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Primary Schools Research Project 
Initial research into the impact of Circles for Learning project was undertaken in 5 Primary Schools in a 
deprived area of East Sussex. The Primary Schools Project trained, supported and followed 5 Primary 
practitioners undertake the project within their schools for a year (Waterhouse, 2015). 

The children were from across the year groups including a year 
2 class, a year 3 class, one year 4, 5 and 6 class and two year 6 
classes. The mother and baby were found from within the 
school community and included a speech and language 
therapist and her young child and an educational psychologist 
and her daughter. All the class teachers were trained together 
as a group to share and discuss what they had done and the 
response from their children supervised by Educational 
Psychotherapist Alison Waterhouse. Teachers were supported 

within their own schools to set up the parent/young child observation sessions and observe/record the 
impact this was having on both themselves as teachers and the children 
and young people in their classrooms.      

Each primary school developed the Circles for Learning project in slightly 
different ways. Each class teacher was helped to make it their own, 
looking at the needs of the children and young people and the skills and 
strategies they already had in place. The project, also supported the 
development of practitioners leading the project; extending their 
knowledge and understanding of the five essential areas that underpin 
positive mental health and wellbeing, helping them to use a range of 
activities to facilitate their development with the children and young 
people, developing their observations skills and supporting their 
understanding of behaviour as communication.  
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Some of the highlights from the schools 
Observation which acted 

as a stimulus 
Follow up Class Activity Outcome Long Term Impact PSS PR EL SfL 

Mum supporting baby to come into 
class 

Temperament and how we manage 
new situations 

Transition Policy written with the 
children to support their transition to 
Junior School. 

Children were more able to support each 
other and think about how people were 
feeling in class. √ √ √  

Baby struggling to put shapes in a 
shape sorter 

Introduction of the word perseverance 
and discussion about resilience and 
the strategies you could use when you 
were struggling. 

Class created a list of strategies to try 
when the going gets tough. 

Greater resilience and ability to keep 
going on work. 
More supportive of each other and more 
able to problem solve. 

√ √ √ √ 
The enjoyment of Mum and baby when 
they looked at each other. 

Class teacher posed the question 
‘Does love grow brains?’ 

Research looking for evidence to 
support different views to enable a 
debate.  

Emotional literacy and an understanding 
of different points of view. Greater 
understanding of neuroscience √  √  

Mum sharing with children her visit to 
the hospital and their class baby’s 
sensitivity to milk 

Research questions posed by the 
children  

Individual research projects exploring a 
range of different areas. An exhibition 
for families. 

Research skills, presentation skills, 
collaboration,  
Celebration that we are all different. √  √ √ 

Watching their class baby look for Mum 
when she got upset or overwhelmed. 

What strategies do we use to self-
regulate ourselves? 

A word thermometer to show the many 
words that describe angry & sad from 
strongest to weakest.  

Developing emotional literacy 
Strategies to use to self-regulate √ √ √ √ 

A baby trying different ways to put 
rings on a stick 

What skills do you use when you are 
trying to learn something new? A 
debate on which skills are best. 

Discussion and shared language for 
how we learn 
Introduction to the ELLI project. 

A language for learning. Understanding 
about the skills needed and the emotions 
involved. √ √ √ √ 

A baby learning to crawl. Learning & the brain. Enquiry—the 
best ways to learn our spellings 

Deeper conversations about learning. 
We all learn in different ways. 

Learning conversations and skills for 
learning. Greater support for each other. √ √ √ √ 

PSS – Positive sense of self   EL – Emotional Literacy           Areas of impact  

PR – Positive relationships   SfL – Skills for Learning √ 
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Impact on Teachers and the Classroom Environment 

Stimulus Outcome 

Understanding Attachment and its 
impact on learning within the 
classroom. 

