
1www.pengreen.org

Reflecting on children’s unconscious 
processes alongside parents and 
practitioners

EECERA 2018
Annette Cummings



2www.pengreen.org

Aims of this presentation:

• To share the development of an observational tool ‘consultancy 
observations’

• To consider how Pen Green has begun to share ‘consultancy 
observations’ with parents  and practitioners

• To share the impact the process of reflection has had on 
parents, practitioners and children
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What is Pen Green?
A community based multi disciplinary centre for children and 
families, open since 1983, offering:

Nursery provision for 320 children from nine months to four years, 
across five nursery spaces

Family support

Children’s centre services

Adult education

Research, training and development

(Whalley et al, 2013)



4www.pengreen.org

What are consultancy observations?
Consultancy Observations

Practitioner identifies child they have concerns or worries about

1 hour observation carried out using Bick method of a Young Child observation from someone external to 
the domain

Workers engage in a work discussion using the Young Child observation as a focus of the discussion. 

Observer reads observation out-staff team have printed copies
there is no psychotherapist

Staff team discuss and discussion is recorded

Staff team decide how to improve practice in relation to what is raised in the observational data

Adaptation – parents are included in the discussion
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Origins of Young child observation
• Initially designed by Esther Bick (1968)

• Free Floating Observation

• An observation of a young child in a nursery setting to;
– give access to the inner world of the child
– evidence of the impact of an institutional experience on children’s development
– offers a place in which psychoanalytic thinking about group life can be 

integrated with the study of the growth of individual personality

• The observation is written up after the event 

• A participant reads her observation to the seminar group which consists of an 
account of what she has seen, free from any interpretation or inference.

• The group reflect on the emotional content of the observation, the internal world of 
the child and how he relates to others in the  setting alongside a psychotherapist
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• Two 1 hour consultancy observations 
(March and June 2017)
• Consultancy Observation Reflective 

Discussion with parent and practitioners
• Reflective account from a practitioner
• One parent semi-structured interview

Methodology
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Ethics can be defined as:

“the application of a system of moral principles to prevent harming or 
wrong in others, to promote the good, to be respectful, and to be fair”

(Sieber 1993: 14)

• Informed consent
• Right to withdraw
• Interview transcript to be available within a week of interview
• Right to withdraw parts of the interview/ restrict use
• Right to hear presentation at any time before EECERA

Ethics
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Introducing Susan’s Genogram
Relationships to Susan

Grandad Grandma Grandad Nanny

Works at Pen Green

Uncle Auntie

Cousin
10 years

Cousin
7 years

Mum Dad

Nanny Grandad

Sister
1 yearSusan

3 years
Sister
7 years

Mum had no contact 
with Grandad for 18 
months. 
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Susan’s Case Study
• Started the Baby Nest at 9 months old
• Separation issues became evident
• Volatile home environment 
• One older sister and one younger sister 
• Susan began to display some self-harm and poor 

self-esteem behaviours. 
• Staff were extremely concerned about her emotional 

state and parents were made aware of how she was 
behaving in nursery. 
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Consultancy observation 1 – March 2017

Findings…

Themes
• Appears to relate better to adults than children
• Climbs inside various objects 
• Continually drinks from her cup and has to have her bottle 

with her
• Climbs on top of objects
• Spins round and round
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Analysis
Consultancy observation 1 – March 2017

• Taking Risks
• Confrontational 
• Defiant 
• Puts herself inside objects but outside of her peer group
• Uses the bottle to regulate her emotions
• Intense attuned adult interaction with five adults during the 

hour
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Findings…
• Shows a lack of empathy towards her peers
• Pushes the boundaries
• Climbs and takes risks
• Prefers to relate to adults and demands their full attention
• Snuggles into adults on her own terms
• Uses her bottle as a comforter
• Returns to familiar places i.e baby nest 
• Attempts to engage a peer and is rejected
• Contains objects when she has been rejected 
• Very aware of the environment 

Consultancy observation 2 – June 2017
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Consultancy observation 2 – June 2017
Analysis…

• Unable to tolerate discomfort
• Unable to show empathy
• Heightened awareness of the nursery environment ‘meercat’ 

she appears to be the protector and is on watch
• Confrontational 
• Objectionable 
• Seeks containment from objects such as her ‘bottle’ 
• Uses the adults body to support her when she chooses too
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Consultancy Observation Reflective Discussion
The discussion consisted of Susan’s mother, Family Worker, 
Assistant Head and Researcher (who carried out the 
observations)

