completed profiles and started intervention work.
This has opened up a wider range of intervention
work and resources to use as well as new
assessment and measurement tools.” (FGFP8)

3.3 Products and resources

The products and training resources offered as
part of the project provided staff the opportunity to
try a wider range of solutions during interventions
that supported various levels of student needs.

“[The] Bereavement Box is an amazing resource
that we've used for pupils who have suffered
bereavement.” (FGP1)

3.4 Self reflection

The six principles of nurture practice generated
discussion and facilitated opportunities for wider
self-reflection amongst staff, although this was not
always considered to be an easy process.

“The staff all looked at the six principles to decide
what were our strengths and weaknesses. It's
allowed for staff discussion around nurture and
attachment theory.” (FGFPG6)
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3.1 Staff training

The access and convenience of virtual training for
staff on specialist subjects including attachment
theory, youth violence and trauma, was valued.
The training complemented existing knowledge,
provided additional knowledge and increased the
confidence of staff to meet the needs of pupils.

“It has added to already experienced staff’s
knowledge and confidence and it’s definitely
getting stronger.” (FGP6)

“[The training has] made it possible to address
needs — particularly around youth violence and
drugs. It has given us a lot more knowledge.”
(FGP7)

Training events were considered to cover a wide
range of subjects, were well-structured, and the
resources provided to accompany training sessions
were of an excellent standard and helpful in
intervention work. Specialist trainers, particularly
those with teaching expertise, inspired staff and
helped them to develop their knowledge and
confidence.

“The training events have been well-structured
and resourced.” (FGP4)

3.2 Addressing pupil need

The Boxall Profile® was considered to be one of
the most beneficial aspects of the project as it
allowed deeper insight into pupils’ needs, thereby
allowing for more targeted intervention. Individual
staff members as well as whole-staff groups

(e.g. teaching assistants) were trained in use of the
Boxall Profile® and there was wide usage of the
online platform to assess and measure the needs
of individual children and young people (CYP)
including those with SEND and larger groups

of CYP, including whole-school groups)

“... we have trained all TAs, set them up on the
[Boxall Profile®] online platform and they have then
completed profiles and started intervention work.
This has opened up a wider range of intervention
work and resources to use as well as new
assessment and measurement tools.” (FGFP8)

3.3 Products and resources

The products and training resources offered as
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part of the project provided staff the opportunity to
try a wider range of solutions during interventions
that supported various levels of student needs.

“[The] Bereavement Box is an amazing resource
that we've used for pupils who have suffered
bereavement.” (FGP1)

3.4 Self reflection

The six principles of nurture practice generated
discussion and facilitated opportunities for wider
self-reflection amongst staff, although this was
not always considered to be an easy process.

“The staff all looked at the six principles to

decide what were our strengths and weaknesses.
It's allowed for staff discussion around nurture
and attachment theory.” (FGFPG)

4.1 Obstacles and challenges

Workload pressures cause by the demand of role
changes during the pandemic, and limited staff
resources impacted the staff’s ability to engage
fully with the project.

“The school closure has not helped. Changes in
school, dealing with children’s issues — everything
is new for everyone! Workload pressures and very
busy timetables [have been an obstacle].” (FGP5)

“We wanted to do everything, but not it's not
possible — we haven't got the staff resources.”
(FGP7)

The pandemic and school closures disrupted
timetables, thereby affecting the staffs’ ability to
integrate new knowledge learning, and delayed
the implementation of actions, ideas and strategies
generated from the programme.

“The only major obstacle has been time to
implement the project.” (FGFP8)

Due to a lack of time to attend training and develop
confidence in adapting new ways of working, staff
can be resistant to adopting a new understanding
of complex needs and it can be difficult to get them
on board with nurturing practice. This is a result

of their already extremely demanding workloads
and the lack of staffing resources to allow them to
attend training.
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Thematic map in relation to Theme 4: Obstacles and challenges

Sub-themes

Theme

Obstacles and 4.1 Obstacles

challenges

4.2 Challenges

“[The project lead] struggles to give the team

confidence. [She] feels like she’s hitting a brick wall.