This led to working with the children on how to manage PPA time and the creation of a class folder for supply or cover teachers which the children helped to create. The folder 
contained important information on their needs and how to support them. This supported the relationship between class teacher and children and enabled a discussion about how 
hard it was for the children when they are not able to be there. It also supported Children verbalising what they needed and a sense of support developed throughout the classroom.  

How our thoughts impact on our 
behaviour 

This led to one teacher sharing the thoughts, actions, feelings triangle with the children in their class which then supported behaviour management strategies. 
Some teachers reflected upon their own ‘state’ and the impact this had on both teaching and learning and children’s behaviour. 
All teachers felt that the observations focused on the baby and how they felt and then behaved had a huge impact on both the way they talked to the children in their class and the 
way the children linked their feelings to their behaviour and then developed strategies with the adults to address these. For one class this resulted in a significant drop in behaviour 
incidents. 

Emotional barriers to learning The parent/baby observations created a shared time to talk and think about what the children felt and believed which created better relationships with each other. It enabled 
discussions about how the children managed frustration; asking for help, accepting help and making mistakes. These supported the learning relationships between children and 
adults in the classroom. 

Strengthening attunement between 
teacher and children. Emotional 
Competencies. 

Due to difficulties with focus, concentration the class teacher focused on the class baby’s ability to manage how they felt. This led to discussions with the children in class about 
emotions and strategies they used for challenging emotions. Children shared ones they found helpful with each other, adults joined in. This lead to the class teacher teaching 
strategies to manage self-regulation and became more attuned to her children’s needs. This in turn led to stronger relationships and ability to manage their behaviour within the 
classroom. Teachers felt more able to talk to children about how they were feeling and ways to support them. The focus on emotional literacy seemed to give the adults permission 
to talk to the children as well as the children the space and language to share how they were feeling and why.  

Strengthening observations & 
supporting reflection 
questioning and finding out 
information. 

The baby observations highlighted one of the classes poorly developed questioning skills, this allowed the class teacher to teach and develop this as a way of finding information and 
supported children making links with what they were learning. The focus of baby observation and noticing actions and responses heightened the skills of the teachers involved in the 
project and so they became more aware of and attuned to the children in their classes.  

Observing learning This led one teacher to use the Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory (ELLI) dimensions for learning to support discussions about what & how the children were learning & to make 
links with other areas. 
For all teachers the opportunities created by the baby observations and a focus on how the baby learned and the emotions they experienced supported similar conversations and 
reflections with the children. All teachers felt that the language of learning and emotions had flourished as a result of the project. 



7 
 

Feedback from Teachers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alison Waterhouse and her Circles for 
Learning project presented me with a unique 
opportunity to restore and develop 
emotional and social wellbeing to young 
learners in my school. The outcome for 
some of my most disaffected learners was 
profound. Circles for Learning has opened 
up a world of opportunities and provided 
fundamental emotional building blocks for all 
the children who experienced the project.       

Headteacher 
 

I have watched the children in my class 
visibly grow in their learning. They have 
become more engaged, they talk about 
learning more and are far more 
interested in how they all learn. They 
are more engaged in the activities we 
are doing and all have taken 
responsibility for their learning. For me 
however the most important thing is 
that they are each much more 
supportive of each other. They are now 
able to work together in a more positive 
way and they all seem to be developing 
greater resilience when working. It 
really has been a great project and one 
I can't wait to undertake again. 

Class 5/6 Teacher 

 

My class were a challenging class at 
the start of this project. 76% of 
them had a special needs of some 
sort, be it behavioural support or 
educational. When we began Circles 
for Learning it was apparent they 
lacked some crucial social skills, 
in particular the ability to be 
supportive of each other and the 
ability to be empathetic. By the end 
of the project the children were 
still challenging, however there was 
a vast improvement in their 
understanding of each other's needs. 
They started to be able to problem 
solve ways of dealing with a range 
of situations and became more 
thoughtful of others. The Circles 
for Learning Project definitely 
helped them to develop crucial 
social maturity and see things from 
another perspective. The basis of 
developing empathy. The whole 
experience was a worthwhile and 
rewarding one for both myself as a 
professional, and the children 
within the class. Year 6 Teacher 

