Focus Group methodology (and some results)
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Bengali mothers at the Surma Centre.

Many Bengali families responded to the survey, both absolutely and in proportion to their representation in the general population in the Regent’s Park estate area. The Bengali families did stand out in certain ways in their use of services (see main text Sections 8 and 9) The survey team decided therefore to hold a focus group with members of this community in order to give them an opportunity to elaborate on their experiences and on the views of services that they had given in  the survey. 

Sure Start wrote in Bengali to all the Bengali families who had completed questionnaires inviting them to a meeting. We also enlisted the help of two of the Bengali-speaking interviewers on the survey and one of the Bengali-speaking members of the Sure Start home visiting team (a secondee from Hopscotch Asian Women's Centre).  They assisted with locating families, personally encouraging them to attend the group and interpreting for us at the meeting. 

No one attended the first meeting we set up at Hopscotch in Somers Town. We concluded that it is just too far away for the families living on the Regent’s Park Estate and set up another at the Surma Centre with a crèche.

This group would not have materialised without the persistent efforts of the Sure Start team and the interviewers in explaining the purpose of the group and its potential benefits for them. Another member of the Sure Start team who has the task of ensuring that all communities are represented on the Sure Start Parents' Forum also attended the group.
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	1
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	Convers.
	“


Two of the parents who spoke English fluently had been to school in this country. 

The Questions

We based the questioning route on the survey findings and on a report about Bengali users of the Coram Parents Centre

How is life for you with children? Where do you spend your time? 

Ra has a child in nursery and explained that she spends time there.   Others referred to spending time with relatives locally.  The women talked of going shopping with their husbands, sometimes they visited friends, or went into the park. 

What help do you get within the family? 

The women indicated that relatives often help with looking after children if mothers need to go somewhere.  J has a sister in law who helps her.  F has older children who also help to look after the younger ones.  

What help do you get outside the family?

All of the women go to the clinic, and can ask people there for what they need, for advice, or they go to the GP.  Most of them felt they could make themselves understood with professionals.  

Do you have other things to do which makes it difficult to get out? 

Bengali women often have to look after other people in the family such as older relations. No one in this group had to do this, but they were aware of other women who had this problem, often looking after mother in law, and this can stop them coming to meetings or using local services.

Do you meet with other mothers from your own community?  If so, where do you do it? Are you able to easily or are there difficulties in doing that?  Do you want to?

Ra meets other women when taking her child to nursery school.  She also meets them at the school, where they often talk, but so far she does not socialise with them any more than this, as her experience at school is quite new.  J described how she meets other mothers and they go to each others’ homes.  F too said she sometimes meets other Bengali women. 

Do you wish to take your children somewhere they can play with other children? Do you know where these places are? Have you tried them? Do they suit you? Are they at the right time of day? 

Most of the women referred to going to the library, and also to Regents Park nursery.  Ra said this means she has somewhere to go every morning, which she likes and it also means she can meet other people there.  J too said she liked the library, because the children can borrow books or videos, and there is something for them to do there. S talked about going to Netley Primary School between 9 and 11.30 every morning with her son. She described how hard it had been to participate in any activities when she was in temporary accommodation, she had felt that she couldn’t go anywhere.  She explained that when her son was a year old, she had tried the drop in, but he could not speak [or understand] English so did not like it.  Now he is better at English, he goes to school and he likes it.  They often go to the library to borrow books and to the drop in there.   She mixes sometimes with other parents while she is there.  

When do you think about nursery or school for your children? Are there any difficulties with that? 

Children's learning is obviously important to Bengali mothers.  They value educational progress and therefore going to nursery is also important.  Some of the women talked of preparing their children for nursery by teaching them their names or numbers and letters.  Nursery is seen as the first step to school. 

Who tells you about nursery?  

