Friends programme reduced anxiety, but has
no effect on school academic performance

By Dr Jessica K Edwards

Anxiety programmes delivered in schools, such as FRIENDS
for life, have demonstrated efficacy in reducing anxiety
symptoms. Whether such programmes have a positive
impact on school performance and academic outcomes,
however, is unclear. Now, Professor Paul Stallard and
colleagues have analysed data from the randomised
controlled trial “Preventing Anxiety in Children through
Education in Schools” that involved >1,300 children aged
9-10 years from 40 primary schools across England.

Here, they assessed whether the universal school-based
cognitive behaviour therapy prevention programme,
FRIENDS, was more effective when delivered by health-
care staff or school staff compared to usual personal,
social, health and education (PSHE) classes. At 12-months
post-intervention, the researchers found that health-care-
led FRIENDS was significantly more effective at reducing
anxiety than both school-led FRIENDS or usual PSHE
classes. Interestingly, there was no effect of reduced
anxiety on educational outcomes, based on performance
in the national standardised attainment tests in reading,
writing and maths, regardless of who led the intervention.

The researchers conclude that future work should
assess psychological and educational outcomes to

fully understand the multiple effects of school-based
mental health interventions. Furthermore, they consider
these findings particularly timely given the green

paper and mental health in schools initiative.?3

Study Implications

We asked Professor Paul Stallard to explain the
key implications from these study data:

Schools and educational practice

“The first issue we highlighted was how the same programme/
materials achieved different outcomes depending on who led the
intervention (trained member of school versus health professional).
This continues to be an important question and has implications in
terms of who we should be training to undertake mental health work
in schools, and what level of support and supervision is needed”.

Recommendations for further science:

“The second issue was our failure to identify any positive effects of the
anxiety programme on educational outcomes. The data we obtained
(based on standardised attainment tests) might not be sensitive to
change over such a short time frame and we urge researchers to look at
other more immediate educational outcomes such as exclusion rates,

school attendance, attitude towards learning and school connectedness”.
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