
Evidence Based Practice Unit (EBPU)

HeadStart: Emerging 
learning from a cross-
context resilience 
programme. 

Dr Jessica Deighton

CORC Forum

November 2018



Evidence Based Practice Unit (EBPU)

Overview

- Background and intro to HeadStart

- Quantitative findings from 30,000 young people

- Reflections and next steps
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“Most people will 
develop a diagnosable 
mental disorder”

Schaefer et al., 2017
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What about children 
and young people???
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Mental health problems in children and young 
people
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What are the challenges

Escalating mental health difficulties in young people

Little understanding of how to tackle complex issues and 
multiple risk factors

Limited scope of standalone interventions 

But also need to recognise mental health struggles are a 
common experience

Capita conference
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HeadStart
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5-year £56 million National Lottery funded 
programme

• Looks at how young people’s mental 
wellbeing is affected by their experiences 
at school, their access to community 
services, their home life and their 
interaction with digital technology. 

• 6 partnerships implementing new 
approaches, focusing on developing 
young people’s emotional resilience.
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HeadStart learning
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• Is emotional wellbeing improving?

• Is engagement in school and 
academic attainment increasing?

• Has the onset of diagnosable 
mental health disorders reduced?

• Has engagement in ‘risky’ 
behaviour reduced?
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HeadStart learning

10

1. Qualitative research

• Yearly interviews with young people and staff 

2. Quantitative research 

3. Summative evaluations

4. Economic modelling

5. Capacity building

6. Dissemination of learning

7. Young people’s voice
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Wellbeing measurement framework
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Child self report:

Wellbeing

• SWEMWBs

Mental health

• SDQ

Protective factors

• SRS

• Self regulation 

• Perceived stress scale



Evidence Based Practice Unit (EBPU)

Wellbeing measurement framework
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Child self report:

Wellbeing

• SWEMWBs

Mental health

• SDQ

Protective factors

• SRS

• Self regulation 

• Perceived stress scale

Emotional difficulties
“I am often unhappy, 

down-hearted or tearful”

Behavioural 
difficulties

“I get very angry 
and often lose 
my temper”

Attention 
difficulties
“I am I am 
restless, I 

cannot stay still 
for long”

Difficulties 
with peers

“Other children 
or young people 
pick on me or 

bully me”
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“At school there is 
and adult who really 

cares about me”

Wellbeing measurement framework

Improving young people’s mental resilience and wellbeing: 
learning from HeadStart
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Child self report:

Wellbeing

• SWEMWBs

Mental health

• SDQ

Protective factors

• Self regulation (TEIQUE)

• SRS

• Perceived stress scale

“I’ve been feeling 
optimistic about 

the future”

“I find it hard 
to control my 

feelings”

“…how often have you felt 
difficulties were piling up 
so high that you could not 

overcome them?”
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Quantitative Design

2 groups:

1. Longitudinal cohort

2. Repeated snapshot
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Age 11/12 12/13 13/14 14/15 15/16 16/17

2017 x x

2018 x x

2019 x

2020 x x

2021 x x

HeadStart sample and non-HeadStart sample
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Sample

Improving young people’s mental resilience and wellbeing: 
learning from HeadStart
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30,843 adolescents from 114 schools across England

• 47% male, 52% female

• 51.1% Year 7, 48.9% Year 9

Compared to UK population sample was…

• More deprived (16.0% vs. 12.9%)

• Fewer children with a statement of 
SEN (11.9% vs. 14.4%)

• More young people classified as 
White (78.1% vs. 75.2%)
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Emotional and behavioural difficulties in young 
people

Improving young people’s mental resilience and wellbeing: 
learning from HeadStart
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What characteristics are associated with higher 
levels of emotional problems?
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What characteristics are associated with higher 
levels of behavioural problems?
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2004
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2017



Evidence Based Practice Unit (EBPU)

What about other mental health problems?
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Attention Difficulties Difficulties with Peers

Overall 25.6% 7.6%

Female 23.5% 6.9%

Male 28.1% 8.3%

Year 7 24.4% 7.7%

Year 9 26.9% 7.4%

Attention difficulties:

• Year 9, SEN, FSM, Child in need

• Asian, Black, Chinese and ‘other’ 
ethnic groupings

Difficulties with peers

• Year 7, SEN, FSM, Child in need

• Asian, Black, Mixed ethic 
groupings
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Reflections 

1. Substantial numbers of young people are experiencing 
psychological distress

2. Definite gender differences

3. Some consistent risk factors
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What next for HeadStart?

• How do experiences of mental 
health problems change over 
time?

• How they change as a result of 

support?
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What next for this approach?
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https://uomseed.com/hs3report/
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Thankyou!

24

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/evidence-based-practice-
unit/HeadStart

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/evidence-based-practice-unit/HeadStart
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Education for 
Wellbeing

AWARE and INSPIRE

Commissioned by 
Department for Education
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Wave 2 – Coming Soon!

Education for Wellbeing 26

Randomised controlled trial evaluating pioneering ways 
of supporting mental health and wellbeing of pupils

Need secondary schools to work with years 7, 8 and 9 
trialling interventions such as mindfulness/relaxation 
and a range of mental health awareness lessons

More information on different interventions on our 
website

Contact educationforwellbeing@annafreud.org to 
register your interest!

https://www.annafreud.org/what-we-do/schools-in-mind/our-work-with-schools/education-for-wellbeing/
mailto:educationforwellbeing@annafreud.org

