
Other members then offer support, and as 
the local practitioner I generally put in a link 
to the NCT website to ensure that good-
quality information is always available.’ 

Caroline Flint, 
antenatal teacher, Lambeth

‘Good peer support can help 
parents cope with the chaos of life with 
a new baby!’ 
My experience in NCT spans more than 40 
years. In that time, I’ve been an antenatal 
teacher, and had lots of other practitioner and 
branch volunteering roles: booking secretary, 
breastfeeding counsellor, walks in the park 
leader, postnatal leader, tutor, jumble sale and 
(later) Nearly New Sale organiser. Now I teach 
and help organise Nearly New Sales and first 
aid courses, but the beauty of NCT to me has 
always been the potential for making friends, 
and for many couples this is the most lasting 
legacy of their NCT course: the friends who 
are there for them when breastfeeding is 
difficult, or when life with a toddler is fraught, 
or when choosing schools, or when saying 
goodbye when their children go to university. 
These are friends who have been around 
forever, and who bonded during one of the 
most important periods in their lives. 

As well as using techniques such as small 
group work to help people make friends 
during the course, I have developed ways 
to encourage them to carry on meeting 
when the course ends.  At the end of each 
course, I give the group a list of when they 
are meeting up (I usually make it every 
Monday), starting off with evening meet-
ups and, after about three weeks, when 
they are on maternity leave, I change it to 
midday meet-ups. I allocate one couple 
to organise where they are meeting up 
every week. This sounds very prescriptive 
and bossy, but life with a new baby can be 
chaotic, and the feedback I’ve had from 
parents is that they really appreciate the 
firm guidance. Their remarks suggest that 
if they hadn’t had my list they might never 
have managed to meet up at all.

I have recently started a ‘take under your 
wing’ scheme where I ask someone with 
a young baby to invite a pregnant woman 
who lives nearby to come round for the 
morning or afternoon. This was in response 
to someone in a reunion saying that they 
would have liked more hands-on instruction 
in holding a baby and bathing a baby, so I 
thought the best people to do that would 
be women at home with new babies. Thus 
they both meet someone who lives very 
near them with a new baby.

If a group is small (five couples or fewer), 
I usually try to merge it with another group, 

NCT networks – 
enabling parents 
to support 
each other

Becoming a parent isn’t easy, but 
the support of friends made in 
antenatal courses and through 
branch activities can prove 
invaluable in making the transition. 
Kim Thomas looks at ways of 
encouraging peer support. 

So many parents value the friends they make 
through NCT networks, either by attending 
a course or getting involved in their local 
branch. Anecdotally, we know that the 
friendships they make then, which help them 
through demanding weeks with their baby 
when they’re short of sleep, often continue 
for years. Increasingly, it is recognised 
that friendships and community-based 
connections make a valuable contribution to 
health and well-being, reducing isolation and 
enabling people to use their skills 
and knowledge.1

Antenatal courses have a key role to play in 
facilitating friendships. Below, three antenatal 
teachers, Caroline Flint, Tessa Brocklehurst 
and Suzy Colebeck, give us their perspectives 
and explain how much emphasis they put on 
the social and network-building aspects of 
work with expectant parents. 

These days, social media can be a great 
source of mutual support, and provide a 
route into the NCT branch for new parents. 
Gosport & Lee-on-the-Solent branch has 
50 household members, but its Facebook 
group has 400 members. ‘We’re finding it 
brilliant for peer support,’ says Kathryn Kelly, 
antenatal teacher. ‘It was kick-started by a 
few members of the team posting questions, 
and generating conversations – introducing 
solids, sleep, the sort of issues that parents 
often seek support on. And now there’s a 
constantly rolling conversation, with parents 
being welcomed on joining, which prompts 
them to ask a question – maybe about when 
the baby group is on, or how to cope with 
one of any number of childhood transitions.  

as, very often, at least two couples in a 
group will decide to move out of London 
within two years. I do this by inviting class 
members from both groups to lunch in a 
nearby pub, and giving them all labels so 
that they get to know each other’s names. 
Sometimes instead I have a bring-and-share 
lunch at my flat but it gets a bit crowded 
with buggies.