Mainly because it’s new [and] they are busy with
complex roles and needs. Time is needed in order
to properly take it in and lean and they haven't got
this.” (FGP5)

4.2 Challenges

The pandemic disrupted and weakened social
existing support mechanisms which negatively
affected the whole school community. Pupils
and parents were impacted by bereavement and
increased anxiety resulting in more safeguarding
referrals being made by school staff. Staff felt
that they lack the specialised training but felt
pressurised to address the deeper needs of
families in addition to fulfilling their teaching
roles, negatively affecting their wellbeing.

“Safeguarding referrals are through the roof!” (FGP6)

“Teachers have had to become counsellors and
deal with the socio-economic needs as well as
teach. Training is needed for the staff in order
to help more.” (FGP5)

More time is needed to broaden existing
nurture practice into the wider school, which
can be achieved by school leaders prioritising
opportunities for staff to attend training.

“We need more time... trying to expand it across
the whole school —it's a challenge!” (FGP2)

“Getting leadership to give time [due to] lack
of funds [for] staff training and the resistant
teachers.” (FGPG6)

e Engagement affected by demands due to the pandemic
e Time to implement knowledge
e Staff attitudes to adopting nurture practice affected by heavy workloads

e Mental health and wellbeing of whole school community
e Time needed to expand nurture practice

Discussion

The findings of this study suggest that at this point
in programme delivery, the range and structure of
project offer is currently meeting the expectations
of the participating schools. Schools recognised the
value of joining the programme as the philosophy
of nurture corresponded to their vision of meeting
the needs of all pupils, and was opportune as they
previously lacked the support and resources to
realise their vision.

As the project is still in the early stages of
implementation in schools due to the effects of the
pandemic, evaluation of impact by staff is limited,
but the initial signs are positive. Staff report
improvements in outcomes of some individual pupils
and observe their progress in engagement and in
developing emotional literacy skills and resilience,
which has protected them against possible exclusion.
Since the implementation and development of
nurture practice, changes in staff attitudes towards
pupils has been observed, with some staff appearing
more positive towards and more willing to engage
with pupils who have more complex needs. As staff
have developed their knowledge and skills around
nurture practice through training, they feel more
confident to identify pupils in need of additional
support and feel more capable of applying solutions
that will have positive impact. Engagement with the
project until now has established the foundations
for further developing nurture practice in schools,
including expanding nurture practice into all
learning departments, and planning for the
establishment of on-site Nurture Groups.

The need for the early identification of SEMH
difficulties among pupils is well recognised in the
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literature (Department for Education, 2018). Doing
so allows for both the understanding it provides

to inform the nature and level of support and
intervention, and the ability to detect undiagnosed
needs. The pandemic has created a changed
educational landscape, demanding the need for
schools to ‘think beyond conventional and recognised
categories of vulnerability’ (Daniels et al, 2020,

p. 8) Staff in schools participating in the project are
more able to identify and assess the needs of all
pupils, including the most vulnerable and those more
at risk of exclusion, and they are more confident

in their ability to support them. The Boxall Profile®
is a beneficial tool that is being used to identify
needs in greater depth, to measure progress and to
assess the effectiveness of interventions attended
by pupils after assessment. Many staff members
participating in the project, including teachers and
teaching assistants, have already been trained in
the use of The Boxall Profile® Online and are using
the tool to complete profiles for individual pupils
with SEND, groups of pupils and in some cases
throughout the whole school.

The importance of supportive relationships in
developing a safe base that offers the capacity to
respond to challenges and to explore solutions has
been discussed earlier in this paper. This does not
only apply to young people, but also to the
significant adults in their environments who exert
influence over them. Access to knowledgeable,
experienced and passionate experts in the form of
the nurtureuk lead consultant (LC) is valued by
schools. Regular virtual and face-to-face meetings
provide coaching, guidance and support and also
offer opportunities to generate and share ideas
that facilitate developing and adapting practical
strategies to address pupil need. In the context of
this project, the relationships developed between
school project leads and their LC have found to
have been instrumental in the staff’'s development
of understanding of the six principles of nurture
and how they can be implemented throughout the
setting. The understanding of the unique context of
each school is further recognised as being pivotal
to the successful implementation and development
of nurture practice within the schools. The self-
audit conducted at the start of the project, with the
support of the LC, is a meaningful process that
facilitates self-reflection and highlights strengths
and weaknesses in practices. It also generates
wider discussions amongst staff about inclusion,
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nurture and attachment. Connections established
with other schools taking part in the project through
regular networking meetings are valued as they
allow for the recognition of common challenges
and facilitate the sharing of ideas and resources.

