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Understanding the neonatal 
unit experience
In order for practitioners to be better prepared and 
able to support parents of  babies treated a neonatal 
unit, NCT College has launched a new Level 5 
stand-alone training module, Understanding the 
neonatal unit experience, writes Lesley Taylor, 
NCT antenatal teacher and tutor
It can be distressing and exhausting for parents whose babies require the 
special care of a neonatal unit. In the UK, approximately one in ten of all 
newborns are likely to spend time in a neonatal unit immediately after birth.1 
It’s therefore likely that antenatal teachers and breastfeeding counsellors will 
encounter many parents whose babies require neonatal unit care, particularly 
if the babies are born prematurely. 

The new NCT College module, Understanding the neonatal unit, is open 
to both students and qualified practitioners, and includes visits to a hospital 
neonatal unit and a children’s hospice. The module enables both students 
and qualified practitioners to study in depth the practical and emotional 
needs of parents and families when their baby needs neonatal unit care. 

Lesley Taylor

Lesley Taylor joined a NCT 
antenatal group in 1980 
when expecting her first 
child. She found the support 
and friendship invaluable. 
She became a postnatal 
support coordinator, setting 
up a buddy system of 
supporters for new mothers 
in her area. She qualified as a 
breastfeeding counsellor in 
1985 and BFC tutor in 1992, 
and became a member of 
the national training team at 
Luton University. She created 
the Understanding the 
neonatal unit experience 
stand-alone module, which is 
due to run again at Worcester 
University in January 2017. 
She has four children and two 
grandchildren.
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They gain new skills and understanding which equips them to provide 
specific support to parents in this situation. Feedback so far shows that both 
practitioners and NCT have found the module invaluable for beginning to 
build this level of knowledge within the organisation.

The generous sponsorship of AbbVie has enabled NCT to support the cost for 
a number of course participants. 

Information about the module
Understanding the neonatal unit experience is a 15-credit Level 5 module 
designed and delivered by NCT College and accredited by the University of 
Worcester. It currently consists of four study days: two at the University of 
Worcester, one at the Leicester Royal Hospital Neonatal Unit and one at the 
Rainbows Hospice for Children and Young People, Loughborough. 

The module enables students to: 

• Consider, develop and reflect upon some of their personal feelings 
surrounding the experience of premature birth 

• Develop new insights and further understanding into the experience of 
premature birth 

• Reflect upon the impact of the experience of premature birth upon 
different members of a family, including mother, father, siblings and 
grandparents 

• Visit a neonatal unit and a children’s hospice, and talk to health 
professionals and managers directly

• Understand the work of the Neonatal Network within the UK 

A practitioner’s experience
I’ve just come back from a visit to SCBU to see the parents of Emily* born at 26 weeks. It was so much 
more emotional than speaking to other parents of premature babies. I think because they have the 
most premature baby I’ve been aware of and are still in the middle of their journey, she is only four and 
a half weeks old. The strain and emotion behind the smiles was so evident. 

It was wonderful to have the course behind me to back up what I was saying. I mostly let them 
tell their story but was able to pick up on key points. For example, she is disappointed to only be 
expressing 30mls at a time despite double pumping every three hours through 24. I was able to point 
out on her chart how far she’d come... 2.2mls in the beginning... a huge leap up to 30mls, plus her 
body knowing what Emily needed. We also talked about the importance of not beating yourself up 
when formula is needed for top ups and how she may be able to help other mums in the class when 
they face similar issues. 

It had not occurred to them that others in their NCT class would not be guaranteed an easy birth 
either and that with their experience they may be able to provide comfort and support to others in 
their NCT group when the time comes. They seemed to almost come alive and grow a foot taller at the 
thought. What an amazing experience to walk this path with them! 
* The name of the girl in this case study has been changed to protect her identity



Learning outcomes
On successful completion of the module students should be able to:

1. Demonstrate a critical awareness of the experience of premature birth and 
the impact it can have on the developing family 

2. Recognise and evaluate the theory of family centred care, the rites of 
passage and the UNICEF Baby Friendly Initiative and other relevant bodies 

3. Critically evaluate local neonatal or special care baby units (or other care 
settings) and relate their observations to the neonatal network within  
the UK 

4. Demonstrate a robust awareness of the skills required by parents to 
enable them to provide care for their baby 

5. Demonstrate empathy and understanding whilst in communication with 
families and employ practical skills that enable parents, for instance 
facilitate understanding, increase knowledge, inform their decision 
making, focus communication with care givers and value them being 
involved in the care of their baby. 

Students
In 2013/2014 only three students started the module, with two  
students completing.  

In 2014/2015, as a result of being able to offer sponsored places, 10 students 
applied for places on the module (the maximum number possible given the 
constraints of working with a neonatal unit and hospice).  Four students 
dropped out and six students completed the module. 

Jo Sims – Course Leader (Head of Family Support 
Rainbows Hospice for Children and Young People)

The emotions that new parents experience can be complex and when 
faced with their newborn requiring neonatal care, they can soon become 
overwhelmed.

It could be viewed that supporting these families could be a specialist role; 
however so often families look to the generic support that is available to all, 
and to those with whom they have an existing relationship.  

This module is essential to enable those accessible practitioners to be 
equipped with the knowledge to support a new family and enable them 
to access the services they require elsewhere.  This module develops the 
practitioners’ confidence to welcome parents who face these additional 
challenges rather than compounding their complex emotions.



Student feedback 
Feedback was obtained through the end-of-year evaluation and from 
individual feedback direct to the tutor:

This module was brilliant! 

The module helped me to reflect on many areas of my own life and see things 
from a totally different view point. I also gained a new understanding and an 
empathetic stance towards parents with babies in these special situations. 

Breastfeeding is also explored in depth within this module and can help assist 
us when working with parents. Complementary to this, new active listening 
skills are learned and developed throughout the module.

The neonatal module has given me the confidence to push forward and offer 
support.

What an amazing experience to walk this path with them (the parents)!

Summary
By developing the Understanding the neonatal unit module, NCT has been 
able to train practitioners to offer the specialised support needed by parents 
and families with a baby on a neonatal unit.  This is a unique and important 
area of work and one that NCT is keen to expand on.
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