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WORKING WITH PARENTSperspective

Baths, Bottoms and Beyond!
Demand is high from parents wishing to know more about 
practical baby care skills before their baby is born. Lynn 
Thompson, NCT tutor and CPD manager, reveals how a new 
study day is helping practitioners consider how best to meet 
this challenge, and shares her own approach.
Overall, feedback from parents attending 
our NCT antenatal courses in 2014/15 
reveals high levels of satisfaction, but many 
say they would have liked more time spent 
on practical baby care skills: 31% of those 
attending NCT Signature courses, and 
44% on Essentials courses, expressed this 
desire.1 To help practitioners in exploring the 
challenge of how to meet this need, I have 
commissioned NCT’s new study day called 
‘Baths, Bottoms & Beyond’. The ‘Beyond’ 
part refers to how parents can support their 
baby’s development alongside caring for 
their practical needs.

I facilitate NCT Signature antenatal and 
Early Days postnatal courses in Chester, 
in addition to more condensed antenatal 
courses at the Countess of Chester hospital. 
Typically, half of the parents attending 
my antenatal courses choose to prioritise 
preparation for birth, but just as many 
prioritise preparation for life after birth. 
This includes baby feeding, supporting the 
baby developmentally and practically, and 
exploring the joys and challenges of new 
parenthood.

Benefits of learning baby care skills
Parents attending my recent reunions and Early Days courses have revealed why they 
valued covering baby care skills antenatally:

• “It helped me feel more confident about caring for my baby in the early weeks - I felt 
relieved afterwards as it meant one less thing to panic about in late pregnancy.”

• “I felt more reassured that my partner had a clearer picture of how he could support 
me with our baby once we came home from hospital, especially as I’m spending a lot 
of time breastfeeding.”

• “We genuinely had no idea about baby care prior to our antenatal course. We had 
never held a new baby and were completely immersed in our careers, social life and 
building our home together.”

• “It prompted us to get on and prepare for the reality of bringing home our baby from 
the hospital – what equipment we would need, how it worked, where we would set it 
up, etc. For me it was the most useful and exciting part of the course!”
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As NCT practitioners we know that all babies 
are unique in what they need and when, 
and that parents experience hormonal 
changes which help prepare them to be 
able to satisfy these demands. We also 
know that most practical baby care skills are 
very straightforward. However whilst some 
parents are relaxed and take practical baby 
care in their stride, others lack confidence 
and are looking for additional preparation. 
There are undoubtedly many reasons 
why parents differ in their needs, but the 
challenge for antenatal teachers is to aim 
to get the balance right so that there is 
sufficient time to cover both birth and 
postnatal topics. It is for each practitioner 
to reflect on how she successfully achieves 
this, and to seek support from colleagues 
where needed. 

Group sharing and 
learning
In my antenatal classes I have to think very 
carefully about using the time available to 
best advantage. I consider the unique course 
agenda set by each group, and prioritise 
covering both their antenatal and postnatal 
requests. It helps to use layered learning 
techniques, and more signposting where 
time is limited.

For years I used to set up practical baby care 
stations, one for bathing, one for nappy 
changing, one for settling a baby and safe 
sleeping, and one for transport items. The 
parents visited each station in small groups.  
Whilst this activity had merit and the parents 
enjoyed it, they often wanted to ask for 
clarification about certain matters but I 
found it impossible to attend all four stations 
when required. One commented that in my 
absence it felt like ‘the blind leading the 
blind’, and that they had booked onto the 
course to hear my guidance.  Whilst my aim 
is to empower parents to explore and make 
decisions that are right for them, I realised 
that some needed me a little more to point 
them in the right direction.

Whilst my aim is to empower parents 
to explore and make decisions that 
are right for them, I realised that some 
needed me a little more to point them in 
the right direction. 

I therefore switched to covering practical 
baby care skills in one large group, so that 
everyone hears the same uncertainties 
from their classmates and clarifications 
from me in one fell swoop. However, I then 
needed to counter the risks that the more 

confident parents might dominate, or that 
I might appear too directive or be seen as 
‘the expert’, or with the group becoming 
static for too long. My solution has been to 
facilitate whole group activities on baby care 
with everyone as involved as possible, and 
with a constantly-changing dynamic. 