Year 6 Teacher 

 

I have enjoyed every moment of the work I 
have undertaken with children on the Circles 
for Learning project. It has been the most 
exciting journey with the children I have 
undertaken in many years. The whole class  
engaged with the project and have not only 
benefited individually but also as a class. Their 
ability to talk about their learning, how they 
feel, the different stages they go through and 
how they meet the challenges of frustration, 
not knowing and working together has been 
quiet extraordinary. There have also been 
some amazing moments where they have 
clearly understood another child’s difficulties 
and have then supported them in such lovely 
ways. A great journey and I that I can’t wait to 
set out on again with my next group of 
children. Year 2 Teacher 
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Case Study 
The case study was taken from the original pilot project led by Alison Waterhouse with a Year 2 class at an 
Infant School.  

The first session when the children met Baby Anna was quite magical. All the children sat in the circle and 
watched the interactions between Mum and baby for a minute totally enthralled. They then took turns 
asking questions. What did baby Anna like to eat? What did she play with? What could she do and how had 
she changed since she was born? All the children were completely captivated by her and were left wanting 
to know more. Our learning journey together had begun. 
‘As baby Anna sat on the rug she looked around the circle of children watching her. Her face was still. One 
of the children waved at her to get her to look at him. She caught the movement of his hand and turned 
her head. He smiled at her and said her name. She moved her hands as if to wave back and then turned to 
look at her Mum, reaching out her hand so that it rested on her Mums leg. Her Mum verbalised what had 
just happened saying ‘she’s saying hello, she’s pleased to see you.’ I asked the children why they thought 
Anna didn’t wave back?  Several children put their hands up. ‘I think she’s a little wary, she’s only just got 
here.’ I wondered aloud about why she had looked at her mum. ‘She wanted to know if it was alright to 
come and see me.’ Stated Tom, the child who had waved at Anna. ‘I think she’s feeling a little worried, 
look she’s put her hand on her Mum’s leg.’  

This extract shows how observant and 
sensitive the children could be. They 
were able to make links between 
behaviour and how someone feels. This 
link was then easy to expand and use 
within the classroom; because of our 
shared experience, it enabled the 
children to think about their own 
behaviour and the behaviour of others.  

When baby Anna came into class she 
snuggled into her Mum turning her head away from the children. I asked the children what they thought 
her responses might be telling us? They suggested that she might be feeling cross and didn’t want to be in 
class or that she was feeling shy. One child then suggested that she just wanted to be held by her Mum 
because she didn’t feel very well. Anna’s mum nodded and explained Anna was teething and had not had a 
good night waking several times. She continued to explain because of this Anna was needing her to help 
her more and was not as brave as she often was. 

Working with the children Alison was able to point out behaviours and interactions and ask questions which 
encouraged the children to consider and explore how Baby Anna might feel about being with so many 
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children in a strange place, and what might be helping her to manage. Questions such as ‘How would we 
know if she was struggling to manage?’ enabled the children to understood that Anna’s Mum provided 
Anna with a feeling of safety - a ‘Secure Base’ - which she needed in order to be open to what was 
happening around her. From this understanding, they were able to create a list of what they needed in 
class if they were to be open to their learning. After this session Alison was able to explore with the 
children the different ways that people use to cope with the world when they are tired or worried. She 
supported this work with by using the book ‘Big bag of Worries’ which led to the children drawing and 
talking about their own Worry Monsters, which they shared with each other. Another activity Alison used to 
support this work was the creation of a Class First Aid Box. Into this the children and adults all put 
strategies they used to help them when they felt worried or anxious.  The box contained a range of things 
from cuddles to chocolate and computer games! 