I also ask women from previous classes to come 
to a class with their baby and breastfeed, while 
talking about their experience of breastfeeding. 
This is a brilliant way to introduce pregnant 
women to breastfeeding and they all say that 
this has helped them to do it themselves.
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Mother of Ava, 16 months
After the course finished, the whole 
group met up weekly. It was so exciting 
as the babies started to be born; it felt 
like a celebration each time there was a 
birth. We discussed our experiences and 
reassured those who were still waiting 
to go! And it was lovely when we all met 
up again with our antenatal teacher 
Amy Maclean, (complete with seven 
new, tiny members). Amy meant a lot 
to us. She was so open and warm, she 
helped to create a really friendly and 
supportive atmosphere. It became fairly 
commonplace to receive an email from 
an NCT friend at 4am, as they fed their 
little one with one hand, and typed with 
the other.  It was lovely to know that 
someone else was awake in the middle 
of the night.

Our babies are more than a year old 
now, and our days of coffee shops 
are gone, as the children want to 
run around and play.  We usually go 
for walks around the park, meet in 
someone’s house or go to a local 
sensory room.  We also have more 
freedom for girls’ nights out. It’s still a 
novelty to dress up, wear mascara and 
drink wine while the men babysit.

My NCT group has given me so many 
fond memories of the weeks preceding 
and after Ava’s birth.  They have also 
been a huge source of support.  It is 
wonderful to have a group of friends 
who never tire of listening to my 
worries about feeding, sleeping and 
weaning; because they are going 
through the same. I’m hugely grateful 
to all of them. 

Dawn Keong
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Melissa Middler-Price, mother of 
Bayley, aged 13 months
Rachael was the first of the group to have 
a baby, and she emailed everyone with 
the news of Emily’s birth. When Bayley 
was two weeks old, Rachael suggested we 
try out a Bumps and Babies group. After 
that, we started meeting up every week. 
It was lovely because there were times 
when we found it very difficult because we 
were both breastfeeding, and both having 
sleepless nights. 

Even if we weren’t having the same issues, 
it comforted me knowing that although my 
baby wasn’t perfect, no-one’s is – we’ve 

 
 
 
all got issues we’re trying to deal with. 
Whenever I came away from meeting with 
her, I just felt so much better. I felt I could 
cope with everything so much more, and I 
wasn’t alone. Now we still try and meet up 
on a weekly basis. 

My maternity leave has been the most 
special and precious time in my life, having 
that one-to-one time with my baby, and I’ll 
always have that special bond with people 
who shared that with me. I think Rachael 
and I will always remain friends because 
we’ve shared so much of that together. 

Rachael Holloway, mother of 
Emily, aged 14 months 
Melissa and I meet at least once a week. 
If we were up in the night and feeding, we 
would occasionally text each other with 
what had happened that day, asking each 
other questions, or arranging to meet up. It 
was nice at 2 o’clock in the morning, when 
you’re sitting there blurry-eyed feeding, to 
know that you weren’t the only one up at 
that time.  

It helped that we had similar experiences, 
so I might say, ‘Emily has been really grizzly 
today,’ and Melissa would say that Bayley 
was like that yesterday, so you’re reassured  

 
 
 
that it’s nothing to worry about and other 
people are going through it as well. 

After starting at Bumps and Babies, we 
started walking together. We would meet 
up in the same venue each week, have a 
walk with the prams, and then go in and 
have a coffee. Even when we didn’t feel like 
doing it, we did it anyway, and we always 
felt better afterwards because we would 
talk about everything that was happening, 
and then maybe laugh and joke about 
things we’d been crying about earlier. 