It is not only long-term changes in behaviour
amongst young people, but also changes in
behaviour amongst the significant figures who
influence young peoples’ lives, that ultimately
should lead to a sustainable reduction in violent
behaviour (DIZ, 2010). A wide range of well-
structured training opportunities increased the
knowledge and confidence of staff —in particular,
training focused on attachment theory and
trauma-informed practice available to all staff
allows them to deepen their knowledge and
develop their skills. Training further increases
awareness in staff and facilitates a different
understanding of the contexts of pupils’ lives. Some
staff report feeling more empowered to identify
the underlying needs of their pupils that may be
reflected in challenging behaviours, allowing for
alternative approaches to be considered. With
persistent disruptive behaviour still cited as the
most common reason for both fixed-term and
permanent exclusions by schools in England (GOV.
UK, 2021), training and knowledge-development
that allows for implementing restorative solutions
that reach the root of the needs, and in doing so
prevent further escalation, is imperative.

It is not yet possible to assess the impact of

the pervasive disruptions and changes that the
recent Covid-19 pandemic caused in the lives of
children and young people, but as many were
unable to attend school, suffered bereavement
and increased stress due to family hardship, the
consequences are already being reflected in the
increase of safeguarding referrals initiated by
school staff. The increased needs of pupils and
their parents caused by psychological effects of
the pandemic weighs heavily on school staff, and
the increased demand for support has weakened
already vulnerable available support systems.
School staff are recognised as the principal
agents of change in that they constitute the
point of contact for the development of nurturing
practice, with the ensuing benefits circulating
onward to pupils and parents. Acknowledging
the established link between teacher wellbeing
and pupil outcomes, it is alarming to note the
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record levels of stress, burnout and anxiety among
staff reported due to increased workloads and
responsibilities since the pandemic began (Scanlan
& Savill-Smith, 2021). Expectations that already
overwhelmed staff should find the capacity for
additional training and additional responsibilities
to support the needs of their pupils is not practical
or sustainable and must be an important
consideration throughout the remainder of the
project. The recommendations of existing research
to address this issue include the increased funding
for schools to appoint trained mental health
professionals in all primary and secondary schools
(Irwin-Rogers et al, 2020), but this aspiration is not
likely to be realised for some time.

Limitations

Although the study provided essential informative
insight into participant’s experiences of an ongoing
project, caveats regarding the methodology

must be taken into consideration. The study
presented the views of a limited sample size of
project leaders, which may have resulted in some
sampling bias. Recruiting a larger sample size
that included participants with more varied roles
and responsibilities throughout the settings would
have enhanced the study, and triangulating data
using case studies from participating schools
would have increased the validity and rigour of
the findings. Several disadvantages of focus group
methodology are acknowledged in the literature
(Smithson, 2000) which may also affect the
validity, meaningfulness and generalisation of

the study results, eg, potential moderator bias

and self-selection of participants.

Additionally, the impact of the Coronavirus
pandemic and its effects upon both the
methodology of the study and on the participants
taking part in the programme require
acknowledgement. The use and effectiveness of
virtual focus groups, as opposed to face-to-face
participation, has been discussed in the literature
(Acocella & Cataldi, 2021), however consideration
must be given to how this adaption may have
affected outcomes. Participants also described
some significant changes in their working
environments and roles during the pandemic,
which may have influenced their experiences

of the programme and affected the outcomes

of this study.
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Conclusion

The purpose of the current study was to gather
the observations of a sample of participants from
settings actively engaged in the nurtureuk Violence
Reduction Unit programmes, to gain insight into
their experiences of the programme at its mid-
point, and to assess implementation progress
and effectiveness. Results based on a small
sample size reveal some positive impacts of

the programme thus far and highlight areas for
discussion and development for the remainder

of the programme delivery.

