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OUR WORK IN THE 
UK

THE BEST START IN 
LIFE





Source:  Waldfogel and Washbrook (2008)



Children grow-up in families which 
have enough money to live with 

dignity. They have opportunities to 
play and learn which give them the 

best start.



We need systemic 
change.

To allow us to 
address the root 
causes of children’s 
and their families 
adversity, trauma and 
distress.



The Bettws Early Learning Community (BELC) aims to improve early learning outcomes for
children living in poverty. We launched in September 2019. Since then, we have been
working in partnership to improve the life chances of children by changing the Early Years
system that supports them to develop and thrive.

Children in Bettws face significant inequality and disadvantage as a result of experiences
faced before entering primary school. We know this negatively impacts on life changes and
are committed to working together to create an environment where every young person has
the opportunity to thrive.

We take a ‘whole system’ approach to improving the early learning outcomes of children
growing up in poverty. This means that we have a shared strategy for change and work
across the Early Years system to join up and strengthen services that already exist. We
identify families in need and deliver programmes to address the issues, testing new
approaches and ways of working, and we share our learning as widely as we can to increase

our impact beyond Bettws.

BETTWS EARLY LEARNING COMMUNITY:
background



BETTWS EARLY LEARNING COMMUNITY:
our vision 

To support communication and language development

as well as the social and emotional development of 

children during their first 1001 days and crucial life 

transitions.



BETTWS EARLY LEARNING COMMUNITY:
An example of what this looks like in our 

place 

Learning and 
research 

Design  Innovation 



We believe that you cannot understand mental
health without first considering somebody’s
circumstances, relationships and environments.

This is why our ELC is looking at mental health and
wellbeing from a community perspective –to
support our community to be psychosocially
healthy.

.

Resilience and Wellbeing 

Content Hub: CH1584701
Creative Play at Bettws 
in Bloom, March 2022

⁹WHO, 2014
¹⁰Harold et al, 2016
¹¹ Perry & Winfrey, 2021
¹² Johnstone & Boyle, 2018



.

Experiences accessing mental health support 

¹³ BELC Parent Stories Project, 2021



“Not feeling 
comfortable enough 

with them so I can 
have a conversation 

with them and open up 
to them"

“I was against it because I was 
always taught, you don't talk about 

your feelings, do not write your 
feelings down people can use them 

against you” 

“The embarrassment of it as well 

because it’s still quite taboo, because 

a lot of people don’t quite understand 

fully”

Experiences accessing mental health support 

“When COVID hit, they went online 

and I just did not get from it what I 

was getting from it in a group 

setting. So, I chose to not continue 

with it”

*I don’t think they have 
time to have that kind 

of relationship with 
me”

“I didn’t know where 
to go. I didn’t know 
who to ring. I didn’t 

even know whether I 
could ring anybody”

“A massive fear is that somebody is going 
to take your kids because they think 

you‘re not coping”

¹³ BELC Parent Stories Project, 2021



Experiences accessing mental health support 

Peer mentoring is a great way to share experiences 
and make social connections and increase feelings 

of belonging

More time to build 
trusting relationships 

with mental health 
professionals will 

make support more 
effective

Improving awareness of 
support and how to 

access it – having a hub in 
a local school was 

suggested to improve 
awareness and access. 

“I've been open and honest with 
them and told them the complete 
truth that they felt like you know I 
can trust her because she's trusted 

me with her stuff”

“The best way is through the schools... 
Speaking to parents... activities with young 

people... That is the best way to get the 
message of what services are available on 

how they can be accessed.”

“You need to  get the community’s 
trust – once you’ve got that you’ll 

find people start to dip their toes in 
the water”

¹⁵ STORIES REF



Platfform’s Mission
1. To challenge the dominant narrative 

around mental health 

• By advocating for the role that trauma, life 
experiences and socio-economic circumstances 
have on our mental health + ability to heal. 

• By making the evidence for this accessible to 
help shift public perceptions.

2. To make our 'helping systems' work 
better for people 

• By changing how we provide services to people 
in distress.

• Focus first on the mental health, housing, 
homelessness, and young people's systems we 
interact with. 





Who’s problem is it?

•We often put the problem on the child

•Refer the child to be fixed

•Ask ‘what’s wrong with this child?’

• ‘Why are they behaving so badly?’

• ‘Do they have a mental health disorder?’

• ‘They’re just being naughty’

But these are understandable reactions 
to adverse circumstances



Children living in the poorest 
households are 4 x more likely to 

develop nervous system 
regulation + social connection 

difficulties.





Trauma Prevention Trauma Early Intervention Trauma Support

Psychosocially 

Healthy

Traumatised + 

surviving

Circumstances a person can 

thrive in based on agency, 

security, connection, meaning + 

trust

Circumstances that harm a person 

fully of humiliation, shame, fear, 

isolation, loneliness, feeling trapped 

and powerless

Continuum of Relational Health

Nervous system regulation

+ connection

Nervous system dysregulation 

(overwhelm) + loss of connection

(Daffin, 2022)



“Clinic based interventions that draw on NICE Guidelines are 
simply not going to work when poverty, adversity, neglect, 

abuse and ongoing exposure to toxic stress lie at the root of 
the distress families are experiencing.”

Dr Liz Gregory
Consultant Clinical Psychologist, Joint Head of Child & Family Psychology, 

Aneurin Bevan University Health Board, Wales







Enhancing 
community mental 

health understanding

Developing meaning 
making, storytelling 
and collective action 

skills

Reflecting, learning, 
taking action and 
sustaining change



Ifor Hael Primary and 
Monnow Primary 



Learning Plan

• S1 - Introductions
• S2 – Getting to know / Trust building / Ground rules/ Expectations/ 

Starter Kit
• S3 –Adverse Childhood Experiences
• S4 – Limitations of current approach
• S5 – Trauma + Relationships
• S6 – Trauma + Relationships -
• S7 – Trauma + Relationships – Making sense of

it / Narrative 
• S8 – Sense making 
• S9 - Sense making / Action / Self healers network
• S10 - Sense making / Action / Sustainability
• S11 - Sharing Learning
• S12 - Endings



What are we 
learning so far?



Evaluation



“Overcoming poverty is not a gesture of charity. It is 
an act of justice. It is the protection of a fundamental 
human right, the right to dignity and a decent life.”

“Poverty is not an accident. Like slavery and 
apartheid, it is man-made and can be removed by the 

actions of human beings”

Nelson Mandela



Opportunity for Q & A and Reflections

In the context of your own work…

what has been good?

What has been tough?

What are you looking forward to in the future?



Get in touch
Robyn O’Brien

Partnership lead

ro.obrien@savethechildren.org.uk

@robynobrien_

Rebecca Thomas

Executive Lead of the Bettws ELC

R.Thomas@savethechildren.org.uk

@Rebecca30086133

https://bettwselc.org.uk/
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Get in touch
Siobhan Parry

Head of Children and Young People’s Services

siobhanparry@platfform.org

Nicole Moran

Service Manager

nicolemoran@platfform.org

Platfform.org
@weareplatfform


