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perspective

The first session – what do 
parents tell us?
By Helen Allmark, postnatal facilitator and NCT complaints officer

The first session of an NCT course is a crucial time 
for parents to build rapport and establish their 
goals. This article  discusses feedback from parents 
about their experiences of their first session, and 
provides tips for practitioners to ensure that this 
session is productive, enjoyable and meets parents’ 
expectations. It is the first of a regular series from the 
NCT Quality Team focusing on improving practice. 
In my role as complaints officer, I hear from parents who are not completely 
satisfied with their NCT experience. Firstly, I think it is useful to remind 
ourselves that the vast majority of parents have a fantastic NCT experience. 
For those who are less satisfied, it is important that we hear their concerns 
and where possible, act on them. NCT reaches more than 90,000 parents per 
year through antenatal courses, postnatal courses and stand-alone sessions. 
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We invite all parents to give feedback, and of those who do (more than 30,000 
in 2016), the majority give very positive reviews. For example, of the 9,553 
mothers who attended our Signature antenatal courses between January and 
June 2016, overall, 95% of mothers rated their course as ‘Good’ or ‘Excellent’, 
and only 0.9% rated their course as ‘Poor’.1

From June to September 2016, of the 61 complaints relating to the quality 
of NCT courses (both antenatal and postnatal), 18% were made following 
the first session of that course. This dissatisfaction often results in the 
parent deciding to withdraw from the course.  Their feedback gives us the 
opportunity to reflect on our practice.

The first session brings unique challenges. A group of parents, very often 
strangers, meet for the first time to begin their course journey with the 
practitioner. They bring with them their own circumstances, knowledge, 
experiences, expectations of NCT, fears and hopes. How can we ensure we 
meet all their needs? 

What follows is a set of tips for practitioners on ensuring that all parents’ 
needs are taken into account, based on their feedback.

What are the goals of the first session?
Establishing aims and learning outcomes is key to session planning. It is 
therefore vital that you are clear on what you would like to achieve in the first 
session, and how you propose to achieve it. Signature courses,2 Essentials 
courses3 and Refresher courses4 have frameworks that will help you to write 
appropriate aims and learning outcomes. Parents have told NCT that they like 
a practitioner to be organised and to deliver structured sessions and activities 
that are relevant.

Before the first session
Parents book on their chosen course either after seeing the description 
on our website or following the recommendation of a family member or 
friend. They will bring their own expectations and hopes, which can strongly 
influence how they react to experiences. Consider how you would like to be 
perceived by the parents. How you introduce yourself, describe your role and 
communicate will have an impact on how parents respond to you and their 
experience of the course. Mortiboys5 describes this as considering “What’s on 
your T-shirt?” What words convey your messages to the group and how you 
would like them to relate to you?

A friendly and professional, email or phone call will provide an opportunity 
to introduce yourself and your course, as well as giving parents the chance 
to share further information with you. Occasionally, parents withdraw from a 
course saying that they feel it is ‘not for them’. Having an opportunity to talk 
with the practitioner before the first session may have helped to address  
their concerns.

In the first session
We need to work hard in the first session to enable parents to feel welcome, 
comfortable and emotionally ‘safe’. The group begins in a ‘forming stage’6 in 
which they rely on the facilitator for direction. In order to progress to more 
productive stages, the group needs to understand the purpose of their 

Parents need to feel 
that they can trust 
the facilitator in 
terms of her ability 
to manage the 
group and also her 
knowledge.



sessions and what is expected of them. Parents need to feel that they can 
trust the facilitator in terms of her ability to manage the group and also  
her knowledge.

Other factors to consider are:

• Meeting specific needs
Consider how you welcome those who are, for example, having a planned 
caesarean birth, parenting alone or in a same-sex couple. It is good practice 
to consider the language you use, such as referring to ‘partners’. Until you 
know the situation that parents are in, be mindful of how you approach topics 
such as birth partners, and don’t assume anything.

One parent told us:

“I’m single so attended alone, I’ve been doing a fair bit alone with people in 
couples and haven’t had a problem with that at all, but the course seemed 
very geared towards heterosexual couples and that led to me feeling 
excluded in the first activities.”

• Agenda-setting
Some feedback highlights the fact that parents can find the agenda-setting 
challenging. It can be frustrating for parents to be faced with a blank sheet 
when they do not know what they need to know. Maybe consider a more 
structured activity to help the parents know what to expect. This could 
include asking parents to prioritise a selection of topics that you usually cover 
in order to plan the remaining sessions together, and then refer back to the 
shared plan throughout the course. Parents value this kind of approach. 

