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Abstract 

This abbreviated version of our paper outlines the development of an observational 

tool, ‘consultancy observations’, for use when practitioners in early years settings 

have concerns about particular children in their care.  The methodology facilitates 

the development of a shared reflective capacity, allowing staff teams to think 

together about a child’s whole experience in their setting.  This process encourages 

staff teams to consider their feelings and actions towards the child in question, 

gaining a deeper understanding of what the experience is like for the child.  Often 

members of staff gain insights into children’s particular vulnerabilities and strengths.  

Through thinking and talking together, reflecting, staff behaviours change in subtle 

ways, thus changing the child’s experience, for the better.           

 

 

Background 

The Pen Green Centre in Corby, Northamptonshire is a fully integrated provision for 

children and families, combining early education, health and social care, which 

opened in 1983.  Historically we have drawn on psychoanalytic theory to support our 

work in groups with parents and children, and our understanding of relational 

development including ‘holding’ (Winnicott, 1965), ‘containment’ (Bion, 1962) and 

‘attachment’ (Bowlby, 1969).  

 

Drawing on these theories we began to introduce ‘reflection’ and ‘pre-flection’ 

times at the beginnings and ends of group sessions where we were working with 

parents, infants and children up to three years of age.   These times were used to 

reflect on the functioning of the group, and to think about how we might prepare 

ourselves for the group ahead.   

 

Research Projects and Interventions  

Over some 15 years different approaches were taken to ‘skill up’ staff members in 

relational and psychoanalytic theory including : 
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2000-2004: Emotional Well-being and Resilience Project (Laevers, 1997).   

2005:  A seven week training programme by the Anna Freud Centre, exploring 

Parent-Infant Mental Health using the Bick Tavistock method of observation (Bick, 

1964)   

2008:  A consultant child and adolescent psychiatrist was introduced to support 

practitioners to think about the complexities of their work with vulnerable families 

and process their emotions which is still in place. 

2008:  A psychologist and expert in group relations and organisational consultancy 

was introduced to support the Centre Leadership Team to develop their ability to 

understand and make use of organisational dynamics in identifying new 

approaches to challenges faced by the organisation.  This intervention still takes 

place every six weeks.  

 

The Emotional Roots of Learning – the beginnings of Consultancy Observation 

In 2012 The Emotional Roots of Learning – An Infant Observation Course was set up in 

conjunction with the Northern School of Psychotherapy, to take place at Pen Green.  

The aims of ‘Emotional Roots’ were to enable participants to: 

 

 Extend and develop their awareness and understanding of young children’s 

emotional development 

 Develop their observational skills 

 Use psychoanalytic concepts as a framework to understand children’s 

interactions, behaviour and play. 

 

The Young Child Observation 

The Young Child Observation must be made in a setting that is not the participant’s 

own, of a child they do not know.  Participants are required to undertake the 

observation using the ‘Tavistock, Bick’ method of observation (Bick, 1964).  

 

Fortnightly Seminars 

During the fortnightly seminars the morning is given to reflecting on and discussing 

the psychoanalytic literature that participants have read prior to the seminar.  

Concepts from the papers are linked directly with participants’ observations and 

experiences (Shaw & Tait, 2014).  In the afternoon two participants have an 
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opportunity to share their child observation and one participant their work 

discussion.  Similarly the seminar group focuses on the emotional communication 

within interactions with colleagues, children and parents when the work discussion is 

presented. 

 

A Small Scale Research Project  

A small scale research project was undertaken in the hope of identifying how 

Emotional Roots had impacted on participants personally, professionally and 

organizationally.  Six of the twenty course participants were still employed within the 

organisation and indicated they were happy to take part in semi-structured 

interviews in order for us to understand their “experiences in as rigorous and detailed 

a manner as possible” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p782). Two of the semi-structured 

interview prompts were: 

 

 Please give me three adjectives that describe your experience of Emotional 

Roots. 

 

Once the adjectives were given the participants were asked the following: 

 

 Please give me a specific example from your experience that illustrates your 

adjective. 

 

This method seemed to take participants to a ‘feeling’ place.  One participant 

commented, “Oh, my goodness that gets me right to the nub of it”.  It evoked 

emotion in participants - the technique really did seem to ‘surprise the unconscious’ 

(George et al, 1985). 

