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Why did we create Curious Beasts? 

• Our children are facing a population health crisis in mental health and wellbeing.

• About one in five 8 to 25 year olds had a diagnosable mental health problem in 2023. 

• Children in the least well-off 20% of households are four times more likely to 
experience serious mental health difficulties by age 11 compared to those from the 
wealthiest 20%.

• Increased investment in specialist CAMHS services has not kept pace with the scale of 
demand. The pathway to support is fragmented, with a limited number of early 
intervention services based in schools and communities.

• Clear need for early identification and intervention.

• Need for improved, innovative screening capturing the child’s voice: traditional paper 
questionnaires often fail to capture the authentic voice of younger children.

Source: https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-10/report-missing-link-social-prescribing-children-young-people.pdf
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Social, emotional and mental health difficulties 
have numerous substantial impacts for children:

• Increased risk of school exclusion 
(DfE, 2020, Graham et al., 2019, DfE 2017, 
Hayden, 2007, Visser, Daniels., and Macnab 2005)

• Poor school attendance and 
attainment (DfE, 2017 , DfE, 2020)

• Poor long-term outcomes and 
life chances; including unemployment, long-
term mental health difficulties, increased 
chance of entering the youth justice system.

Impacts of poor mental health



Supporting creatively healthy children

Creative health isn’t just enrichment—it’s evidence-based support for 
children’s mental, emotional, and social development.



The importance of creative health



Beyond Anxiety (2025)- shifting focus from the "anxiety spiral" to the "creativity spiral“ activates 
the "rest and restore" nervous system functions instead of the "fight or flight" response.

Regulating emotions with creativity

Systematic review of evidence (Barnett and Vasiu, 2024) shows engagement with creative arts 
consistently activates neural circuits that regulate emotions

Dr Martha Beck, Harvard 
Sociologist and life coach

“There is a toggle effect between 
anxiety and creativity: when one 

is up and running, the other 
seems to go silent”.



Why use puppetry in intervention?

Creates emotional distance
Puppets act as a safe “buffer,” allowing children to 
explore difficult feelings and experiences without the 
pressure of speaking directly about themselves.

Puppet as a representation of the child
Allows children to project their emotions, worries, and 
behaviours onto the puppet, enabling them to express 
thoughts they may struggle to communicate.

Reduces anxiety & builds confidence
Speaking “through” a puppet feels less exposing, 
helping children open up, take risks, and engage more 
readily in therapeutic or learning activities.

Supports emotional regulation
Puppetry offers a playful, hands-on way for 
children to practise naming feelings, problem-
solving, and trying out new coping strategies.

Encourages creativity & imagination
The creative process helps children externalise 
internal experiences, making abstract emotions 
more concrete and manageable.

Strengthens connection & communication
Puppets create a shared focus, helping children 
engage with adults and peers in a non-
threatening, relational way.



Programme overview



• Informed by lived experience and priorities of schools. 

• Our research with 10 schools across the North East explored the most pressing mental 
health needs in children, these were reported as:

 -Self-regulation

 -Anxiety

 -Resilience

 -Peer relations

• In addition, there is extensive evidence for the benefits of creative arts to support 
children’s wellbeing; we wanted to combine creative arts with innovative screening to 
target mental health priorities for children.

• Plus- Curious Beasts now offers teacher training to deliver nurture sessions, offering 
affordability and sustainability for schools, year after year 

Developing Curious Beasts



Puppet 
workshop

• Enter the magical world of Curious Beasts! An immersive workshop for the whole class (ages 7-10)

• Facilitated by professional puppeteers- Life & Limb Puppets

• Puppets represent different social-emotional mental health (SEMH) needs

• Designed to capture the child’s voice- children reflect, and identify their own strengths and difficulties 

Assessment 
of SEMH

• Child self-report during the puppet workshop

• Teachers complete a standardised assessment, the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)

• Child and teacher data informs selection of 12 children for Curious Beasts nurture sessions

Nurture

• Children receive 6 weekly sessions of therapeutic nurture delivered by a trained nurture practitioner

• Nurture support is tailored to each individual child’s needs

• Sessions include puppetry, storytelling, and nature-based wellbeing. Each child creates their own “spirit 
animal” puppet, a tool for exploring emotions, building self-esteem, and practising healthy coping strategies

Teacher 
training

• Schools can opt for staff training so they can deliver nurture sessions to future cohorts independently

• Trained staff receive lesson plans, coaching, and mentorship in nurture-based approaches

• Builds long-term capacity, supports sustainability for schools and value for money 
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Family support: 
Parent sessions 
share strategies and 
resources to support 
family engagement 
and reinforce skills 
at home

School impact report: 
Each school receives 
an Ofsted-ready 
comprehensive  
impact report 
detailing programme 
outcomes

Our Curious Beasts programme



Click here to watch Curious Beasts in action! Curious Beasts Video Link

Enter the magical world of Curious Beasts!

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qAxydEXY761UKt3pnNtAJ5TTyOVi7JLE/view?usp=sharing


Impact & evaluation

What difference is Curious Beasts making to children’s 
social-emotional mental health (SEMH)? 
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Changes in SEMH difficulties
Curious Beats evaluation - 11 schools, 172 children. Identified as having ‘raised-very high’ 
levels of social-emotional mental health (SEMH) difficulties before Curious Beasts 
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Click to hear Dr Jenna 
Charlton explain our data

Statistically significant (p<0.05) positive impact on total (overall) SEMH difficulties, emotional, conduct and hyperactivity 
difficulties- i.e., less than 5% chance this change is due to chance, and more than 95% chance it is due to intervention













North East Wellbeing Website: www.northeastwellbeing.co.uk 

We’d love to hear from you! To find our more about Curious Beasts please email: 
curiousbeasts@northeastwellbeing.co.uk

http://www.northeastwellbeing.co.uk/
mailto:curiousbeasts@northeastwellbeing.co.uk
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