
For my MSc dissertation at the University
of Southampton, I undertook a
qualitative study that looked at the
experiences, thoughts and feelings of a
group of female students with young
children. The dissertation with full
references is available from the NCT
Library.1

I carried out semi-structured,
qualitative interviews with 15 students
and five tutors, and used textual analysis
to establish key themes from the data. 

Background 
The NCT antenatal teaching curriculum
is designed to be flexible and student-
centred, making use of students’ own
experiences and enabling them to offer
mutual support. It was developed by
mothers for mothers, but since moving
into the formal academic sector, it has
had to adapt and change while retaining
these core qualities. 

Women as carers
There was a strong theme of women as
carers with prime responsibility for
childcare and housework. To them,
studying meant giving less time to their
family: ‘It’s very easy to always find
something else to do – as a mother,
doubly easy’. The NCT students saw
study as time for themselves and were
determined and enthusiastic to learn.
Although they felt guilty, none of them
felt that their children were adversely
affected. 

Need for support
Another strong theme was the need for
support, which was key to their ability to
complete the course. The majority saw
their partner as very supportive
emotionally, but this did not translate
into substantial practical help. NCT
antenatal teacher training leads to part-
time paid work with limited earning
capacity, and this affected the attitudes
towards time and support for training
among some women and their partners.
Just under half thought that they would
get more support if their study was

leading to greater potential earnings.

Impact on relationships 
For a few students, studying had
contributed to problems with their
partner, including major di!culties for
one. In addition to the tension caused by
the time taken away from the family, she
felt that the way she had changed during
her training had caused tension: ‘It’s
made me more positive and confident.
I’ve definitely changed – my husband
doesn’t like it, though.’

All the tutors interviewed had had
students experiencing relationship
problems. Sometimes this had led to
students giving up the course,
sometimes to relationship breakdown.
One tutor said, ‘It is di!cult to know how
much is attributed to study, but it is
certainly a factor and possibly a trigger’.
NCT tutors are aware of the potential
effect of study on relationships. During
student interviews and at observations,
the issue of managing family
relationships and NCT work is discussed.

Childcare
Flexible, part-time courses, like the NCT
antenatal teacher training course, while
easier to fit in around domestic
responsibilities, can make access to
childcare even more of a problem. Only a
small percentage of the childcare that
students used was paid-for care. Some
childcare was provided by students’
partners, friends and family (mostly
mothers). 

Stress – causes and prevention
Over half the students felt that the stress
in their lives mostly came from their role
as a mother. However, over half counted
studying as time for themselves, with a
number saying that it actually helped
them deal with life as a mother. One said,
‘Study helps with everyday stresses of
being a mother’. The flexibility of the NCT
course, the lack of fixed deadlines and
the availability of time out when needed
helped to reduce stress.

This reflects Boulton’s findings2 that

only a third of women were fulfilled by
motherhood, and confirms her
suggestion that breaking up the time a
women spends with her children can
raise her tolerance and enable her to
develop her own identity, and so have a
positive effect on her wellbeing and her
relationship with her children.

The degree of student anxiety that is
often reported3 was not apparent in this
research, despite previous evidence that
mature students with children have
higher feelings of anxiety and
inadequacy than other students4. It is
suggested that student anxiety is
greatest with the first assignment and
that receiving feedback is particularly
di!cult for mature students.5 With the
NCT course, it is the point at which
students first teach that causes most
anxiety. Some students singled out their
tutors’ ability to give feedback in a
constructive manner as an important
factor in helping them cope. A couple of
students also remarked how they liked
receiving feedback as it was not
something they received as mothers. 

Summary and conclusion
All the NCT students felt that studying
was worthwhile, with the majority feeling
that the course was having a beneficial
effect on their wellbeing. Several
students considered that that they had
changed in positive ways, becoming
more reflective, less judgmental people. 

I would like to thank the students and
tutors who agreed to be interviewed for
this research. 
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NCT antenatal teacher training improves wellbeing
Stephanie Ward, an NCT antenatal tutor, presents highlights of her research into women
studying to be NCT antenatal teachers while juggling their family responsibilities.