 

The three most common adjectives supplied were: 

 

Challenging 

“The reading material…the academic nature of some of the papers…some of the 

content as well”. 

 

Interesting 
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“I found it was interesting as I found I was very focused…it helped me gain a deeper 

understanding of theory”. 

 

Thought Provoking 

“Raising your awareness of own feelings and own mind…also asking those questions 

you might avoid”. 

 

 

Findings 

The findings were overwhelmingly positive with all participants reporting the positive 

impact the course had on them both personally and professionally including: 

 

 “I had heightened my awareness of why people behave as they do, including 

myself – you can find yourself not getting so cross” 

    

“It definitely made me consider other ways of analysing and taking into account 

how I’m reacting to things…it goes everywhere with you” 

  

“I think I’ve been more reflective about the way my ‘baggage’ and ‘being’ at the 

moment can influence how I work with others and be aware of that” 

  

 “It’s the permission to ‘feel’ – it’s just so powerful…makes me much better at my job” 

 

In relation to whether they felt the course had impacted on the organisation the 

responses were far less positive, with participants stating: 

 

 “I can’t say it’s embedded across the centre as I wouldn’t know” 

 

 “Not enough I don’t think…It’s not wide enough yet, but there are people that are 

seeing it and value it…we’ve got to drive it forward” 

 

Participants reported feeling as though they understood the complex theories when 

they were in the seminar group with other participants and the psychotherapist, but 

when they returned to practice they found it hard to articulate their learning and 
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share these ideas with colleagues.  In a team where a senior member of staff as well 

as a practitioner had undertaken the training this was not the case. This seemed a 

critical point. In addition to finding out the impact the course had had on 

participants two additional themes emerged from the interview data; ‘Reading 

Material’ and ‘Love’. 

 

Reading Material        

In relation to reading material these statements were made:       

 

• Some papers were really challenging and I would still say I haven’t got my 

head around the concepts…didn’t feel confident. 

 

• Some of the theory I found quite…I wasn’t sure about…I wasn’t convinced. 

 

Participants seemed to struggle with both the ‘intangible’ theoretical content and 

the time commitment of reading and marking up papers ready for the seminar 

group. 

 

Love 

Comments made that either directly or indirectly indicated strong feelings, identified 

by some participants as love were:       

 

• I loved her from the first moment…I still love her. 

 

• I was astonished at how attracted I felt to him…how much I cared about him. 

 

• I fell in love with him the moment I saw him…he was just so beautiful I really 

loved him so much. 

 

Participants seemed to feel a real emotional connection to the child they were 

observing, almost from the beginning, without ever having met them before and 

without interacting with them during the observation period (Page, 2011).  This was 

interesting and was not expected.  Several of the participants spoke about how 

they believed the particular study child knew that they were being observed and 
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that the observer was ‘there for them’.  One participant described how on her 

second observation she went into the setting and her study child was alongside 

another child.  The other child looked up and waved at my colleague.  The study 

child then hit him on the arm and said ‘Hey, she’s here for me’.  This was fascinating.  

The child understood and was able to articulate that she knew the person who had 

never spoken to her was ‘there for her’.  This led us to consider how it feels for 

children in settings.  Do they ‘know’ at some level if someone there is an advocate 

for them?  Do they ‘know’ when they are not liked?  What impact might that have 

on them? This realization was the beginning of our conceptualization of ‘consultancy 

observations’ (Ringer, 2008).  

 

Pilot – Consultancy Observation 

Through discussions we decided that it would be appropriate to pilot this method of 

observation in the nursery setting when staff had concerns about children in their 

care (Elfer et al, 2003). We hoped it would be a way to consider children’s 

behaviour, staff members’ feelings towards particular children, and the reasons 

behind the behaviours and the feelings.   

 

Case Study of Pilot Consultancy Observation on Joseph 

Joseph was concerning his Family Worker (Whalley et al, 2007) and the rest of the 

team.  His Family Worker had spoken about Joseph in both her individual supervision 

and team meetings.  It felt appropriate to pilot the consultancy observation to 

consider Joseph.   

