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NCT has a contract with Holloway Prison to train prison officers 
on the mother and baby unit to enable them to work with and 
support pregnant women and mothers with babies. Mary Newburn 
talked to Cathy Finlay and Sarah Bradley, NCT tutors, about their 
work and to Sue Chatten, residential governor, about what was 
behind the development.

Education Access Programme (PEAP) course, 
and a Birmingham Under Fives group.2,3  
‘Sue Chatten selected the staff to come on 
the training course according to their level 
of interest, having time to train and having 
suitable qualities,’ says Cathy. ‘They have to 
want to do it and show promise that they’d be 
good at it.’  Describing the situation in 2011, 
when the training was carried out, Cathy says, 
‘We’ve got a solid seven who’ve started and are 
attending regularly every fortnight; we run our 
sessions with them in a training room on the 
mother and baby unit. One or two others who 
showed interest may or may not continue. 
Some have children themselves and some 
do not. We’ve extended their awareness and 
they’re really keen to learn. They found our 
way of working unusual at first –  all sitting 
around in a circle and everyone contributing – 
but now they’re really enjoying it. Some have 
already expressed an interest to go on and do 
the full NCT antenatal teaching diploma.’

The prison-based training is very focused 
and enables the officers to run specific birth 
preparation sessions. The format is designed 
around six sessions to run on a rolling basis 
as drop-ins, so the women will be able to do 
the whole series, or pick one or more sessions 
at a time. They can come back for other 
sessions at a later date or even repeat some. 
Each session is planned and structured so the 
prison officers can feel confident and the idea 
is to facilitate the sessions in pairs.
 
There are 13 mother and 14 baby spaces in 
the unit, giving provision for a mother with 
twins, if necessary. ‘The unit is essentially a 
landing with individual rooms for each woman, 
but beside the bed in each room is a cot,’ 
says Cathy. In Holloway, the mothers who are 
able to keep their baby with them can do so 
for up to nine months; in other prisons with 
additional facilities babies can stay for up to 
18 months. At the time of writing (June 2012), 
Sue Chatten explains that out of 550 women 
in Holloway, there are 18 on the pregnancy list: 
‘Demand for the Mother and Baby Unit ebbs 
and flows. We were full up two months ago but 
we’ve got four babies in at the moment.’  

Training prison officers in Holloway Prison to run  
antenatal preparation sessions

Improved relations 
Sue feels that the training of the prison 
officers and their involvement in running 
antenatal sessions has improved staff-prisoner 
and staff-family relationships. The sessions, 
scheduled for once a fortnight, are mainly led 
by officers who wear their own clothes rather 
than a uniform. Every six weeks a midwife 
comes to the session to discuss clinical 
aspects of care and pain relief. She provides 
a virtual tour of the labour ward on DVD and 
answers questions. Sue feels that the new 
arrangements, which have been running 
throughout 2012, ‘make officers become 
people again…and the women appreciate 
the classes’. Outside the sessions, staff make 
a point of contacting partners and family 
members when an antenatal appointment 
is arranged and when the women goes into 
labour, so they can meet up at the hospital. 
‘Partners can bring money to pay for scan 
photographs, and we call the partners straight 
away now when women start in labour. 
Previously, we’d say ‘we’ll call when labour has 
been confirmed,’” Sue explains.

Summing up her feelings about NCT’s 
participation, Cathy says, ‘We think it’s good 
that the prison are able to run antenatal 
sessions for women and their partners, if they 
want them to be there. If they’re going home 
after their baby is born, they’re going to need 
all the support they can get. Involving others 
and providing a supported space where they 
can work together focusing on the birth, the 
baby and the changes affecting them all gives 
them a positive opportunity to work on being 
a family together.’ She adds, ‘The women 
prisoners get to know the prison officers and 
some get quite alot of support from the staff 
in labour and when their babies are small.’

Service development & policy
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NCT was contacted by Sue Chatten, residential 
governor for Holloway, in the spring of 
2010 about the possibility of NCT providing 
training for prison officers working on the 
mother and baby unit to lead antenatal 
preparation sessions. NCT has experience of 
running antenatal sessions in Styal Prison, so 
already understood some of the issues and 
challenges.1

Sue had a number of motivations in wanting 
NCT to train the prison officers. A visit from 
Her Majesty’s Inspector of Prisons (HMIP) 
prompted the move. HMIP suggested that 
it would be a good idea if women’s partners 
were able to attend the antenatal preparation 
sessions, and by doing so find out more about 
antenatal care and get more involved. Also, 
as the prison staff are with the woman day-in 
day-out, it was felt it would be useful if they 
were more knowledgeable about pregnancy, 
signs of early labour and self-help approaches 
to working with pain in labour.  

Prison rules allow staff members to provide 
labour and birth preparation sessions for 
both the women and a chosen supporter, be 
it a partner, a friend or family member. This 
flexibility is not an option for NCT teachers or 
workers from other voluntary organisations 
who can be cleared to work with prisoners, but 
not with a combination of prisoners and prison 
visitors. 

Keen to learn
NCT tutors Cathy Finlay and Sarah Bradley 
developed a training course drawing on their 
experience of working with a range of groups, 
including young parents taking the Parent 
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‘Prison rules allow staff 
members to provide labour 

and birth preparation 
sessions for both the women 
and a chosen supporter, be it 

a partner, a friend or 
family member.’

‘Partners can bring money 
to pay for scan photographs, 

and we call the partners 
straight away now when 
women start in labour.’