Alison gradually extended this work, to explore what the children 
felt when they were learning in the classroom, linking this with 
how they felt when they were given work that looked too difficult 
for them. Not only were the children able to talk about difficult 
feelings, they were able to share ways of managing them. This 
work extended into the emotions they experienced with learning 
and as a class they were able to explore how they felt when they 
got stuck, became frustrated or worried about a piece of work. 
Through the observations, Alison and the children were able to 
discuss and then identify the need for a physically as well as 
emotionally safe place for learning to happen. By watching Baby 

Anna, the children were able to make links with their own needs and abilities and then put these into 
words. 

‘I like to stand and watch before I try things out.’  

‘I tend to have a go and see what happens.’ 

These were just two of the comments made by two Year 2 children after the observations and ‘What I 
need to learn’ session. It led to further conversations over the following weeks and months, when Alison 
was able to ask children, ‘What do you need, to be able to get your work done?’  or ‘What do you need so 
that you can manage?’ 

This discussion led Alison and the class to explore the work around temperament and how we deal with 
new situations. Were they the type of person who liked to roll up their sleeves and get stuck in straight 
away? Did they prefer to stand back and watch what others did and then tentatively join in?  Or did new 
things frighten them and make them want to hide? During discussions the children were able to explore 
how each of them dealt with new things. One of the young girls said she didn’t like new things as they 
frightened her. A group of boys found this very interesting and tried to understand this different point of 
view. This then led the class to discuss ways of helping each other move to their new school. The pilot 
school was an infant school and so the children were all due to leave later that year. As a class, they were 
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able to talk about transition and what they needed to make it positive. Alison and the children fed back to 
the SLT (Senior Leadership Team) meetings and created the Transition Plan for the year, which the 
children co-produced with staff. The children decided as a class who needed the extra day’s transition and 
how they should be paired up. They decided that for those who didn’t like change it would be good to be 
paired with those who found it exciting as they felt that the children who worried would need the 
confidence of those who enjoyed change. One child also pointed out that those who liked a challenge could 
sometimes get into trouble and if they were paired up with someone who was a little more anxious they 
might not get into trouble!!  

The work on temperament and the need for a safe and secure base meant that when the children got to 
transition they all supported each other.  ‘Come on I know you don’t like it but I’ll be there to help you and 
soon you’ll get used to it,’ was one of the comments from the boys to their more anxious friend.  
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Circles for Learning as a Whole 
School Approach. 
The Whole School Project was undertaken by an Executive Head working 
across two rural primary schools in the South East. The Head had run 
the project in her previous school and had been impressed by the impact 
it had had on the social and emotional competencies of the children and 
the discussions they were able to have around their learning.  
The Head chose to train all the staff from across both schools and then 
run the project on both sites.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Circles for Learning was introduced in three stages: 

1. Whole staff training. This included all senior leaders, teaching staff, teaching assistants and higher 
level teaching assistants, individual needs assistants and 3 Governors.  

2. Baseline assessment in Emotional Literacy using the Southampton Emotional Literacy Assessment 
for all children in KS2 across both schools. (60 children in school A and 65 children in school B 125 
children altogether) 

3. Introduction of the Circles for Learning project: 
• Into the year 5/6 class in school A delivered by their class teacher and teaching assistant. 

(31 children) 
• Into the year 3/4 class in School A delivered by their class teacher and teaching assistant. 

(29 children) 
• Into the small group provision in school B delivered by a higher level teaching assistant. (9 

children) The children were referred by their class teachers. They were children who had 
been identified as vulnerable children and were making little academic progress. 
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What a great project this has been. The 
training was excellent and really made me 
think and understand behaviour in another 
way. Our parent and child visiting us in 
school was brilliant. My class were far 
more observant than I had expected and 
were really able to relate what they saw 
to themselves. We have had so many 
wonderful conversations and both 
emotional literacy and relationships have 
flourished. A great year where I have 
learnt so much and watched the children 
really grow in so many areas, not just 
learning. 