• Mum spoke about her own childhood and how difficult 
she found it to make friends

• Mum spoke about her relationship with her father
• Mum spoke about how Susan does not leave her side
• Together we thought how we could support Susan and 

her mum
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Outcomes of the reflective discussion
• Mum sent video clips to Susan so when Susan showed signs of distress there was an 

opportunity for her to contact mum at work through an on-line journal and mum to send 
videos back to Susan or to say hello and are you ok and that Susan could see she was at 
work not at home

• Changed the way that mum dropped off Susan, instead of dropping Susan off in the 
nest with her sister she would drop her sister off first then come through to nursery to drop 
Susan off and take her to her peg and put her coat and bag on the hook and go

• Practitioners realised that no one strategy worked with Susan, needed to have a toolkit. 
Things had to be put aside, juice cup, blanket and a piece of lycra that could stretch 
around her to build her dens in order to support her containment. 

• One to one worker to be appointed but staff needed to think carefully about who that 
person should be. The worker would need to able to contain Susan’s emotions.
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Feedback from the process of the Consultancy
Observation Reflective Discussion with Susan’s Family Worker

Hayley’s (Susan’s Family Worker) Reflective Account

The consultancy observations were very useful for me as they gave another person’s viewpoint 
and showed the whole of an Susan episode. This consisted of what preceded the event and a 
fuller picture of the whole situation. The feedback session allowed me to think about what was 
observed and involved some deeper thinking and discussion. It also allowed me to think of 
different strategies to support Susan and intervene earlier in order to stop the behaviours 
becoming out of control. The information was also shared with the staff team so all the staff 
could respond to Susan in a consistent way. Having mum present at the feedback was very 
powerful as she could reflect on her own childhood experiences and recognise some of the 
feelings and behaviours she went through as a child. It also reaffirmed for mum how extreme 
Susan’s behaviour could be and that she found her very difficult to manage her at home. This 
was the first time she had acknowledged this, but it was also felt like a relief for mum to say this 
with the staff she trusted.”

“
“
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Feedback from the process of the Consultancy 
Observation Reflective Discussion

Interview with mum 

• Susan found friendships difficult and that she tried to interact but wasn’t always welcomed.

• Mum found the process upsetting . She was particularly upset that she was trying to make 
friendships and play but due to her behaviours at times it was difficult and she was at time rejected

• Made links between own early experiences & memories.

• Always been a worry that own children would struggle with similar things to herself and struggle with 
separations. Learning in the observation that Susan also is displaying similar patterns of behaviours 
and struggles with separation.

• Was useful to have an observation of Susan at nursery.

• Found the discussion around what could be done to support Susan useful. 
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What have we learnt from the process of including 
parents in the consultancy observation discussion…
• Important to be flexible in terms of the timing of the meeting
• Important to slow the process down and share feelings
• To be prepared to hear the parents reflection on their own 

childhood 
• To not judge and to create a safe space for reflection
• The importance of coming up with some joint strategies to 

support the separation
• Both the parent and the practitioners found the observations 

useful to give access to the inner world of the child and the 
impact of an institutional experience on children’s development
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Since the observations the following 
Interventions have been offered to the family…
o Early Help Assessment (EHA) offered  July 2017

o 1-1 worker – High Needs Funding – Oct 17

o Domestic Abuse and Stalking and Harassment (MASH Referral Oct/Nov 17)

o Case heard at Multi Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC Oct/Nov 2017)

o Safer Practice Meeting Dec 2017

o Professionals Meeting and Child Protection (CP) Conference Feb 2018 Children now CP FOR Emotional Neglect

o Sebastian Kramer – Feb 18

o Farm Visit – June 2018

o Transition to school meetings  with feeder school.
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Susan 2018
• Less frequent emotional outbursts

• Relationship with mum had improved and mum could now ‘hold 
her in mind’

• Susan went to the ‘Sleeping Farm’ a two night residential with staff 
and managed being away from mum without any outbursts.

• Built a  secure relationships with key workers and 1-1 support 
worker

• Could manage to go into story time with her peers

• Beginning to make friends and could ‘play’ as a child 

• Less watchful of adults but often still ‘on guard’

• She learnt to take herself to a quiet place if she was feeling 
unsettled
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