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Postnatal 
courses – what 
do mothers 
think? 

Feedback on NCT’s Early Days courses 
shows a desire for more information 
on childhood development and 
practical tips for parenting. Sarah 
McMullen, research and evaluation 
manager, and Mary Newburn, head of 
research and quality, report.

For many parents, adjusting to the physical 
and emotional demands of their new role 
can be a major challenge.1, 2 The postnatal 
period is a time of profound physical, 
emotional and social change, when parents 
are vulnerable to feelings of fatigue, anxiety, 
and isolation.3 It is widely recognised that 
postnatal care needs to go further than 
meeting immediate physical needs, and 
should also focus on ‘empowering the 
mother to care for her baby and herself 
in order to promote their longer term 
physiological and emotional wellbeing’.2 

Adapting to parenthood requires a range of 
new knowledge and skills, and mothers and 
fathers need confidence in their own ability 
to meet the demands of caring for a young 
baby.4, 5 However, many new parents may 
not have the social support or role models 
readily available for developing positive 
parenting behaviours or a sense of self-
confidence.6

The provision of postnatal education and 
support groups provides an opportunity for 
parents to develop knowledge, skills and 
confidence, although evidence about what 
works best remains limited.7 NCT postnatal 
Early Days courses offer a non-judgemental 
space to explore the adjustment to 
becoming a parent. Postnatal leaders (PNLs) 
develop their own course objectives within 
an overarching framework to:

•  Provide a supportive environment 
to enable parents to adjust to the 
practical and emotional demands during 
the transition into motherhood and 
fatherhood.

•  Normalise parents’ feelings and 
experiences about life with a young baby, 
such as anxiety, a sense of isolation or 
depression. 

•  Increase social support and establish a 
self-supporting group that continues to 
meet after the course ends.

•  Increase understanding of common 
dilemmas affecting parents, by exploring 
different approaches to life with a new 
baby, such as approaches to roles and 
relationships, baby sleeping, crying and 
feeding.

•  Increase confidence about making 
decisions that feel right for parents, their 
baby and their family regarding baby 
feeding and caring for their child.

•  Increase parents’ insights into 
approaches for responding positively to 
changes in couple relationships when a 
baby is born.

Evaluation of NCT Early Days courses takes 
place by way of a rolling programme of 
anonymous online feedback, managed by 
the NCT research and quality team. This 
is in addition to feedback collected by 
practitioners as part of reflective practice, 
and provides a nationally consistent 
feedback process to inform quality 
assurance and enhancement processes. As 
with any evaluation process, it is essential 
that key messages are reported effectively 
and that appropriate actions are taken to 
close the feedback loop. 

What do mothers like about NCT Early 
Days courses? 

Some 1,533 parents attended Early Days 
courses between January and September 
2013, and 614 (40%) accepted our 
invitation to complete the online survey. 
All respondents were women. Feedback 
for this course is generally very positive, 
and overall assessments have improved in 
comparison to data reported for 2011-12 
(Figure 1). Three-quarters rated their course 
as good or excellent overall, with a similar 
number saying that the course increased 
their confidence about being a parent 
and helped them adjust to life with a new 
baby. As many as eight in 10 mothers said 
the course made them feel less isolated, 
with nine in 10 saying mothers attending 
were supportive towards each other and 
that they would stay in touch. Women who 
reported a strengthening of social support 
in these ways were significantly more likely 
to rate the course positively. PNLs are 
highly regarded by the majority of parents 

attending Early Days courses, with 90-95% 
of parents reporting their PNL as warm and 
welcoming, well-organised, knowledgeable 
and willing to respond to individual needs.

These data show that Early Days courses are 
doing well in terms of supporting women 
through the emotional and social transition 
to motherhood, increasing confidence 
and reducing feelings of isolation. It is 
very pleasing to see a positive trend in the 
responses received since 2011-12, given 
the efforts of PNLs to reflect on previous 
feedback and enhance the quality of the 
courses.  This has included focused activities 
at study days and the postnatal leader 
forum, as well as the introduction of leaflets 
to provide written information for parents. 
The leaflets have received good feedback 
at a local and national level, and should be 
provided to parents attending postnatal 
courses as part of best practice.

Help to cope with emotional demands

Women also gave feedback on how much 
time they had wanted to spend on specific 
topics and whether sufficient time was 
spent on them. This provides a useful 
measure of what women are looking for 
when they attend an Early Days course and 
how well the courses are meeting their 
expectations. Interestingly, only one in 10 
mothers said that not enough time was 
spent on topics relating to the transition 
to parenthood, including expectations 
versus the reality of motherhood, adjusting 
to changing relationships and coping with 
change (Figure 2).

Many of the open text comments showed 
that women had really valued the time 
spent on social and emotional changes, 
often despite reporting that they had not 
considered these themes to be important 
before attending the course:

‘I was expecting the course to be mainly 
baby-focused and it was good to have the 
chance to talk about our own development 
as mothers.’

 ‘I cannot stress how instrumental the course 
has been for my wellbeing as a mother. I feel 
I have regained my identity, thank you.’

Perspective - NCT’s journal on preparing parents for birth and early parenthood • Issue 23 June 2014

Service development & policy

‘A significant minority of 
parents would like to spend 
more time on practical 
tips for parenting and child 
development’



‘Most new mums want real practical advice 
about crying, sleeping, feeding, play and 
development etc. I found that the discussions 
were a bit vague so you didn’t really feel 
any wiser.’