Year 3/4 Teacher
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Secondary Schools Research Project 
This was undertaken as an MA in Education Research with the University 
of York. 
The aim of the Circles for Learning project in secondary schools was to identify, explore and measure the 
extent to which the three strands of the project, impacted on the positive mental health and wellbeing 
(PMHWB) of the children and young people. The project focused on three distinct strands:  

1. Staff training in a range of areas that impact on PMHWB, including attachment neuroscience and 
learning, emotional literacy and emotional barriers to learning, social skills, learning dimensions and 
how understanding the brain supports managing behaviour.  

2. Parent-young child observations within the classroom once a month for a year.  

3. Follow-up teaching and learning sessions which have been inspired by the parent-young child 
observations or identified as being important to the CYP development by the teacher.   

 

The research chose a variety of schools to 
work on CfL. This enabled the impact of 
the project on different group settings, 
within the secondary school system led by 
a range of practitioners. 

School A was a Social Emotional and 
Mental Health (SEMH) school in England 
for CYP aged 11-16. 8 Year 7 boys took 
part in the project. All CYP had an EHCP 
and seven had an ASC diagnosis.  

School B was a larger than average non-selective school in England aged 11-18. 12 Year 9 CYP   took part 
in the project, 3 were female and 9 were male. 7 CYP were on the SEN register.  

School C was a non-selective Academy school in England. Age 11-18. 12 year 9 CYP took part in the 
project, 3 were female and 9 were male. 6 children were on the SEN register and 1 young person had an 
EHCP.  

School D was a Local Authority Community Special School in England for children aged 3-19. 12 CYP took 
part in the project, 2 were female and 10 were male. All children had an EHCP. 

School E is an all through Academy SEMH School in England for children from 4 - 16. This school withdrew 
in the very early stages of the project due to staff changes. 
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Research Question 1: Does the implementation of Circles for Learning 
within secondary schools develop a more positive sense of self? 

Self-concept is the picture someone creates of themselves, it is made up of their self-image and ideal self. 
Self-esteem is the discrepancy between their self-image and ideal self (Rogers, 1959). For Circles for 
Learning, self-esteem was assessed using the Self-image Profile (SIP). 

The SIP results across the schools indicated a 
range of differences. School D was unable to 
undertake this assessment, as the language and 
concepts used were too difficult for the CYP to 
understand. The other three schools showed 
different profiles regarding an increase in 
positive sense of self, namely, 37.5% of CYP 
at School A, 64% in School B and 27% in 
School C. In total from across the 3 schools 

able to undertake the SIP assessment a 41% increase in self-esteem was found. 

The data elicited from the semi-structured interviews and IPA strongly portray the CYP’s self-esteem being 
considerably stronger than the quantitative data suggests, with teachers observing CYP’s increased ability 
to connect and interact with each other, better classroom dynamics, stronger student-teacher relationships 
and a greater ability to self-regulate and manage the classroom environment.  

It is believed that the SIP assessments might have been influenced by the learning differences of the CYP. 
Research shows less is known about the development of self-image for CYP with different psychological 
and social experiences, which could impact on scores obtained. Although Thomas et al. (2011) indicate that 
CYP with learning differences are able to describe a variety of self-constructs when supported.   

The ELLI results from across the schools highlight the development of Creativity, Strategic Awareness and 
Changing and Learning. The creative end of the spectrum describes CYP who are able to ‘imagine new 
possibilities’ (Crick, 2006, p. 10) and enjoy playing with ideas. It could therefore be argued that Circles for 
Learning has tapped into a way of learning, which has enabled them to think differently.  

Strategic Awareness describes CYP understanding themselves as learners, specifically, the ability to be 
more reflective, to be able to talk more easily about learning and to manage the emotions of learning 
better.  

