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A First Look at the 
Head Start CARES 
Demonstration 
Large-Scale Implementation of 
Programs to Improve Children’s 
Social-Emotional Competence 

Low‐income preschool children 

face many risks to their social‐

emotional development that can 

affect their school experience and 

social outcomes for years to come. 

Although there are some promis‐

ing approaches to improving 

young children’s social‐emotional 

competence, the evidence base is 

limited, particularly on the effec‐

tiveness of these approaches when 

operating at large scale. 

To help address this gap, the Head 

Start CARES demonstration evalu‐

ated the implementation and im‐

pacts of three interventions that 

included classroom‐based social‐

emotional strategies, along with 

professional development (teacher 

training and coaching) and related 

supports for scaling up the pro‐

gram, in Head Start classrooms 

across the country. “The Incredible 

Years Teacher Training Program” 

trains teachers to create an orga‐

nized classroom climate that sup‐

ports children’s behavior regula‐

tion (by both the teacher and by the 

children themselves) and promotes 

positive teacher‐child relationships. 

“Preschool PATHS” focuses on 

improving children’s social‐

emotional problem‐solving skills, 

including defining problems and 

anticipating the consequences of 

different solutions. “Tools of the 

Mind―Play” focuses on training 

teachers to strengthen children’s 

ability to regulate their behavior by 

using adult‐supported, “make be‐

lieve” play and other activities. 

The demonstration was conducted 

with 17 Head Start grantees that 

varied by geographic location, or‐

Each 
intervention 
improved the 
specific 
teacher 
practice that 
it was 
hypothesized 
to affect. 
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ganizational setting, and size, and 

generally represented the diversity 

of Head Start settings nationally. 

Centers within these 17 grantees 

were randomly assigned to one of 

the three interventions or to a 

“business as usual” control group. 

This report describes the extent to 

which each strategy and the profes‐

sional development supports were 

implemented as intended, and the 

degree to which teachers’ practices 

changed as a result. 

KEY FINDINGS 

Taken together, the following find‐

ings confirm that the Head Start 

CARES demonstration provided a 

fair test of large‐scale implementa‐

tion of the three interventions, 

thereby providing a sound basis for 

evaluating their impact on children 

and classrooms. 

	 Teacher attendance at training 

sessions and the quality of train‐

ing were generally strong across 

all grantees and interventions. 

The dosage (frequency and du‐

ration) and quality of coaching 

for teachers in the classroom 

were also generally high. 

	 Despite challenges, teachers 

reported that they understood 

the interventions and were 

able to implement them. The 

Incredible Years and Preschool 

PATHS were easier for teachers 

to implement than was Tools of 

the Mind. 

	 Classroom implementation var‐

ied somewhat across the three 

interventions in terms of fidelity 

to the original model, but each 

intervention was implemented 

with fidelity at or above a pre‐

determined threshold rating of 

3 on a 5‐point scale. Fidelity of 

classroom implementation im‐

proved over the course of the 

school year. 

	 Compared with the control 

classrooms, each intervention 

improved the specific teacher 

practice that it was hypothe‐

sized to affect. The Incredible 

Years improved teachers’ class‐

room management, PATHS bol‐

stered teachers’ social‐

emotional instruction, and Tools 

of the Mind increased teachers’ 

scaffolding of peer interactions 

and play, in which the teacher 

supports the children in their 

attempts to push beyond their 

current skill level. 

A separate report examines the im‐

pacts of the three interventions on 

teacher‐child interactions, children’s 

preschool outcomes, and children’s 

kindergarten outcomes. 
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