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Theta Groups is a new initiative developed by A Quiet Place
(AQP) and is aimed at children for whom social and emotional
barriers have a detrimental impact on academic achievement.
Dr Sandra Hiett provides an overview of the groups and
their potential impact upon attainment, self-management of
emotions and development of effective socialisation.
ABOUT

‘A Quiet Place’
A Quiet Place (AQP), founded by Penny
Moon in 1997, supports children and
families through the provision of a room
within the school or community which
provides holistic therapeutic support; it
is an environment designed to generate
feelings of calm and well-being. Penny
describes the environment as “a welcoming,
relaxing space, which suggests possibilities
of expansiveness and change”. The AQP

protocol includes six weeks of scripted
emotional intelligence sessions, body
work massage and a self-management
bio-feedback programme for 80 minutes a
week in three discrete sessions. Because
AQP is provided in school, the time out of
mainstream lessons is minimised and parents
can attend when they come to school to
drop off, or pick up, their children.
Middlefield Primary School in Speke,
Liverpool, was among the first schools to
benefit from the AQP protocol due to its
significant social challenges, and has been
an AQP school for over nineteen years.
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF
THE THETA GROUP PILOT
PROJECT
The Theta Group is so called for its
association with shifting mind sets from
a closed mind set to an open mind set.
Disengaged, angry, tired or over stimulated
children are unable to access learning and
therefore are destined to underachieve.
Establishing new behaviour patterns and
learning self-management strategies (such as
breathing and visualisation techniques) within
the Theta Group has had significant success
in helping children overcome barriers to
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IN NUMBERS

48%
18%

improvement in stress levels

improvement in academic
achievement

26%

The Theta Group
room is designed to engage
children with different
learning experiences
and is made up of
several areas.

improvement in levels of
motivation to learn in the
classroom.

76%

improvement in their ability to
calm themselves down using the
self management techniques

100%

improvement in body language in
the target areas.

learning and ensure they remain integrated in
mainstream education.
In September 2014, Tracey Hefron and Kim
Corrigan, formerly staff at Middlefield primary
school, were appointed to deliver Theta.
Typically children referred to the Theta Group
displaying difficulties in socialising, have anger
management issues, school phobia, challenging
home lives and experience other emotional
issues that impair their ability to engage with
learning and to thrive in school.

AIMS OF THE THETA
PROGRAMME AND HOW IT
HAS BEEN IMPLEMENTED
In Theta (and all AQP programmes) the
focus is on helping children understand

and manage their emotions by improving
self-esteem and confidence (‘emotional
intelligence’). The facilitators benefit from
initial and ongoing AQP training, and they
develop children’s self-awareness leading
to the understanding that their actions
have consequences for themselves and
others. Non-verbal communication has a
high priority in the Theta Group as verbal
communication skills are frequently a barrier
for those children selected for Theta.
The Theta Group room is designed
to engage children in different learning
experiences and is made up of several
areas. Providing choice is important but
without overwhelming children with too
many options; free choice helps them to
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discover where they like to learn best
and what they need to do to make their
learning experience most effective in both
performance and motivation. There are three
elements incorporated into every day:
NUTRITION: everyone has breakfast,
breaks and lunch together.

1

2
3

CREATIVITY: another area has a
section of craft activities.

RELAXATION: the space is
consistently safe. There is always
enough choice to differentiate and respond
to the mood of the group including
mindfulness, guided visualisation, breathing
exercises, tai chi, and brain gym techniques.

YOUR SAY
Let us know your experiences of AQP
email: nasenconnect @nasen.org.uk

BENEFITS OF THE APPROACH
TO PUPILS AND STAFF

Above: Providing choice for children is important in each
room without overwhelming them
Although the children meet at least three
times a day, Theta experiences and
interventions do not interfere with children’s
classroom work as the group always return
to class for their academic work.
The most vulnerable children are settled
into class by staff from the intervention
team. Continual planning and reviewing
for both the children and the staff creates
opportunities to discuss and reflect on a
daily basis.
Other interventions included our body
worker, who did peer massage during
lunchtime sessions, enabling awareness of
safe touch and relaxation.

Drawing upon the perspectives of parents,
teachers and children, the impact of Theta
Group on emotional and social well-being
as well as academic performance was
measured over a six month period. The
following provides a summary:
Some children who struggled to stay
in class showed great improvements in
concentration and motivation with improved
academic outcomes. Their confidence and
self-esteem was greatly boosted as was
their resilience to manage in the mainstream.
One girl in Year Six had been very
reluctant to speak but quickly found the
confidence to open up and engage with the
others in the group. Another Year Six child
with a query of ASC learnt how to manage
his emotions and diffuse potentially difficult
situations. He began to understand and
accept appropriate boundaries and became
aware of the consequences of his actions
on others. Recognising and empathising with
others in quite an amazing way he was
able to access most mainstream classroom
activities and surprised everyone by
reaching his potential in SATs.
A year Two girl with a tendency to
wander off found it possible to listen to and
follow instructions surprisingly quickly and
was able to keep herself safe within the
boundaries of Theta transferring this habit to
her own classroom situation.
A peripatetic member of the team, who
runs our self-management programme
using Heartmath and other bio feedback
software, was able to demonstrate improved
coherence levels, which helped them manage
their emotions and rapidly control anxiety.
The realisation that they can easily switch
from a negative to a positive emotional
state gives them the opportunity to make
better choices and use these even when
difficult circumstances occurr at home.

Teachers reported that lessons were
less often disrupted by inappropriate
behaviour and that Theta Group children
were more able to socially interact with
their peers in the mainstream classroom
and the playground. In many cases parents
reported a marked improvement in their
child’s emotional well being at home and in
their willingness to come into school on a
regular basis.

WHAT A R E T HE C HA L LE NG ES ?
Informing staff of what Theta Group does proved
to be a challenge. Not everyone had a clear
understanding of how the protocol worked although
publishing regular bulletins in the staffroom about
children’s improvements helped to raise the profile of
Theta Group and staff confidence in its effectiveness.
Finding an appropriate location in school at
Middlefield School was possible, but this could be
problematic for those schools with limited space,
requiring creative solutions.

WHAT IMPROVEMENTS COULD BE MADE
AND HOW COULD THE APPROACH BE
DEVELOPED IN THE FUTURE?
Developments have been made to the Theta Group
including a more targeted approach to specific age
groups at particular points in the academic year. The
need to prepare children for signficant transitions such
as Year Six to Year Seven and for younger children
staying in school to become more self-reliant has
shaped the second year of the Theta programme.
The Theta Group staff continue to develop and
improve the protocol as part of their ongoing reflexive
practice in response to new challenges and children’s
emerging needs. They report that while they were
nervous at taking on such a new venture at the start as
they look back it has been ‘amazing’ and a ‘privilege
to be working with the Theta children’.
Editor: As for all research into the efficiency
of interventions, it is important to assure yourself
of the robustness of research methodology.
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D R SAND RA HIE T T
Dr Sandra Hiett is an independent researcher and lecturer in
Initial Teacher Training at Liverpool Hope University with over
thirty years experience in education in the North West of England.
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