S explained that she knew about nursery because she was brought up in this country, and she knew where her nieces had been.  She put her child’s name down well in advance.  The health visitor had told Ra about nursery.  Of the other women, one said her husband knew about nursery, and another had a health visitor and social worker who advised her.  L’s children are too young as yet but she does know about nursery and has put her name down already.  Four of the parents were using Netley nursery for their children and one was going to Christchurch. 

Do you speak to children in English or Bengali? 

Some of the group said they speak English a little with their children, but if they don’t speak very well themselves, it is hard.   They generally considered it important for their children to hold on to Bengali as well as English.  When children start school, the mothers said they like them to learn some English first because this makes it easier for them.  L said that she goes to Regents Park Library drop in to improve her English.  She considered that it is important for both mothers and children to learn English and also to mix with other people. 

The mothers agreed that children would learn English very quickly in school, so they never worried about this.  ‘It is not a problem – ‘I know they will learn.’  Re’s older son had done Bengali GCSE, but she said that this was his choice, she did not force him to do it.  

Do you want to know more about what your children learn at school and how they learn? Does the school help you with that? Do you have any difficulties with that, is there someone you can go and talk to?

Both schools that the parents use in this area have a bilingual assistant.  F and J said that someone had visited their homes with the bilingual assistant before their children started school to explain everything to them. They confirmed that they feel comfortable going to school because the bilingual assistant is there. They can ask her questions, and she translates for them.  The children similarly go to the bilingual assistant  for help. She is a conduit for the things the teacher wants to convey to children or parents.  She can tell the parents how their child is getting on, and is readily available to explain anything they do not understand. Generally, the women felt that they were getting what they needed at school, and they were kept informed about their children’s progress.  S explained that having worked herself in a nursery, she feels comfortable asking her son about what has been doing.  She recalled that at first he was shy, but the teachers have encouraged him to gain confidence and to talk.  Re described how her youngest son had been very used to going to crèche, so that when he started at nursery, she never had to stay with him, he was soon confident.  

Learning English, is this important for you? What help have you had? Do you get all the help you need, what is the best way to learn it?  

The women acknowledged the importance of learning English.   F talked about going to the doctor or hospital, or when someone calls at the house, or if there are issues to do with housing, you need to understand English, but learning it is not so easy.  She has been learning English for more than 12 years, and she still feels she cannot speak it very well, her main language is still Bengali.  She had been to ESOL classes, in the community centre which had helped.  She also practices by reading books or magazines, writing and watching television.  J said that she had not been to classes, her husband does most things that require English so she has not needed to learn and she is not so interested in doing so. She felt she has enough people to talk to in her own language.  She has lived in England for 8 years and though she still does not speak the language, she considers she does not have trouble with communication.  S, on the other hand, was brought up here, so is fluent in English. D explained that she was aware of the importance of English, and she had learned some when she first came to this country. She has been here for 11 years now and manages to get by.  L was learning English through the classes at Hopscotch after having lived here for four years.  Re suggested that she could join the class at Kingsway College when her daughter reaches two years old because a crèche is then provided.  

The Bengali speaking Sure Start home visitor mentioned a call she had from a mother the previous week who had received a letter from Sure Start, but she did not know what it said because she did not speak English.  ‘So she asked me to go and translate it for her.  That is the problem, if she knew the language, she wouldn’t have any problem, but she doesn’t know what is inside the letter and she is very frightened about it.  That is why language is very important for everybody.  They should all learn.’  Re mentioned also that it was not just English, some parents cannot read Bengali.  They can speak, but not read and write, so even when things are translated into Bengali, they cannot understand them.  

What other kind of study would interest you? Do you know how to go about it?

One of the mothers used to go to classes, but had stopped.  Ra said she wanted to do a course, but cannot because no one will look after her baby who is one year old.  Kingsway College will not take children in its crèche until they are two because they do not have the higher ratio of staff required for the younger children.  S wanted to do swimming and exercise. Others said they wanted English and also exercise.

