
7Perspective - NCT’s journal on preparing parents for birth and early parenthood • Issue 20 September 2013

We have been given the go-ahead to develop a 
new course offer comprising two face-to-face 
sessions and an integrated online module, 
designed for parents who find it difficult 
to attend a course regularly. This will be in 
addition to the original six-session course.  

NCT trained the first cohort of practitioners 
as CANparent trainers in 2012. Feedback 
suggests they see it as a useful and rewarding 
form of professional development.  The 
programme is now being reframed within the 
CANparent trial areas, and NCT parent session 
training will be developed and offered to all 
registered NCT practitioners as part of our 
accredited modules. 

NCT has developed innovative parent support 
courses, specifically aimed at parents of 
babies, toddlers and other young children, 
based around the government-backed pilot 
programme, CANParent (www.canparent.org.
uk). NCT is one of a number of providers – all 
charities and agencies with some experience 
of parent support – selected to participate 
in the Department for Education’s pilot 
designed to assess the viability of parent 
participation. 

Providers are required to follow an evidence-
based curriculum, which focuses on 
confidence-building, experience-sharing 
and facilitation of sessions on six specific 
themes, including effective communication 
and the importance of play. Courses must 
promote self-awareness among parents 
about the impact of their own upbringing 
and experiences on their ways of parenting. 
Facilitated discussion is used to focus on how 
families can work to meet everyone’s needs, 
and provide opportunities for parents to share 
practical problem-solving strategies with each 
other. 

The CANParent programme offers free 
support for parents and carers in the early 
years (up to the end of school year 1). On 
signing up, parents get a voucher allowing 
them to select a local course. The voucher is 
redeemed by the provider organisation, who 
is paid by the programme.

At present, CANParent runs in three 
areas in England, High Peak (Derbyshire), 
Middlesbrough, and Camden (London). 

The rationale for CANParent lies with the 
body of evidence indicating that anti-social 
behaviour, mental illness or psychological 
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stress in children and young people can be 
reduced by increasing the effectiveness of 
early parenting, raising the confidence of 
parents and carers, and creating social bonds. 
So far, the evidence comes from highly 
intensive, targeted programmes for families 
in areas of high deprivation, or who are known 
to be disadvantaged.1 

CANParent aims to offer a universal service in 
which parents will want to become involved, 
just like an antenatal course. That way, any 
suggestion of social stigma is removed. The 
programme is being monitored and evaluated 
by a team from Warwick University to see 
whether parents will self-refer and how their 
parenting resourcefulness is strengthened. 

The first-year report for CANParent showed 
a total of 776 parents (93% of whom were 
mothers) had completed a CANParent 
course with one of 14 providers. This was 
considerably lower take-up than predicted, 
and a number of scheduled courses were 
cancelled due to lack of bookings. However, 
feedback from parents attending NCT 
courses has been positive.

The slow start to the programme is being 
addressed through improved marketing 
and promotion of the course options, with 
messaging being better targeted across the 
three locations and potential participants.

NCT practitioners and CANParent
Many of the skills NCT practitioners bring to 
their NCT work are well-suited to CANParent. 
The skills are a sound foundation for further 
training in meeting parents’ needs beyond 
the pregnancy and newborn stages.

In antenatal courses, Early Days courses and 
postnatal groups, NCT practitioners already 
create and nurture groups which enable 
parents to learn together in a ‘safe’, accepting 
space, to support each other and to go on 
to create their own continuing network that 
endures long after course itself has ended. 

NCT practitioners working with CANParent 
facilitate rather than teach, using a variety of 
techniques including discussion, exploratory 
activities and scenarios, modelling and 
imaging. Reports from courses and 
practitioners show that these approaches 
seem to work well. Practitioners understand 
the challenges of meeting the needs of 
everyone in a family, the importance of 
parental confidence, and the barriers to 
acquiring it.  All NCT practitioners aim to 
work with evidence, and many are interested 
in the research showing the importance of 
early relationships, and the positive effects of 
support for families during the first years of 
family life.
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From High Peak parents who have 
attended an NCT CANParent course: 

‘As a single father, I found the course a 
fantastic source of information on all 
topics to do with raising a child…  
I seriously recommend CANParent’to 
everybody – very easy-going, very 
friendly, very informative.’ 

‘I can’t say a bad word about the course. 
I can honestly say I loved every minute. 
I would jump at the chance of doing it 
again. It was so nice not to be judged, to 
be able to speak to other parents with 
similar obstacles and to be just me for 
a couple of hours a week.’ 

From NCT Practitioners:

‘I thoroughly enjoyed it; the attendees 
engaged with the content and the 
discussions were great! Parenting classes 
aren’t about telling people how to 
parent; they are a space to explore what 
parenting means to you and how you can 
make things work better for you and your 
family.’ Lucy Green, antenatal teacher 

‘I feel I’ve learnt a lot from both preparing 
and facilitating CANParent courses, I 
particularly enjoy the opportunity to work 
with a group over a number of weeks. 
CANParent is unpredictable, challenging 
and rewarding. I’m really pleased NCT 
has given me the opportunity.’ Annie 
Simmonite, breastfeeding counsellor

Thanks to CANParent tutor and ANT tutor 
Ann Bradwell from High Peak for the 
quotes from parents and practitioners. 

Details of NCT CANparent courses can 
be found at http://www.nct.org.uk/
courses/nct-parent-sessions
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