 

The Family Worker reported that Joseph kept ‘pushing, pushing, pushing other 

children’. There was almost an element of desperation in the way the practitioner 

articulated his actions.  The staff team cared deeply about getting it right for him, 

but at the same time they were finding his behaviour really challenging.  It had 

become hard for some members of staff to ‘like’ Joseph when he was pushing and 

hurting children in their key groups (Elfer, 2003).  A senior leader who did not know 

Joseph was asked to undertake the observation which was then shared with other 

members of the team for discussion.   
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The Discussion 

Together the staff team and senior leader talked, some of comments made during 

this discussion included:       

 

 He was seeking our attention 

 We had missed him 

 He was trying to get us to notice him 

 I missed him...I really missed him 

 All the children he’s hurting are smaller than him 

 He’s getting negative feedback from us 

 What can we do differently? 

 How can we make sure we don’t miss him? 

 

The team thought about whether Joseph was acting ‘bigger’ and ‘stronger’ than he 

was. Was he feeling vulnerable himself? Was his behavior a ‘defence against 

anxiety’? (Klein, 1952).  Together they thought about their responses to Joseph and 

how they could be mindful of him in the space and facilitate the adult connection 

he seemed to need.   

 

What about Joseph? 

Through the process of undertaking and discussing the observation the team began 

to see Joseph’s vulnerability and his need for them.  This allowed them to begin to 

think about him in a different way.  The team talked about it being easier to ‘be 

with’ him.  He was not pushing nearly as much. 

 

Staff Reflections 

A short time after the observation had been carried out and discussed, the team 

reflected that actually they were thinking about Joseph differently and therefore 

possibly behaving towards him differently.  The senior leader fed back that she had 

noticed staff touching Joseph gently as they passed him by.  This was something that 

had not happened during the observation.  The changes in their behaviour seemed 

to be out of their conscious awareness (Fonagy et al, 2005).  The staff team 

appeared to have become more emotionally available to him, which for Joseph 

would have been a containing experience (Bion, 1962). 
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Making Sense  

This methodology seemed to give staff the permission to both feel and express the 

negative emotion they were feeling when Joseph was pushing children they were 

responsible for.   Earlier in this paper we considered practitioners ‘loving’ children 

they did not even know (Page, 2011).  This felt like the other end of the spectrum 

where, rather than it being frowned upon, staff were actually encouraged to voice 

their more negative feelings about a child – they could honestly think about their 

feelings about Joseph and therefore begin the process of understanding his world 

and being able to respond to him more effectively. 

 

An Ethical Consideration – What to Share? 

Historically at Pen Green we have always shared all our observations with parents.  In 

the psychoanalytic tradition, when undertaking infant observation training, the raw 

data of the observation is not shared with the parents of the child being observed  

although, of course, consent to observe the child is gained from the parents.  

However, Joseph’s Family Worker spoke with Joseph’s parents about her concerns 

for him.  She shared that she would be considering Joseph in both her supervision 

and team meetings, and identified this as an opportunity to think together about 

how to support Joseph most appropriately.  In moving forward it was decided that 

all parents would be informed that their child may be observed and considered in 

team situations in order to ensure staff teams were responding to their particular 

child in the most appropriate manner.  The focus being the staff team’s 

understanding of a child’s experience and their own responses. 

 

Locating Consultancy Observations within a Framework of Support 

As an organisation it was important to locate consultancy observations within the 

existing and developing framework of support for staff members. We held a team 

training day during which all staff members were asked to consider the different 

forums they could access to ensure they felt well supported in undertaking the 

complex work they were engaged in.  The different forums were identified and 

discussed in groups: 
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Supervision 

‘Reflective supervision’ (Morrell, 2003; Finlay, 2009) occurs for each individual 

member of staff on a monthly basis and is an opportunity for personal and 

professional development discussions, including sharing concerns about children 

and families staff members are engaged with. 

 

Co-ordination Meeting 

A Coordination Meeting occurs twice each month.  The purpose of the co-

ordination meeting is to share information, across the centre, about families 

receiving intensive support 

 

Safer Practice Meetings  

An opportunity for workers to call a meeting to discuss situations they are concerned 

about.   

 

Work Based Discussion Group 

A termly work based discussion group facilitated by a Consultant Child and 

Adolescent Psychiatrist.   

 

Consultancy Observation  

The pilot consultancy observation was shared on this day with staff members from 

the whole organisation.   

