
WORKING WITH PARENTS

What’s in a game?
In this article the NCT quality team (Helen Allmark, Janet 
Rimmer, Trina Warman, Lynn Thompson, Linda Doyle and  
Ann Carrington) draw on their experience of reviewing 
complaints and parent online feedback to suggest ways in 
which practitioners can make the most of using activities to 
engage parents in their sessions.

“It didn’t feel as if the session was planned, just a 
series of activities which were thrown together”
(Parent feedback)

Introduction
NCT practitioners are like magpies: we love collecting activities to use in our 
courses and sessions. At study days, we exchange ideas about how to cover 
various topics and discuss and exchange activities. This article explores how 
we use these activities. What makes for an activity that enhances parents’ 
understanding and exploration of a topic as opposed to one that irritates and 
alienates them?
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Think about one of your favourite activities in the light of the  
following questions.

What are you trying to achieve?
“I found the activities were pretty pointless and I don’t know why we did them”

To avoid feedback like this ask yourself what your rationale is for including  
the activity. Or to put it another way, if a parent or assessor questioned why 
you are asking the parents to do an activity, what would you say?

Being explicit about your rationale with the parents will increase their 
engagement and facilitate their learning – tell the parents why you are  
doing something, do it, and then tell them why you have just done it.

How does the activity help you realise your learning outcomes?  
How many, and in what domain/s? You might find it useful to look at  
The Evaluation Cycle.1

NCT guidelines for Aims and Learning outcomes also have a useful section on 
writing and use of learning outcomes.

Hidden agenda/ bias

Does your activity enable parents to explore a topic from several angles and 
can reach their own conclusions?  The use of card sorts, in particular, needs 
to be carefully checked to make sure that there are no inbuilt biases pointing 
parents to a particular conclusion. For example, having red or green cards 
could give a subliminal message of what the facilitator prefers, with respect to 
hospital vs home births, or breast vs formula feeding. 

In the feedback we receive, parents sometimes comment about card 
sorts which overstate facts or wrongly emphasise risk, especially if these 
statements are not followed up or qualified. An example would be a 
breastfeeding ‘true/false’ card sort with statements like ‘increases IQ’ or 
‘decreases risk of cancer’. 

Language

Is the language used within the activity inclusive so as to avoid stereotyping 
and bias?

Sometimes we unconsciously suggest bias by using phrases such as ‘If you 
end up with a caesarean...’ or ‘Parents who resort to formula/dummies/nipple 
shields…’

The seemingly innocuous use of the term ‘they’ can increase a sense of 
‘them and us’ between health professionals and NCT, for example, ‘They will 
want you to…’, ‘They say…’

Instead you could specify who it is you are referring to, such as the midwife/
obstetrician/anaesthetist/caregivers, or something similar.

It’s also advisable to refrain from expressions such as ‘I think...’ ‘It’s best if 
you…’ ‘You need to…’ ‘It’s definitely the case that…’ All of these can give the 
appearance of bias. Instead, you may wish to consider using phrases such as 
‘some parents/mothers/fathers/partners find…’, ‘the research suggests…’, 
and ‘the recommendation from the DofH is…’.

It was embarrassing 
to have to pick a 
photo off the floor 
and tell everyone 
how it represented 
my life

https://babble.nct.org.uk/info-resources/tools-your-role/nctps-and-students/aims-and-learning-outcomes-essential-component-eva


Does the activity put anyone on the spot?
“It was embarrassing to have to pick up a photo off the floor and tell everyone 
how it represented my life”

If the activity requires a volunteer, how will you make this request and then 
carry out the activity so that no one feels uncomfortable? For instance, the 
use of ‘yes/no’ and ‘true/false’ card sort activities can put parents on the 
spot and may give the facilitator the appearance of being very ‘teacher like’ 
when correcting wrong answers.  Another downside is that participants often 
remember the fact but not the true/false answer, and so can recall the  
wrong answer.

Is the activity ‘right’ for the group?
Group dynamics vary — an activity that works with a group of parents who 
appear more confident and comfortable in an adult education setting may 
not be as successful with group members who have greater anxiety or appear 
more self-conscious. Practitioners will sense this whilst ‘reflecting in action’.  
It can therefore be useful to have alternative options for activities on the 
same topic. 

Ask yourself if the activity is pitched at the ‘right’ level. And think about at what 
point you will use the activity. 

“Get rid of the activities or pitch them at more mature level. I found the 
activities annoying and like a work training day ”.