We now ‘walk together’ through the practical 
baby care skills typically encountered in a 24 
hour period. On Signature courses I prepare 
ahead by asking each group to identify 
the most popular pieces of baby care 
equipment, and asking everyone to bring in 
something different from the list - usually a 
Moses basket, baby sleeping bag, baby bath, 
car seat, sling/carrier, ear thermometer, 
breast pump and sterilizer. Once all have 
been allocated, I ask parents to do some 
research about their item to share with 
the rest of the group at the next session. I 
also ask them to bring one of their baby’s 
first nappies. If teaching a more condensed 
course I just stick with the first four items 
from this list and do not ask parents to share 
their research (which has proved too time-
consuming), although I do still request that 
they bring a nappy.

Hands-on activities
I take items including a weighted doll, and as 
many dressed, soft-bodied dolls as there are 
unborn babies on the course, as well as baby 
cue photos, nappy change items, a variety 
of sheets and blankets, a muslin cloth, and 
a collection of nursery rhyme CDs and first 
baby books for book sharing.

I usually begin by passing around a weighted 
doll to raise awareness of what it can feel 
like to hold a new baby, and then ask parents 
to choose a soft-bodied doll and a baby 
‘cue’ photo. After describing their baby’s 
‘cue’ to everyone, it seems to work best if I 
lead a nappy changing demo first to model 
to the parents what I’d like each of them 
to do when we look at their piece of baby 
equipment. 

I am careful not to be the expert, and have 
already empowered parents in asking them 
to bring their own nappy of choice. I have a 
selection of wipes and cotton wool pleats/
balls/pads, and ask them to change their doll 
in the position most comfortable for them. 
I ask one parent to pour water onto a spare 
nappy and pass it around so that they can all 
identify what a full nappy feels like. Another 
fetches from the kitchen a small bowl of water 
which feels like the right temperature, and 
passes it around for all to dip their hand in. 

I take a very relaxed approach, encouraging 
parents to chat in pairs, with neighbours 



Issue 28 September 2015 
NCT’s journal on preparing parents for birth and early parenthood

perspective
or with the whole group, whilst practising 
these kinaesthetic learning opportunities. I 
often throw questions out to the group and 
encourage them to see that often there is 
no right or wrong way to care for a baby, and 
that their skills and decision preferences 
will evolve over time. I also weave in other 
postnatal topics where it seems timely, such 
as asking why chatting to their baby whilst 
nappy changing supports their development, 
or discussing strategies for managing 
tiredness, postnatal depression and the 
impact of baby on the couple relationship.

Once the nappies are changed I hand 
over the reins to the group asking parents 
to share information about their item of 
equipment and give a demo, inviting others 
to join in where possible. I’m often really 
impressed by how much the parents are 
able to get across in just a few minutes, 
while I take on the backseat role of ‘phone a 
friend’. I keep an eye on the pace and time, 
and may ask an open question to prompt 
deeper discussion if needed, or alternatively 
summarise what one couple has just shared 
and move the focus to another couple so 
that all have an opportunity to be ‘in the 
spotlight’ with their piece of equipment. I 
instigate a change of dynamic when I notice 
parents are ready for a re-energiser. I may 
ask the parents with the car seat to take 

everyone into to the car park to show how 
it attaches in their car. Another option is for 
the parents with the sterilizer or baby bath 
to do a demo in the kitchen, and whilst they 
set it up everyone can grab a cuppa and then 
gather round to watch and discuss. 

I always end this session with a round robin 
‘closer’, maybe asking each parent to share 
either a top tip they’ve heard about for new 
parents, or what stands out for them having 
completed this activity. All usually leave 
seeming very satisfied, and happily I now 
no longer need to cram the larger pieces of 
baby equipment into my car!

Reference
1.  NCT Signature and Essentials course feedback 

2014/15 from an internal survey conducted by NCT’s 
Research Department.

Sign up!
NCT practitioners can sign up for a 
‘Baths, Bottoms and Beyond’ study 
day via the internal NCT study day 
booking system, or look out for the 
workshop at the babble live! 2015 
conference.  You can also find other 
study days covering postnatal topics. 