 

 

Implications for the Organisation 

It is critical to continue to embed ‘consultancy observations’ throughout the 

organization, for the benefit of the children attending the setting.  This technique 

enables staff to reflect together on a child’s whole experience and promotes the 

idea of reflection, and ‘the potential for each group member to develop his or her 

own internal reflective space’ (Ringer, 2002, p231) in addition to the development of 

a group reflective capacity. 

 

We will begin to offer ‘consultancy observations’ and opportunities for 

organizational reflection both within our own organisation and elsewhere.  In 
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addition to this it will be important to continue to offer an Emotional Roots course, 

skilling up practitioners in their observational skills and understanding of 

psychoanalytic theory. 

  

Finally, we will implement an ‘Advanced Emotional Roots Course’, for previous 

participants, ‘to keep the learning alive’. 

 

 

References 

 

Ainsworth, M., Blehar, M.C., Waters, E., & Wall, S (1978) Patterns of Attachment: a 

psychological study of the strange situation. Hillsdale: Erlbaum 

 

Anna Freud Centre (2015) Peter Fonagy, Anna Freud Centre Chief Executive:  What 

is Mentalization? Interview.  Available at:   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OHw2QumRPrQ [Accessed: 16.09.15] 

  

Arnold, C. (Ed.)(2012) Improving Your Reflective Practice through Stories of 

Practitioner Research. Abingdon, England. Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group. 

 

Arnold, C. & Cummings, A. (2013) Engaging in a dialogue with parents about their 

children’s learning. In Whalley, M., Arnold, C., Orr, R. and the Pen Green Centre 

Team (2013) Working with Families in Children’s Centres and Early Years Settings.  

London. Hodder Education. 

 

 

Bell, J. (1999) Doing Your Research Project (3rd Ed.). Maidenhead. Open University 

Press,  

 

Bick, E. (1964) Notes on infant observation in psychoanalytic training. International 

Journal of Psychoanalysis, 45, 558-566 

 

Bion, W. (1962) Learning From Experience.  London, Heinemann. 

 

Bowlby, J. (1969) Attachment and Loss: Volume 1.  London. Hogarth Press Ltd. 

 

Department for Children, Families and Schools (2009) Free Early Learning and 

Childcare: The Offer for Two Year Olds. A Guidance Document for Local Authorities. 

September 2013.   

 

Denzin, N. K. & Lincoln, Y. S. (Eds.)(2000) Handbook of Qualitative Research. (2nd Ed.) 

London. Sage Publications Ltd. 

 

Elfer, P., Goldschmied, E. & Selleck, D. (2003) Key Persons in the Nursery. London. 

Fulton.   

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OHw2QumRPrQ


11 

 

Elliott, J. (1991) Action Research for Educational Change.  Buckingham. Open 

University Press. 

 

Finlay, L. (2009) Reflecting on ‘Reflective practice’. PBL Paper 52. Milton Keynes: 

Open University. Available at  www.open.ac.uk/pbpl.  [Accessed on 16.09.15] 

 

Fonagy, P., Gyorgy, G., Jurist, E.L. & Target, M. (Eds.)(2004) Affect Regulation, 

Mentalization, and the Development of the Self. London. Karnak Books.  

Fonagy, P., Twemlow, S.W. & Sacco, F.C. (2005). A Developmental Approach to 

Mentalizing Communities: I. A Model for Social Change. Bulletin of the Menninger 

Clinic, 69 (4), 265-304. 

George, C, Kaplan, N., & Main, M. (1985) Adult Attachment Interview.  Unpublished 

manuscript. Department of Psychology, University of California, Berkeley. 

 

Griebel, W. & Niesel, R. (2003) ‘Successful Transitions: Social Competencies Help Pave 

the Way into Kindergarten and School’ European Early Childhood Education 

Research Journal Series No. 1, 25-33 

 

Griffiths-Baker, S., McFarlane, C., Elliott, R. & Potts, J. (2013) Family support for families 

with young children.  In Whalley, M., Arnold, C., Orr, R. and the Pen Green Centre 

Team (2013) Working with Families in Children’s Centres and Early Years Settings.  

London. Hodder Education. 

 

Hawkins, Peter & Shohet, Robin (2000). Supervision in the Helping Professions. 2nd 

Edition. Maidenhead. Open University Press. 