The Changing and Learning dimension shows an increased belief that learning itself is learnable, which 
shows that Circles for Learning has a positive impact on CYP’s sense of academic self-concept. This 
demonstrates that the CYP experienced a sense of growth and development and that this could impact on 
life elsewhere. This was demonstrated in the CYP’s ability to manage the social interaction in class better 
and their ability to share and discuss emotions. Maturation in this area suggests that CYP have developed a 
stronger positive mindset and are more open to believing that challenging situations can be overcome. This 
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is a key component of resilience (Rutter, 1999), who asserts that resilience is developed in encountering 
adversity.  

The data demonstrates an increase in sense of academic self, a greater ability to discuss and 
manage emotions and better social interactions. These would all suggest that Circles for 
Learning has enabled CYP to have a stronger and more positive sense of self.   

 

Research Question 2: Does the implementation of Circles for Learning 
within secondary schools develop stronger relationships, both adult to 
young person and peer to peer? 

The development of stronger relationships in 
implementing Circles for Learning is 
demonstrated from several data sources. The ELLI 
Profiles show an increase of 57% CYP in Learning 
Relationships, an increase of 50% in Social Skills, 
57% in Self-regulation and 46% in Self-
awareness. 

                                                                                                                                                  
Discussion and thinking about social skills were initiated by the staff training, this then led Lead 
Practitioners to explore their thoughts and ideas on what social skills were, how they were taught and how 
they as practitioners, developed them within their environment. It was clear from the training that this was 
an area of interest. The second phase of development was the parent-young child observations, these 
provided a very visual and engaging way for the CYP to observe interactions and reflect on them with the 
support of the Lead Practitioner. These observations 
and discussions enabled the LP to reflect on the CYP’s 
abilities and support them on an individual level or 
through focused area. The interest, changes in practice 
and changes in the classroom environment can all 
clearly be seen to have supported the development of 
stronger relationships, which in turn supported better 
behavioural management. The results from both the 
qualitative and quantitative data demonstrate a strong link between Circles for Learning and 
the development of stronger relationships.  

 

The training heightened my 
awareness of attachment and 
learning and emotional literacy … It 
has made me more aware of CYP 
needs … and why they may be 
responding in a particular way. 
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Research Question 3: Does the implementation of Circles for Learning 
within secondary schools develop CYP emotional literacy? 

Being able to recognise and talk about how one feels and understand those feelings, are two important 
aspects of emotional literacy. Each of the schools developed this area in very different ways due to the 
needs of the CYP. Circles for Learning created a space to talk about and explore feelings and emotions. 
This linked with the observations where the CYP could observe, discuss and reflect on the feelings and 
emotions that their class baby experienced enabled emotional literacy to 
become a focus. 

The Southampton Emotional Literacy Assessment results from 
across all schools show that all the areas have strengthened by at 
least 46% over the course of the project. The strongest areas of 
improvement were self-regulation and empathy.  

The data from Circles for Learning has demonstrated that 
supporting CYP understand why they respond in certain ways and 
coaching them to develop new strategies, relationships and 
prosocial skills has a positive effect on emotional literacy. The data would also suggest that by 
introducing such a project into the school environment it has given staff both the confidence 
and forum to develop emotional literacy in a very positive way. 

 

Research Question 4: Does the implementation of Circles for Learning 
within secondary schools develop a more positive learning environment 
which is more supportive of MHWB? 

The results of the current study clearly demonstrate that Circles for Learning has supported 
the development of a more positive learning environment within all of the participating 
classrooms. It has shown that it increases the focus of relationships and the skills needed to 
develop and maintain these. It has highlighted the importance of emotional competencies and 
has given practitioners the understanding and permission to support CYP manage these. 
Finally, it has given a framework to exploring and discussing the skills needed to be a good 
learner through the use of the parent-baby observation and the use of the ELLI assessment.   

Circles for Learning has developed a more positive learning environment in the classroom by:  

1. Increasing the knowledge and understanding of practitioners on the importance of staff-student 
relationships, emotional competencies and skills for learning, and how they as practitioners can 
support their growth within the classroom. 



22 
 

2. Creating a forum for observing parent-young child interactions which clearly show relationships in 
action and how emotions can affect behaviour. The forum also offers the opportunity to coach CYP 
in social skills and interactions. 