• Group work
Parents don’t always like being split from their partner too soon in the 
session. We know that this strategy can help people to get to know each 
other, but some parents say that they feel uncomfortable:

“We’ve been preparing for this birth together for the past year, and thought it 
was strange to be split apart for half of the session.”

Each group is different but for the parents to feel happy to be apart from their 
partner, they need to feel welcome and safe in the group. Consider building 
relationships between couples to start with, then separating couples once 
the group is more settled. 

• Personality types
As NCT practitioners, we are familiar with icebreakers, speaking in front of 
groups, sharing emotions and asking questions in front of others, but we 
need to keep in mind that not all parents will feel comfortable doing the 
same. It may be the first time that they have been in an adult learning group 
environment. Consider what activities you ask the group to do in the early 
weeks and how often individuals contribute spontaneously to the group  
(or need to be invited to contribute).

“Neither of us are extroverts and find speaking or demonstrating in front of a 
group a bit intimidating and stressful.” 

• Activities
Parents value activities that they perceive to be useful and serve a purpose. 
Quite often parents will describe activities as “pointless” if they do not 
understand why they are included in the session. One parent reported 



feeling uncomfortable and “dreading” what she “would have to do next 
week”. Consider what activities you can include in the first session to help 
parents feel physically and emotionally comfortable, and how these might be 
perceived. What will parents be able to do as a result of the activity?

“We spent ages drawing pictures with felt tips of our family - why?”

• Content
The first session is as much about forming a group and setting the tone for 
the rest of the course as it is about content. Parents tell NCT that they want to 
learn and are frustrated if they don’t achieve this in the first session: 

“We were expecting it to be far more factual but instead we spent the first 40 
minutes of a two hour session talking about ourselves. We then spoke about 
our feelings whilst writing with crayons before then having a break.” 

Consider how you balance sharing information with building relationships. 
Will your session be seen as offering value for money? - a key consideration 
for parents: 

“Having discussed it at length afterwards, we didn’t feel there was anything of 
value we found out that we didn’t know already.”  

How do you address content from the perspective of those planning a 
caesarean birth, or perhaps a parent who is also attending hypnobirthing 
sessions.  A mother noted: 

“We are planning a drug-free home birth and don’t feel that the others in the 
group or the course material are suited to our needs.” 

Conclusion
The first session is challenging. Course plans and activities that work for one 
group don’t always work for the next. In my experience, it is important to view 
each course as a fresh start and acknowledge that the parents will shape 
the course as much as you will. Balancing structure with some flexibility, and 
being truly responsive to the needs of the parents, is a great start. Above 
all, working with the group, assessing their responses to activities, how they 
participate and really listening to what they say (or don’t say) is important 
as is reflecting-in-action This should ensure that parents continue to attend 
your course. As the saying goes “you only get one chance to make a first 
impression”, so make yours count.
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The Breastfeeding Session 
by Trina Warman, NCT breastfeeding counselor and tutor

NCT Signature antenatal courses include a session on breastfeeding, 
usually led by an NCT breastfeeding counsellor towards the end of the 
course. While the parents attending may feel they know each other quite 
well by this point, for the breastfeeding counsellor, every breastfeeding 
session is a first session, as it is for someone running an Introducing 
solids workshop. You don’t have the luxury of time to build relationships 
to the same depth, yet you have much to cover and want the group to 
understand and know that they can contact you for support after the birth.



Breastfeeding counsellors have the extra challenge of introducing a new, 
and perhaps contentious subject to a group that has already formed and 
bonded with the antenatal teacher.

The different style of each NCT facilitator may be unsettling for  
some parents. 

So what can we do to ensure that things go smoothly? Here are a  
few ideas:

•  It can really help to work as a team and make that point when 
communicating with the clients who attend the courses. No one 
practitioner is more important than the other. Present a joined-up 
coherent team to your classes and they will see you as such.

•  Communicate with each other – let each other know how your session/s 
have been going, if there are any issues or anyone has any special needs 
or concerns that need addressing. 

• Do be mindful of what your colleague is covering; try not to cover the 
same material. 

One of our CPD requirements is to observe another practitioner – so why 
not sit in with someone you work with so you can get a really good feel for 
how they cover things?
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