 

Hayward, K. & McKinnon, E. (2013) Making Children’s Learning Visible: uncovering 

the curriculum in the child.  In McKinnon, E. (Ed) (2013) Using Evidence for Advocacy 

and Resistance in Early Years Services:  Exploring the Pen Green Research Approach.  

Abingdon.  Routledge. 

 

Klein, M (1952) Developments in Psychoanalysis. London: Hogarth Press Ltd. 

 

Kraemer, S. (1999) Promoting resilience: changing concepts of parenting and child 

care. International Journal of Child and Family Welfare 3:273-287 

 

Kraemer, S., (2003). The Fragile Male; British Medical Journal; 2000; 321:1609-1612 

 

Lascano RE (2004) The links between Philosophy for Children and resilience. Early 

Childhood Matters Bernard Leer Foundation.  

 

Laevers, F. (1997) A Process-Oriented Child Follow-up System for Young Children. 

Leuven, Belgium. Centre for Experiential Education.  

 

Mairs, K. and the Pen Green Team (Arnold, C. Ed)(2013) Young Children Learning 

Through Schemas. Abingdon, England. Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group. 

 

http://www.open.ac.uk/pbpl


12 

 

McKinnon, E. (Ed.) (2014) Using Evidence for Advocacy and Resistance in Early Years 

Services: Exploring the Pen Green research approach.  Abingdon, England. 

Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group.  

 

Morrell, M. (2003). Forethought and afterthought – two of the keys to professional 

development and good practice in supervision. Social Work Review, Autumn/Winter 

2003: 29-32. 

 

Page, J. (2011) Do mothers want professionals to ‘love’ their babies? Journal of Early 

Childhood Research, Vol. 9, Issue 3.   

 

Prodger, A. (2013) Sharing knowled with families using our nursery: the Family Worker 

role. In Whalley, M., Arnold, C., Orr, R. and the Pen Green Centre Team (2013) 

Working with Families in Children’s Centres and Early Years Settings.  London. Hodder 

Education. 

 

Ringer, T. M. (2008) Group Action: The Dynamics of Groups in Therapeutic, 

Educational and Corporate Settings.  International Library of Group Analysis. London. 

Jessica Kingsley Publishers.  

Sandler, J. (1987). Projection, Identification, Projective Identification. Madison CT: 

International Universities Press. 

Shaw, J. & Tait, C. (2014) The Emotional Roots of Learning Training at the Pen Green 

Centre for Children and Families. Presentation at the 24th European Early Childhood 

Education Research Association Annual Conference, Universal, Targeted or 

Individuated Early Childhood Programmes. Crete Tuesday 9th September.   

 

Schore, A.N. (2010) The right brain implicit self: A central mechanism of the 

psychotherapy change process. In Petrucelli, J. (2010) Knowing, Not-Knowing and 

Sort-of-Knowing: Psychoanalysis and the Experience of Uncertainty.  London.  Karnac 

Books.  

 

Sieber, J.  (1993) The Ethics and Politics of Sensitive Research’ in Renzetti, C. & Lee, R. 

M. Research Sensitive Topics. London, Sage.  

 

Tait, C. & Gallagher, T. (2013) Spaces and Places for Thinking and Feeling - Team Day 

Presentation. Pen Green Centre. Corby, England.  

 

Whalley, M. (1994) Learning to Be Strong. London.  Hodder and Stoughton.  

 

Whalley, M. (1997) Working with Parents. Abingdon, England. Hodder and 

Stoughton.  

 

Whalley, M. & Arnold, C. (1997) Effective Pedagogic Strategies, TTA Summary of 

Research Findings. London. Teacher Training Agency. 

 

Whalley, M., Arnold, C., Orr, R. and the Pen Green Centre Team (2013) Working with 

Families in Children’s Centres and Early Years Settings.  London. Hodder Education. 



13 

 

 

Whalley, M and the Pen Green Team (2007) Involving Parents in their Children’s 

Learning (2nd Ed). London. Sage Publications.  

 

Whyte, C. (2003) Struggling to Separate: Observation of a young child in a 

playgroup.  Infant Observation Vol.6 (2), 128-142. 

 

Winnicott, D.W. (1965) The Theory of the Parent-Infant Relationship (1960), in The 

Maturational Processes and the Facilitating Environment.  The International Psycho-

analytic Library, 64: 1-276/ London. Hogarth Press Ltd and the Institute of Psycho-

analysis. 

 