3. Creating a range of teaching resources that supports the follow-up work focused on developing 
positive foundations for MHWB. 

 
The teacher post-training feedback and the IPA 
themes, highlight a deeper understanding in areas 
that impact on teaching and learning and on 
behaviour. 

 

 

 

These interactions and the observations focused on the class-baby’s 
learning enabled the CYP to engage with and discuss their own learning. 
This interest in how CYP thought of themselves as learners (academic 

self-concept), was then developed throughout the project. This shifted the emphasis within the classrooms 
from a direct teaching focus, to a more collaborative focus of working with the CYP and their beliefs as the 
LPs stated: The use of parent-child observations enabled the special link between relationships and 
learning to be highlighted in a concrete way.  

The parent-young child observation sessions were also seen by 
Lead Practitioners as a time to observe the CYP’s skills. These 
observations were then further enhanced within professional 
conversations with teams where a greater understanding of the 
CYP evolved. These professional conversations enabled 
reflection on individual needs and development of next steps for 
learning, as the following comment illustrates: 

It is clear from both the qualitative and quantitative 
data that the current study has had a positive effect on both facilitating and developing a 

positive culture for learning within the classroom.  

 

 

 

The project created an environment 
where CYP could be curious about a small 
child. … This provoked children to 
remember, think about and share their 
own early experiences. … Created a safe 
environment to discuss reflect and think 
about feelings and emotions. 

 

The classroom 
environment became 
more thoughtful and 
supportive as time was 
made for emotions and 
feelings. 

 

The class became a safer space 
where opinions, ideas and 
questions could be asked … 
Children became more tolerant, 
accepting and able to listen to 
each other … Behaviour 
management became easier. 

 

The project created a 
successful learning 
experience for the CYP 
and gave me information 
on those CYP which 
helped me support their 
development. 
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How did Circles for Learning impact on the Teachers and practitioners 
who undertook the project? 

The teacher’s behaviour has a powerful effect on promoting 
children’s exploration and curiosity (Engel, 2011). Acting as the 
Learning Guide, the class teacher was able to model asking of 
questions, making links between what they saw and how their class 
baby or parent might be feeling. The project showed that this 
encouraged the children and young people, making them more 
curious, more able to explore what they were observing, ask 
questions, hypothesise and make links with their own development, 
learning and relationships.  

The Circles for Learning Project demonstrated that by training teachers to facilitate parent-
baby observations within a classroom, they were be able to guide the CYP’s observations of 
the parent-baby dyad and highlight areas focused on social 
skills, empathy and relationship development. The training 
and the parent child observations sessions seemed to have 
the effect of giving the teachers permission to meet the 
social emotional needs of the CYP they were working with 
as well as give a forum to talking and thinking about how 
we feel, why and how this impacts on what we do.  

 

For several teachers there was a surprise at how positively CYP responded to this. For others there was the 
surprise that by allowing feelings into the classroom they didn’t lose teaching and learning time but actually 
increased the depth and breadth of what was happening in the class academically. The project clearly 
showed that the observations and follow-up work 
created a positive learning environment, 
including a group language around learning, 
positive social interactions, empathy, increased 
levels of emotional literacy, greater 
understanding of relationships and how emotions 
affect our learning. All of these areas were found 
to influence the development of positive 
foundations for MHWB within the classroom and 
have a positive effect on the teacher and CYP relationship. 

 

 

The training and the project 
provoked thinking and 
understanding about 
behaviour and behaviour 
management and about how 
to support the most 
vulnerable CYP. 

 

I had never really thought 
about how to develop, or 
the importance of 
emotional literacy within 
my classroom. 

 

We had Ofsted come in and they 
were asking what sort of stuff like 
extra-curricular do we do for 
emotional wellbeing of our students 
and the Teacher mentioned Circles 
for Learning, they were like ‘that’s 
amazing. 

 