L used to go to Hopscotch, now she has moved house, she is going to Regent’s Park library twice a week to do courses.  Most classes offered are of this frequency, morning and afternoon. Re explained that the courses provided by Kingsway College are at a higher level.  Re thought that it would be better if the community centres could offer more intensive courses, say three or four days a week.  Also she felt there was a need for more classes at a lower level.

What about work? Do you wish to work outside the home? Would you have time? What kind of work? What are the difficulties with that? 

S described how she has City and Guilds qualifications in childcare and five years experience.  She would like to work, but she is only free for two and a half hours a day when her son is in nursery.  She helps to teach him when he comes home from school.  Because of her commitments, she feels unable to take a job herself.  S had worked previously, before having a child, as had Ra.  They stressed that this is the Western way.  Some of the other women said that they would like to work, but they feel they have to look after their children first.  

So what do you want for your children?

Everybody said that they wanted crèche facilities, that is quite important if parents want to go to classes, but there is no provision for children under two – the older ones can go to nursery, but not the little ones. The home visitor explained that Regent's Park Parents' Forum has started its first crèche, set up and run by the parents for the youngest children, but it is mostly white parents so far who are using it. Sure Start really wants to encourage Bengali families to come. 

What do you miss about Bangladesh? And the children, what do they miss about being here and not in Bangladesh?

The group highlighted a number of things.  Some of the women have families here, but not all of them.  They miss their parents, and children miss grandparents.  One of the women confirmed she missed her parents, they are not here to help her and to pass on experience.  It is usual in Bangladesh to live close to parents and for them to be very involved in family life.  The women generally stay with their family until they get married; they do not usually leave home.  It is the parents’ responsibility to look after their children until they marry, especially their daughters.  They may be educated, but in the past they would not have worked.  Now things are changing, particularly if a woman is a graduate, when she is more likely to work.

Re recalled that her childhood spent in Bangladesh was very different from that experienced by children growing up in Regent’s Park.  She used to play with her friends outside in the open fields. In those days children could go where ever they liked. There was a river nearby where they just taught themselves to swim.  They did not need lessons.  Nor did they have any toys as such, there was nothing available that had been especially made for children.  However, it is different there now and children tend to stay indoors much more.   S said that she has been here 15 years, and though she has not been back to Bangladesh in that time, she remembers it well.  She talked of going to Brick Lane when she wants to bring herself closer to Bangladesh.

Will your life remain in this country will you stay in this country as children grow up or will you want to go back to Bangladesh?

One of the parents said she did not imagine her children would ever go back to live in Bangladesh, because they have lived and been brought up in this country.  ‘They just want to go on holiday there, they don’t want to stay there’.  ‘Learning opportunities is very good in this country, because in Bangladesh it is quite difficult for higher education or professional courses, they don’t run.    In this country, if you have done like a childcare course, or a bookkeeping course, or whatever, you can get a good job.  In Bangladesh they don’t have these sorts of things for women.’  The women considered the educational opportunities here are better, and that is what they want for their children.  The pointed out that in this country, it is possible to do things like an Open University course, as well as working.  Even if people don’t want to go out, there are so many things that can be done from home here, with computers, for example.   Computers are available in Bangladesh, but the opportunities for working with them are better here.  Education is always important.  The women considered that children who have been brought up in this country would not adapt easily to life in Bangladesh. 

And what part do husbands play in Bangladeshi families?