“Within five minutes, we had to stand up and dance... so embarrassing”

The timing of an activity is important. Some activities work very well once a 
group is established but not if introduced too early in a session or course,  
e.g. activities exploring the parents’ feelings on a topic such as breastfeeding 
or caesarean birth might be best timed for when the group have built up  
trust in the practitioner and her ability to respond acceptingly to whatever 
they express.

How does the activity fit with the rest of the session?
Try to make each part of the session link together so that the session flows 
beautifully and becomes more than the sum of its parts.  

Logical flow throughout the session
Make sure that your session plan flows and has a logical order, and that 
it delivers the desired learning outcomes. We see from online feedback 
from parents and from lesson plans that sessions can become very full 
and sometimes appear rushed and disjointed. This can happen when 
practitioners observe or find activities, and add them to their sessions 
because they like them. Less effective session plans are just a collection 
of activities; more effective and well evaluated session plans allow a logical 
flow of information and a rationale for what occurs during the session and 
you can then share your rationale with the parents.

If you would like to do some reading about group dynamics have a look 
at the work of Jenny Rogers2,3 and Kay Cram and Shona Gore’s article 
‘Nurturing the learner: Creating a safe learning environment for parents.4



Conclusion 
If, after reading this article, you want to change an activity but don’t have 
time or don’t want to reinvent the wheel, read on… You might not have 
to! Sometimes all you will need to do is tweak an activity. It is often worth 
remembering that ‘less is more’ and that using fewer activities in a session 
may be the answer. You could discuss an activity with a supervisor (if you are 
a BFC) or fellow practitioner, either by telephone, email, or at a face-to-face 
meeting. Discussing an activity with others can help make an activity ‘your 
own’, which will help ensure its success.

NCT tutor and antenatal teacher Kathryn Kelly has devised the Critique of 
Learning Activity (CoLA) tool, which you may find a useful guide to apply to 
your activity (see Figure 1).

Explore further
If you wish to explore further some of the issues raised in this article, you’ll 
be able to do so at the Regional Practitioner Forums. A few places are still 
left to hear a guest speaker, enjoy debate and specialism time and visit a 
variety of NCT information stands over lunch. For more info see  
http://bit.ly/2vHYHyy

Or if you would like one to one support please contact your specialism  
co-ordinator to arrange this.

http://bit.ly/2vHYHyy


Figure 1. Critique of Learning Activity (CoLA) Tool,  
by NCT tutor Kathryn Kelly.
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If you can answer these ques-
tions to your satisfaction, then 

proceed 

What is 
it? 

Is it 
sound? 

Critique of Learning Activity (CoLA) Tool 
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If you can answer these ques-
tions to your satisfaction, then 

proceed 

By crediting each 
other we show 
respect for our 
work 

Evidence-informed 
practice promotes 
credibility. It shows 
we are unbiased and 
builds clients’ trust 
and confidence. 

Evidence-informed 
practice includes our 
own experience and 
clients’ preference to 
support informed de-
cision making. 

Listen (to me, oth-
ers), discuss or ques-
tion (in pairs, small 
groups, whole 
group), or personal 
study?  Does it use 
analogy, or Socratic 
questioning? 

Is it experiential? E.g. discovery, creativity, 
role play or practise (physical, e.g. positions, 
or practical skills, e.g. handling ‘babies’). 

Visual, auditory, kin-
aesthetic?  Are they 
manipulated, e.g. 
drawing or crafting, 
games, dolls or mod-
els?  Are they interro-
gated or responded to, 
e.g. select, explore, 
quiz, share? 

Client 
group 

My  
venue 

Me 

Consider women, men, 
couples, with babies.  
What about younger par-
ents, single sex, disabled, 
minority ethnic groups?  
Can it be done seated, 
with a crying baby, with 
stitches, while feeding? 

Does it need space, 
seating, tables, move-
ment?  What resources 
would I need and is that 
practicable (think about 
cost, size, and weight) 

Do I like it?  Can 
I physically and 
emotionally do 
it? 

Do I plan 
to use it? 

How will I 
evaluate 

it? 

Body language, re-
sponse and questions, 
quiz, pro-forma, inte-
gration, later feed-
back? 

Does it 
start from 
a client 
need? 

Meeting the client 
‘where they are 
now’ will engage 
them. 

Is it meaningful?  
Can I evaluate it? 



Resources
NCT guidelines for Aims and Learning outcomes have a useful section on 
writing and use of learning outcomes.

https://babble.nct.org.uk/info-resources/tools-your-role/nctps-and-
students/aims-and-learning-outcomes-essential-component-eva
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Study Days
Have you thought about going to a Power of Language Study Day?  
For this and other Study Days see: http://bit.ly/2eBlmSf
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