A review of the literature has determined that
the causative factors influencing the prevalence
of youth violence are complex. Existing research
has established that solutions aimed preventing
this phenomenon can only be sustainable and
successful if the individual needs of each young
person are addressed with an accompanying
understanding of the context of their social
environments. In order to affect changes

in behaviour that lead to violent outcomes,

risk factors within the whole ecology of their
environments must be minimised, and protective
factors increased. Research highlighted in this
study confirms that nurture practice addresses
the risk factors at an individual level through

its ability to identify the underlying causes of
distressed behaviour and address them at an early
stage. Anecdotal evidence from more than 50
years of nurture practice, together with outcomes
from small scale studies suggests that it can

be effective in reducing instances of exclusions
(Bennett, 2015). The link between the exclusion
of CYP and poor outcomes, including becoming
the victims and/or perpetrators of violence, has
also been highlighted in the literature review.

The nurtureuk VRU programme builds upon the
successful violence prevention work, using nurture
practice, that started in Scotland 15 years ago.
The evidence from that work clearly establishes
that the development of nurturing relationships
between CYP and the significant adults in their
school and home environments buffer them from
developmental disruption caused by adverse
experiences and provide the framework from
which to develop the cognitive skills and emotional
resources necessary to for their physical, social
and emotional wellbeing, thereby changing the
conditions that may lead to violent behaviour
and exclusion.



@ The International Journal of Nurture in Education

This study provides unique preliminary insight
into the application of nurture practice as a viable
and sustainable model for violence reduction and
makes an original contribution to the expansion
of nurture practice that can be corroborated in
further investigation and future research.
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Appendix 1

nurtureuk Violence Reduction Unit programmes offer structure

Project duration e Two-year delivery

Participation Nurturing London VRU programme

e 31 educational settings across 13 boroughs (13 x primary schools; 8 x
secondary & sixth form schools; 8 x secondary schools; 2 x further education
colleges; 1 x all-through provision, 2 x alternative provision settings/pupil
referral units

Kent & Medway VRU programme
e Nine secondary schools

Senior leaders from borough Behaviour and Inclusion teams designate schools
to participate in the programmes, based on various criteria, including: school
exclusion data, community youth violence data, SEMH pupil need, etc.

What the educational The oversight of the programme from the senior leadership team, with one staff
settings provide to member appointed as project leader (PL) who is responsible for co-ordinating
ensure the programme’s the programme roll-out and for managing programme progress

success throughout the setting

What nurtureuk Bespoke consultancy

provides e Each setting is assigned a highly experienced nurtureuk lead consultant (LC)
who acts as a consistent guide for the PL's and staff through the two-year
programme framework, providing a solution-focused approach to creating an
inclusive school environment. LC’s aim to model best practice in different
scenarios and ensure all nurturing approaches are provided in each settings
individual context.

e The LC works with PLs in each setting to complete a facilitated self-audit of the
settings current nurturing practice, designed to act as a benchmark and to
track progress throughout the programme delivery.

e Using information from the audit, alongside additional data from the setting,
including baseline attendance, attainment and exclusions, etc, the LC designs a
bespoke consultancy package tailored to each settings specific needs and
goals and aimed at reaching the programme’s short-term outcomes.

e The package consists of 10 days of time-flexible, virtual or in-school
consultancy, as well as variety of options of nurturing solutions (see below).

e Regular progress meetings are held between the LC and PL during programme
delivery to determine progress, review each settings Action Plan, evaluate the
success of implementing the principles and to plan for providing further
support, if necessary.

Nurturing solutions:

e A wide range of training course options.

e A selected range of products to support nurture practice.

e Monthly networking meetings where participating schools can connect, share
and develop knowledge on specialist subjects relating to the programme.

e Specialist partnership programmes to deliver targeted training and
support for staff.
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