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Working with Parents10

An increasing number of women with
learning disabilities are having babies,1 and
recent legislation and guidance state that
parents with a learning disability have a
right to support in the parenting role.2,3,4 A
2001 government White Paper recognised
that, ‘People with learning disabilities can
be good parents and provide their children
with a good start in life, but may require
considerable help to do so’.5 This help is
not always available, however. About 48%
of parents with a learning disability do not
have their children in their own care.6

Although there is limited research into
the needs and experiences of parents with
a learning disability,7 a consistent finding
of the available research is that mothers
with learning disabilities learn parenting
skills when education and support are
individually tailored to their own particular
circumstances and learning needs.8 This
finding offers tremendous potential to all
specialist workers and volunteers, as it
demonstrates that appropriate support,
offered at the right time and in a way
which is accessible to the parent, can have
very positive outcomes for the mother,
the father and their baby.  

In 2005, with funding from the
Parenting Fund, Mencap worked in
Partnership with the Ann Craft Trust, an
organisation that works to protect parents
with learning disabilities. They produced a
training programme for support staff (paid
and unpaid) who were working with
parents with a learning disability after the
birth of their baby. This training, entitled
‘Making the Difference’, was found to
increase participants’ knowledge about
learning disabilities and enabled a better
understanding of how parents’ particular
needs could be met through service
provision.  

While ‘Making the Difference’ was a
success for support staff, it became
apparent that there was a lack of training
targeted at staff providing maternity care,
antenatal support services and services to
support parents through early

parenthood. Funded by a grant from the
Department of Health, NCT was able to
work with Mencap and the Ann Craft Trust
to undertake a small evaluation of current
practice in maternity and early
parenthood services for parents with a
learning disability. The results were then
used to develop, implement and evaluate
a training course targeted at health
professionals. 

Developing access to NCT
services
NCT specialist workers may come into
contact with parents with learning
disabilities through Children’s Centre
courses or drop-in groups. We can
encourage the mother to attend
maternity appointments and other health
appointments, by talking about the
reason for them, any fears she may have
and what can be gained.

How can we better support this group
of parents? 

We can make sure to:
• speak in plain English and avoid jargon
• present clear and simple messages,

being prepared to repeat them if
necessary

• use appropriate leaflets and posters,
conveying messages with pictures if
possible

• use a variety of teaching styles,
especially role play

• support parents to get to know other
parents, both with and without a
learning disability

In order to support specialist workers in
working effectively with parents with
learning disabilities, NCT is currently
developing a study day on this topic. This
will not only help to enhance specialist
workers’ communication skills, but will
also be an opportunity to learn about
services and resources that are available
to support parents with learning
disabilities. Effective communication and
support for parents with learning

disabilities actually benefits all parents,
including those who don’t have English as
a first language, asylum seekers, and other
vulnerable and excluded groups. 

For more information on supporting
parents with disabilities, see
http://babble.nct.org.uk/info-
resources/diversity-and-access/tools/
working-disabled-parents-resources.
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Reaching All Parents: Working with parents who
have learning disabilities

Wendy Ewins, a student NCT antenatal teacher, reports on a project to meet the needs of

parents with learning disabilities.

Did you know? 

• There are about 55,000 identified
parents with learning disabilities in
England, Scotland and Wales 
(a conservative estimate).9

• Mothers with learning disabilities
are more likely to suffer from
socio-economic hardship, social
isolation and poorer health than
the general population.

• They are at increased risk of poor
birth outcomes and maternal
mental health difficulties.
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