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have made changes to the way in which I try
to meet the needs of fathers in my couples
classes. I think I am much more aware of the
feelings that they might have and try to
address these. For example, when doing
practice contraction activities I will
sometimes ask what the dads can do to help
themselves in between the contractions.

Course format
Initially, I designed Mantenatal as a two-hour,
drop-in session held once a month, starting
at 7.00pm. This format produced fluctuating
attendance. Some months as many as nine
men turned up, on other occasions no one
came at all. After reviewing the service with
the children’s centre manager in May 2010,
we agreed that the drop-in format was not
ideal. Turnout seemed to be affected by
things like the weather, and some men only
made one session before their baby was born.
The drop-in format did not help the fathers to
get to know each other, as there was no
opportunity for a continuing cohort to
develop a group identity. We agreed to
change to a course format with three two-
hour evening sessions held weekly over a
three-week period. A new course starts once
every three months. So far, this format seems
to be more successful.

Who attends?
The sessions have always been open to all
fathers expecting their first baby and fathers
who already have children. Although the
majority are first-time dads, several expecting
a third or fourth baby have attended. There is

As part of NCT's commitment
to reaching all parents, NCT
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introduces the fathers-only
preparation for birth and
parenthood courses she leads at
her local children's centre.

I qualified as an NCT antenatal teacher in
2004, and always included a lot of single-sex
group work in my courses. But I often felt I did
not have enough time to really explore things
from the fathers’ perspective. In March 2008,
my local NCT branch started to build links
with our new children’s centre and I began to
discuss antenatal services with them. The
centre manager was keen that any service
should complement rather than compete
with what the NHS was offering. I was aware
that local NHS sessions are mainly held in the
daytime and the take-up from fathers is often
low, so one of my suggestions was a fathers-
only session to be held in the evening, and
the manager agreed to this.

Before I started the sessions, I wanted to get
the right name. I wanted the name to make it
clear what the sessions were about and to
sound appealing to fathers. After many hours
of brainstorming with friends and family, my
husband’s cousin came up with Mantental,
which I think works really well. A couple of
women have said they don’t like it but all the
fathers I have asked do.

Since teaching the Mantenatal sessions, I

no cost barrier limiting who can attend, as the
courses are free (funded by SureStart). The
only criterion is that a place on the course
must booked in advance.

The curriculum
The format is flexible, but I use a semi-
structured approach to cover the topics
outlined in Table 1.

Teaching methods
A key approach I use in my teaching is
enabling the men to learn directly from other
fathers who are close to them in experience
but further on in their journey into
fatherhood. Hoddinot has referred to the
value of gaining ‘embodied knowledge’ which
occurs by observing an activity and role at
first-hand.1 In the third session, we have a visit
from two or three of the dads (and their
babies) from the previous group. The visiting
fathers come without the baby’s mum and
several have revealed that it is the first time
that they have been out with their baby on
their own. They stay for just an hour and they
usually make sure the babies are fed before
they come. Although feeding methods are
often discussed, I haven’t yet had a father
feed his baby at the group. The men are able
to put questions about labour and
fatherhood to those who had recently been
through it, which is an invaluable part of the
course. Seeing dads caring for their babies
lets the men get a real feel for how their lives
are going to change.

Mantenatal - an antenatal course for
fathers

Working with parents

Week Topics and issues

1 • How the fathers-to-be are feeling about the pregnancy, any
changes they have noticed in themselves, their partners and
those around them.

• The physical changes in mothers-to-be
• An overview of labour

2 • Men’s hopes and fears for the labour and birth
• Practical tips about how they can support their partner

3 • Early postnatal life as a father

Table 1

Dad Simon and baby Joshua



experience suggests that it is not a serious
obstacle. On a personal note, I really enjoy
working with men as they prepare to become
fathers.
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Teaching aids
Ihaveadaptedanumberoftheteachingaidsand
activities that I use in couples courses – for
example, the ‘day in the life of a new mum and
dad’exercise. IalsouseshortclipsfromtheDaddy
Cool DVD to stimulate discussion. The children’s
centrerecentlyboughttheWonderfulbirthphoto
set, a great resource showing positive images of
men supporting their partners in labour and new
fathers with their baby.2 I use different photos
from the set each week – for example, when
looking at the father’s role in labour, I lay out lots
of the photos which show couples in labour and
ask them each to choose one and explain how it
makes them feel.

Advantages of partner-only sessions
I feel the dads-only sessions provide an
opportunity to explore having a baby from a
father’s perspective. In particular, the men can
raise concerns that they might prefer to discuss
without their partner there. I use prompt
questions to encourage them to open up about
how they are feeling – for example, on the first
night I have a series of questions including: How
are you feeling about becoming a dad? How do
you feel your partner has changed during this
pregnancy? These seem to allow the fathers to
talkopenlyabouttheirfeelingsaboutthemselves
and their partners.

Eight men attended my most recent course and
they all completed a feedback form at the end of
the last session. All of them gave positive
feedbackincludingphrasessuchas‘excellent’, ‘full

of great ideas for us men’ and ‘informal but
informative’. Recently, I contacted a number of
fatherswhohadattendedthesessionsandasked
for feedback that I could use to market the
course. One wrote: ‘During labour I was really
focusedonbeingabletosupportmywifeasbest
I could and some of the skills I picked up really
helped me (and my wife!) make her labour as
comfortable as possible. Attending was a very
good use of my time and really helped me
prepare for my new arrival. Additionally I gained
lots of value from chatting with other dads and
dads-to-beovercoffeeandsharingstories/ideas!’

Marketing the courses
The biggest challenge remains publicising the
courses. With no budget for advertising, I have
relied on local newspapers and radio stations
being prepared to cover the service as a news
story. Ihavehadsomesuccessbyofferingtowrite
editorial foralocalcommercialbabymagazinein
returnforfreeadvertising.Atanational levelthere
has been quite a lot of interest in something that
is still very unusual. The sessions have been
featured on Woman’s Hour on Radio 4 and have
since been covered in Take a Break and Mother
and Baby magazines.

It isclearthatmenwantanopportunitytoprepare
forlabourandhowtheirlifewillchangewhentheir
babycomes. Ihavefoundthemenarehungryfor
knowledge and keen to explore their feelings, as
well as what they can do to help their partner.
Some may question the idea of a fathers-only
session facilitated by a woman, but my

Working with parents

Explore local options

• Think about how you might
develop courses in your area to
meet fathers’ and other
partners’ needs.

• All NCT antenatal teachers and
postnatal leaders have the skills
to work with partners, as well as
pregnant women, and with
groups of fathers and mothers.

• You could offer to run groups, at
your local children’s centre. Talk
to Amy Maclean if you are
interested, as she can give you
guidance. She can be
contacted on 07889 405 720 or
a_maclean@nct.org.uk.
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