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Working With Children, Young 
People and Families: A Psychoanalytic 
Observational Approach (M7N Belfast)
PG Cert / PG Dip /  Masters

Course outline: Year one

Work discussion seminars (weekly)
Students bring detailed descriptions of their 
work for discussion in seminars, including the 
interaction between themselves and the children, 
young people or families they work with, and 
between themselves and colleagues. Possible 
conscious and unconscious meanings of what has 
been observed and described are discussed with 
the help of the seminar leader, with the aim of 
achieving a more complex understanding of what 
is happening. The seminar group is encouraged 
to notice and look closely at the dynamics at play, 
to try to gather the detail, including the group’s 
own responses to the descriptions and to try not 
to leap to conclusions or be driven to find quick 
solutions.

This is an experience-based course offering 
a thorough-going exploration of emotional 
development and communication in the 
early years and through the lifespan, within 
families and in work with children, adolescents 
and parents.  The course seeks to enhance 
the capacity to observe and to make use of 
observational skills in furthering awareness 
and understanding of the emotional meaning 
of observed behaviour at individual and inter-
personal levels.

This course is a partnership between the 
Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust  
and the University of Essex and is delivered 
by local Child and Adolescent Psychoanalytic 
Psychotherapists at the Belfast course site at 
Nicva.

Course Location
NICVA, Belfast 

Course Length
2 years 

Study Attendance
Thursday, 10am - 4.30pm plus 
up to 10 hours study
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Infant observation seminars (weekly)
This module, along with the young child 
observation module, is most helpful in training 
students to become receptive observers.  Students 
are supported in finding an observation family 
who will agree to the student observing a baby at 
home with their parent/s for an hour a week from 
birth to two years. Becoming a receptive observer 
entails being open to the emotional experience 
of being with a baby in its family context and 
paying close, friendly attention to the baby and its 
relationships and interactions. Students observe 
babies in a wide range of family settings and 
cultures, including families where there are a 
mother and father, same-sex parents, extended 
family and single parents.

Part of the purpose of the observation is to learn 
about ordinary development in the early years in 
a stable family setting.  Observations are recorded 
in detail after each visit, typed and presented for 
discussion in the small seminar group. In this way, 
each member of the group has the opportunity 
to follow the development of a small number of 
babies over two years. The seminar leader and 
group help with managing the impact for the 
observer of being with a baby and its family, 
including trying to digest the raw emotional states 
that are seen in the baby and can be stirred up in 
the family, as well is in the observer.  Over time 
students realise the relevance infant observation 
has to their work with children, young people and 
adults, in helping them recognise the persistence 
of infantile patterns of behaviour in later life.

Psychoanalytic theory 1
You will study the application of psychoanalytic 
ideas to individual, interpersonal, group and 
institutional unconscious processes and dynamics.  
This two year module explores the contributions 
of Freud, Klein, Winnicott, and Bion, as well as 
contemporary thinking, drawing on an extensive 
body of clinical experience in work with children 
and families.

Child development research
This is a one-year lecture series covering recent 
and seminal research in the field of child 
development with an introduction to its historical, 
cultural and biological context. This offers a 
range of perspectives, including attachment 
theory and neuroscience, and many central 
issues are considered, such as the nature-nurture 
controversy.

Year two

Young child observation seminars (weekly)
A pre-school child (approx 2 - 4 years old) is 
observed in their family or in a nursery setting 
for an hour a week for an academic year. This 
seminar offers an understanding of development 
through the experience of observation as the child 
starts to communicate verbally and non-verbally 
with other children and with adults outside the 
immediate family and takes a range of steps 
towards the world outside the family.

Psychoanalytic theory 2
The seminar expands on the theoretical concepts 

“This course elevated my knowledge of child development greatly and helped me better understand 
children and young people as individuals situated within a family unit and social world. The ability 
to observe a child grow and develop within these settings has been a privilege and the focus on the 
development of the child’s internal world has been illuminating.” Lisa Webb, Social worker, Belfast 
student
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studied in year 1 and their application to a range 
of clinical work contexts.

Work Discussion and Infant Observational 
Seminars
These continue as in year one.

Year three 

MA dissertation seminar (weekly in term 1) and 
four individual dissertation supervisions in term 2. 

Qualifications
The Postgraduate Certificate can be completed in 
one year, the Postgraduate Diploma in two years 
and the Masters can be completed in a further 
year. Students may take a maximum of five years 
to achieve the Diploma and six years to achieve 
the Masters.

Why study this course with us? 
All of the seminars and lectures are taught by 
child and adolescent psychotherapists working 
clinically in the NHS, community health and 
education settings, with exceptional experience 
and expertise in the areas of ordinary and unusual 
child development.  The emphasis on learning to 
observe includes learning to reflect on ones own 
professional role and interaction with children, 
families and colleagues; one of the fundamental 
aspects of the work discussion seminar. This 
affords students a distinctive opportunity to think 
about professional context, role and responsibility, 
enhancing enjoyment and understanding of 
current work and helping students develop 
professionally as well as personally.

The two year infant observation and the one year 
young child observation and related seminars 
offer rare and rich learning experiences. The 
relatively long periods of close observation give 

time to form a careful understanding of the 
complexity of ordinary human development 
and relationships and the links between early 
development and later patterns of relating. 

A psychoanalytic approach is offered throughout 
the course as a way of thinking that can be 
engaged with, questioned and debated in the 
process of trying to make sense of emotional 
experience. There are also two one-year theory 
modules that consider the growth of key 
psychoanalytic ideas and ways of thinking.

Entry requirements 
In order to undertake this course, applicants are 
required:

• To have had at least one year’s prior 
experience of significant direct work, paid or 
voluntary with children, young people, parents 
or families in a professional capacity;

• To be currently undertaking direct work with 
children, young people, parents or families in a

• professional capacity (minimum one day a 
week);

• To have a first degree, or the equivalent, 
or to be able to demonstrate in other ways 
that they will be able to meet the academic 
demands of the course;

• To provide two references, including at least 
one from an employer or manager who can 
give an account of the student’s work with 
children, young people or families. 

We encourage and support applicants who 
may be concerned about institutional prejudice 
and ignorance in relation, for example, to race, 
culture, sexuality and disability.
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How to apply
For more information and to apply for the 
course, please visit the Tavistock and Portman 
NHS Foundation Trust website at  https://
tavistockandportman.nhs.uk/training/courses/
working-infants-and-early-years-psychoanalytic-
observational-approach-m9n/

Find out more
To hear more about the course, please contact:

Gertie Doonan, Organising Tutor
07879885881
GDoonan@Tavi-Port.nhs.uk

Brian Cairns, Course Administrator,
07306120437
briancairns1961@hotmail.co.uk

This course has been accredited by NIPQET. 
Social Workers successfully completing the 
Diploma will be eligible for the full P.Q. 
Specialist Award and at Masters Level, 3 of the 
Requirements for the NI Leadership & Strategic 
Award.
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“My experience on the M7 has been transformative, both personally and professionally. The course 
provided me with among other learning, the importance of the observational approach. I now apply 
a more reflective practice in my work with my clients. I am also coming away with a wider frame of 
reference for thinking about issues of sameness and difference. As our societies become more diverse, 
the importance of embedding culturally-sensitive ways of working with our clients cannot be over-
emphasised.” Sylvia Ogonda, Counsellor/Psychotherapist, Belfast student