S explained that if the husband has been brought up in this country, he tends to be different, he thinks more like English men.  But if they come from Bangladesh, they have different ways, they expect their wives to be like their mothers.  S said that her husband comes from Bangladesh and he does not like her to go out, he wants her to be at home in the evening, doing nothing.  He does not like her coming to meetings.  She had not told him she was coming to the focus group.  Others however said their husbands did know where they were.   J had her husband looking after the children while she came.  F’s husband was at work, so did not know where she was.  L said her husband knew where she was, but D’s husband works nights, and sleeps all day at home, so he was not aware she was at the meeting.  Re explained that she informs her husband what she is doing during the day because she often works late and he then has to collect their son from her mother's house.  One of the women pointed out that Re’s husband is not like others; he is educated, goes to work himself every day and he knows that Re works as well, which is different from the other women; he is quite happy about her working.  Re stated that her husband feels this is a woman’s right in this country.  But all men are not the same. Ra described how her husband asks her what she is doing, and also encourages her to go out, but she is lazy, and is happy to sit at home.  He thought she should go out and meet more people.  He had encouraged her to do a course.  These two examples illustrate the differences in attitude of some of the Bengali men. 

The Parents’ Forum applies to mothers and fathers, how many fathers come?  

The Sure Start home visitor responsible said that not one father had come. Letters are sent to mothers and fathers, so the fathers probably do get to see them, but none of them turn up to meetings.  It may be that they are working full time, and this prevents them from coming. Re’s husband never comes to any school meetings or other meetings because he is a community social worker in Tower Hamlets, so it is harder for him to get away.  Re on the other hand works very locally, so she can attend meetings or school activities for her son. 

Would Bengali fathers be more supportive of activities if they had a more educational slant for their children, such as nursery? 

Re’s husband is educated, and he has always encouraged this, he knows the importance of education.  When she did her Access and Teacher Training course, he always helped her.  He was there and always supported her.   ‘If you get support, you get the confidence to do it.  If you are studying or working, you need moral support.’

Summing Up

It was explained to the women that Sure Start has been set up with funding which will help all parents.  They need to involve parents in planning and running services, including Bengali parents, but it seems it is harder to involve them because of not speaking English.  The Bengali parents however may not want to be involved.  Nevertheless, this government funding will provide good things for families with young children.  And because there are a lot of Bengali families in Regent’ s Park, Sure Start needs them to come and say what they want in the way of services, nurseries, more crèches.  The Parent’s Forum will be responsible for developing the  programme.  A few Bengali parents attended the launch of the Regent's Park Parents' Forum, but none have become active members of the Forum committee.  Sure Start would really like them to come to the next meeting to say what they need.  

Re stressed again how important it is for parents to know English.  She described how she really encourages parents to come to her class, so that they can support their children in their learning.  Going to school is not enough for them, they have to learn outside school, and parents can help them.  English is vital for this.  She said that she tells them not to stay at home, wasting their time, ‘because I am a mother with three children, I am looking after my children properly, doing my job properly, running my home properly, I think if I can do it, everybody is the same, they can do it.  They need to try, but they are always afraid of trying.’  This prompted a lot of discussion among the women.  Some mothers said perhaps not everybody wants to do what Re does, they are not all like her. Some said that if you can do this, you will.  Others said they would not sit at home all day, they would try to do something outside 
the home.   Re stressed that it is good for the parents to get out with children, 'it is not good to be at home all the time with them, either for the children or the mothers.' 

Conclusions and next steps

This transcript summary of the focus group with Bengali parents is included here to supplement and flesh out some of the issues raised by the Regent's Park Parents' Survey.  It cannot be used to draw detailed conclusions, because the women who participated had varying needs and views.  It is difficult to be sure how representative they are of other Bengali families in the area.

However, the group did underline three particular needs:

· English as a barrier to accessing services, and the need to provide supportive, flexible ways for Bengali mothers to learn English

· a shortfall of crèche provision, especially for the under twos

· the need for culturally appropriate outreach to support Bengali families to get involved in Sure Start and for them to understand and access other local services.

Since the meeting, one of Sure Start's Bengali-speaking home visitors has been giving support and time specifically to encourage Bengali parents to join the Regent's Park Parents' Forum.  Sure Start Euston is also meeting with the Surma Centre to discuss starting some Sure Start services there.

� Bangladeshi Families and Coram Parents Centre, Liz Brooker  unpublished report 2001
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