 ‘Would have preferred more focus and time 
spent on baby development and how we can 
help as parents including sleep training and 
first aid’.

The challenge of balancing facilitation 
and information-giving: a key CPD issue

The lower levels of satisfaction with course 
content about practical aspects of baby care 
and child development appear to be related 
to a perceived imbalance between facilitation 
and information-giving. The main theme 
emerging from analysis of the open-ended 
feedback from parents related to the balance 
of discussion, activities and leader talk in 
the sessions. Nearly 20% of parents felt 
there was insufficient leader talk, and many 
comments suggested that the facilitative 
nature of the sessions had been perceived 
as a lack of information or structure. Fewer 
than half of parents reported learning a lot of 
new information, with the majority reporting 
learning ‘a little’. However, only one in 10 
thought there was too much full- or small-
group discussion, and only one in 10 thought 
there was too much time spent on group 
activities. This strongly suggests that it is not 
that parents feel uncomfortable with the level 
of discussion or activities in general, but that 
they would like to feel a greater increase in 
their knowledge from well-informed sources 
as part of these activities:

 ‘I wish we could have covered more topics 
and had been given more information 
on babies crying, sleeping techniques, 
parenting etc – it felt more like a catch-up 
and a coffee meeting rather than something 
we actually could learn from.’

‘It would have been useful to have been 
given information rather than us just hearing 
our experiences.’

‘I really wanted to learn a lot more about 
caring for my baby, different choices and 
their consequences. Many sessions were 
more like well-structured coffee mornings 
(which were of value for combating isolation) 
rather than sessions focused on learning and 
applying this learning in our own contexts.’ 

‘Lots of discussions on our feelings and 
thoughts and not enough information given 
to base these discussions on regarding 
the first year of a baby’s life. Would have 
preferred to come away from the course 
feeling that I had learned something as I did 
at the antenatal class.’

Evidence has shown that parents gain 

‘It has really developed my confidence as a new 
mum and has helped me with my anxieties as 
a new mum. It has helped me to realise that it’s 
OK to feel a bit out of sorts with things and at 
times feel aarrghh what have I done!!!’ 

 ‘I really needed somewhere to go to talk about 
how hard I was finding being a new mum and it 
really restored my confidence.’

Practical tips for parenting and child 
development

While most felt that emotional challenges 
and relationship changes were covered well, 

a quarter of mothers said that not enough 
time was spent on more practical aspects of 
looking after baby, including babies’ crying, 
sleeping or feeding. Furthermore, a third said 
not enough time was spent on babies’ physical, 
social and emotional development, and play 
and communication (Figure 2). When asked to 
think back to before the course, around 80% of 
women had wanted to spend more than just a 
little time on these topics: 

‘The best bits for me were parenting 
approaches and weaning. I would have liked to 
have done more on development.’
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Figure 2. Percentages of parents reporting that the amount of time spent on particular 
topics was ‘not enough’, ‘about right’ or ‘too much’. 

The topics have been grouped into three themes: 1. child development 2. babies’ 
behaviour and care 3. women’s emotional and social transition.

Figure 1. Percentage of parents rating the course as good or excellent, 
and reporting that it made them feel more confident and less isolated
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significant benefit from taking part in group-
based and participative programmes.8 
However, maintaining an appropriate balance 
between facilitation and information-giving 
is challenging within an often-complex 
group dynamic. Clearly, parents are keen for 
significant time to be spent on the themes of 
practical baby care and child development, and 
this message needs to feed into the reflective 
process of continuing professional and course 
development for PNLs.

Inevitably, different women may seek different 
things from the course, depending on their 
experiences and their confidence in sourcing 
information and guidance. They will look to 
their PNL as a trusted source, and leaders 
must judge when to move between facilitating 
discussion and contributing information. 
PNLs have vast knowledge and experience of 
different babies and approaches to childcare, 
and can offer relevant points of evidence 
from research studies. The apparent desire for 
information may reflect a need for reassurance 
of mothers’ own approaches within a non-
judgemental, supportive environment. There 
is clearly much good practice to be shared 
within the practitioner community, and NCT 
places great value on reflective practice and 
continuing professional development.

The balance NCT is seeking is reflected in this 
parent’s comment:

‘I thought the mix of chat vs useful 
information was perfect. I was surprised how 
much I learned’.

References 

Key resources 
•  Postnatal leader Claire McGuire shares 

her experiences and good practice 
ideas on p3.

•  Professor Lynne Murray reviews the 
research on the development of 
children’s communication on p15.

•  Lucy Markes reviews books for parents 
on p4.

•  NCT practitioners can follow the link 
to child development in the NCT 
parenthood directory: https://babble.
nct.org.uk/antenatal-teacher/baby-
development-continuum 

•  Information sheets for inclusion in 
postnatal course packs can be viewed 
on Babble: https://babble.nct.org.uk/
news/nct-news/practitioner-packs-
postnatal-courses

•  NCT study days are being developed 
to address the themes discussed in 
this article, and relevant resources will 
be linked to in Practitioner Update and 
future editions of Perspective.

•  The origins, prevention and treatment 
of infant crying and sleeping 
problems: an evidence-based guide 
for healthcare. Ian St James-Roberts 
London: Routledge; 2013 

•  The psychology of babies: how 
relationships support development 
from birth to two. Lynne Murray. 
London: Constable & Robinson; 2014
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