Tessa Brocklehurst, antenatal teacher and 
postnatal leader, Bedfordshire

‘My involvement in the branch 
helps new parents get involved in 
all NCT activities.’
A lot of my antenatal groups go from classes 
into the branch Bumps and Babies groups. 
I’ve run Bumps and Babies for many years. I 
also do home birth support, and I’m on the 
Labour Ward Forum and the MSLC. My hope 
is that they will go on from there to other 
branch activities – including helping to run 
the branch.  The transition from one group 
to another is helpful: if my clients turn up 
at Bumps and Babies, it’s a familiar face. Jo, 
our breastfeeding counsellor, is at Bumps 
and Babies most weeks, so they can talk to 
me or Jo. We can be quite a big group – we 
often have more than 20 people attend. 
You see them coming in nervously with a 
new baby and not knowing what they’re 
doing, and months down the line, they’re 
the confident ones talking to the new 
mums and telling them it’s all going to get 
better. There’s a lovely continuity.

I try to encourage people to get involved in 
branch activities. I don’t usually mention it 
in antenatal class, because before they’ve 
had their babies, they don’t have any idea 
what it’s going to be like. I usually wait until 
they’re at Bumps and Babies, when they’re 
over those first few weeks of life being 
totally crazy. We had a period recently when 
we were short of committee members, and 
I think it helps if someone you know already 
asks you to get involved – putting 
a message in the newsletter doesn’t 
usually work. 

I think it’s good for antenatal teachers to be 
involved in the committee meetings. By going 
to the meetings, you’re more likely to know 
what’s going on and you’ll know where the 
gaps are. If you’re encouraging someone new 
to go to a committee meeting, you can say, 
‘I will be there,’ and that’s useful. It’s helpful 
for the committee, too, to have a teacher 
there, as your connection with the national 
organisation means you’re more likely to pick 
up on any issues that other members might 
not be aware of, such as which businesses 
you can take advertising from. 

Suzy Colebeck, antenatal 
teacher, Newcastle
‘Encouraging peer support is my main aim.’
As a new teacher, I was keen to give parents 
information and share all that I knew. I soon 
realised, however, that although parents 
do crave a certain level of information from 
classes, what they love is getting to know 
each other and sharing ideas. Ten years on, 
I really encourage this and I’m explicit with 
parents that this is a key aim of my classes. 

Here are some of the ways I’ve found of 
encouraging friendships in the class:

• Before classes begin, I send an email 
letting people know that the classes 
will be structured to allow time for 
talking and getting to know each other.

• When the couples arrive, I welcome 
them and show them to the area set 
out with refreshments and ask them 
to help themselves. I deliberately keep 
myself busy as this helps them get to 
know each other.

• I split the classes into single-sex 
groups and ask them to discuss how 
they can offer support to each other 
in labour and beyond. The men look 
at what support they can give their 
partners and the women look at what 
support they need.  The men can 
then discuss their fears and concerns 
together.

• The couples work through a labour 

overview together where they share 
their knowledge and their questions. 
This promotes a lot of laughter as well 
as discussion. 

• In the second session, the couples bring 
food to share. I send an email in which I 
offer to bring cake and bread and then 
the group spends most of the week 
planning what to bring. This is always 
wonderful – the group take ownership 
of it and swap recipes and ideas. It takes 
an hour but is worth every minute.

• I use the expertise in the room. The 
input is often amazing and the group 
bond together with little help from me.

• Small group work is key to helping 
groups to bond. I use it as much as 
possible and often suggest it as 
an assessor. 

• I ask the parents to discuss activities 
they can do during the pregnancy and 
afterwards with babies. 

Melissa and Rachael
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They go online and find out about 
groups and classes and make 
arrangements. The men in a recent 
group swapped numbers, and 
dubbed their meet-ups ‘Man Club’. I 
now encourage this at each class to 
ensure that the men get the support 
afterwards too.

• At the end of the class we say goodbye 
and I remind them that they have each 
other to support them through this 
amazing transition.

When I see the couples afterwards, they 
are meeting regularly and speak fondly of 
each other.

They support each other through 
illness, going back to work and even 
bereavements. It is a great source of pride 
that they form such a well-bonded group.

I don’t believe that anything I do is 
revolutionary. I start with peer support as 
the main aim and work from there.  

At a reunion recently one of the women 
said to me, ‘We can’t thank you enough. 
Our NCT experience has been exactly what 
we hoped for and we have met the most 
wonderful group of people who we know 
will be with us for many years.’
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