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A Developmental Pathway
of Early Intervention for Boys
Lacking Consistent Father Involvement

From Intensive Practice to Scalable School-Based Models

Sonia Shaljean Founder & Managing Director of Lads Need Dads CIC (UK) and Churchill Fellow (2025/26)

Early, relational, school-based intervention can positively
change developmental trajectories for boys growing up
without a father figure.

Background

Father absence is a complex experience encompassing
not only physical absence but also emotional
disconnection, inconsistent involvement, and
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. nthe uk, OVEF 2.5 million

children are growing up without

(Zharima et al., 2025).

Despite this, targeted early intervention for boys
experiencing father absence remains limited within
the UK.

Our Aim

To develop, test, and evaluate a structured
early intervention pathway supporting
boys growing up without a father figure
and explore its potential as a scalable
school-based model (blueprint).

Intervention Context

Organisation: Lads Need Dads CIC (est. 2015)
Location: North East Essex & South Essex, United Kingdom

Programme Delivery Periods:
Reading Mentors: 2021-2026 / LadPods: 2025-2026

Conducted by: Sonia Shaljean, Managing Director
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The Intervention Model

Method

Reading Mentors

32 primary schools

126 boys

12-week intervention

Data collected from pupils, teachers, and parents

(pre/post)

Reading Mentors

Average Improvements (across 32 primary schools):

+55% +51% +48% +40%

Self-esteem Confidence Emotional Interestin
literacy reading

LadPods®

3 secondary schools

21 boys (Year 7)

12-week intervention

Data collected from pupils, teachers, and parents
(pre/post)

LadPods®

Average improvements (across 3 pilot secondary schools):

+49% +50% +46% +44Y%

Self-esteem Confidence Emotional Motivation
literacy

For boys growing up without a consistent father figure,
access to positive male role models can be particularly
significant. The involvement of male teachers allows boys
to experience emotionally supportive male relationships
within a safe environment. Because these teachers
remain part of the school environment, the relational
support can continue
beyond the programme.

“] can explain my feelings now
- especially at home?” - rarticipant

Conclusion

Boys growing up without a father figure do not
disappear, they grow up. Without early support, these
unmet needs often surface later in mental health,
education, and relationships.

The findings from this intervention support existing
research linking father absence to poorer emotional and
behavioural outcomes (McLanahan et al., 2013; Culpin et al,,
2013, 2022). However, they also add to the literature by
demonstrating that structured, early, relational
interventions can significantly improve emotional literacy,
confidence, motivation, and school engagement within a
relatively short timeframe.

In contrast to research highlighting long-term risk, this
study provides practice-based evidence that these
trajectories can be positively disrupted through early,
school-embedded intervention.

Furthermore, while previous research identifies identity and
relational challenges (Zharima et al., 2025), the findings

suggest that consistent exposure to positive male role
models within a structured environment may begin to
address these gaps.

Implications
School-based scalability
Replicable model (Blueprint)
System integration

Novel Contribution
First structured, staged pathway (primary # secondary)
Moves from CIC-led delivery » embedded school model

Demonstrates replicability, not dependency on specialist
facilitators

Next Steps

- Scale across regions
Develop Blueprint & Toolkit
Integrate international learning
Strengthen evaluation partnerships




