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ABOUT US
About Better Start Bradford

Better Start Bradford is part of the ten-year A Better Start programme 
set up and funded by The National Lottery Community Fund in 2015.  

Since 2015, A Better Start partnerships in Blackpool, Bradford, 
Lambeth, Nottingham and Southend-On-Sea have supported families 
to give their babies and very young children the best possible start in 
life, specifically to:  

● Improve children’s diet and nutrition to support healthy physical   
 development and protect against illness in later life. 

● Support children to develop social and emotional skills so they can  
 develop positive relationships and cope with difficult situations. 

● Help children develop their language and communication skills, so  
 that they can engage with the world around them. 

● Bring about changes in systems, practice and behaviour that   
 increased the focus on the first 1001 days of life and invest in   
 preventative and early intervention approaches that have been   
 demonstrated to have impact.

In Bradford, we created over 20 evidence-led projects and services for 
expectant families and families with children aged 0-3 in Bowling and 
Barkerend, Bradford Moor and Little Horton (the Better Start Bradford 
area). 

Each one was designed with, and for, our specific communities, 
delivered by commissioned partner organisations. 

This work has been supported by complementary strands of 
work, including community engagement, workforce development, 
campaigns and volunteering. 
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In 2017, the Innovation Fund was established by Better Start Bradford as a way of enhancing and extending our core programme offer. Between 
£2,000 to £100,000 was made available as individual awards to local voluntary and community sector groups to pilot new innovative project 
ideas to improve child outcomes in Bowling and Barkerend, Bradford Moor and Little Horton. 

The main criteria were that projects: 
● Addressed one of the core outcome areas: social and emotional development; language and communication; health and nutrition;   
 systems change.  

● Were aimed at our core audiences of expectant families and/or families with children aged 0-3.  

● Addressed a gap in terms of the local community/families (for example dads/male carers, families from Central and Eastern Europe).  

● Allowed for innovation and creativity when addressing key public health themes such as oral health and adverse childhood    
 experiences (ACE’s).  

Parents in the Lead Activities Fund (PITL) was initially established by the Better Start Bradford Partnership Board in 2017 as part of the 
Innovation Fund. However, this smaller pot of funding was for local parents and carers to run their own initiatives for expectant parents and 
families with 0-3s in the Better Start Bradford area.

The purpose of Parents in the Lead was to:  

● Put parents in the driving seat in decision making and delivery of activities in the community. 

● Provide access of up to £2,000, to give parents the opportunity to run activities for families with 0-3’s in the Better Start Bradford area. 

● Provide an opportunity to link parents and children into the wider programme and to communicate key messages.  

● Enable the development of initiatives that cater for a gap in provision or an unmet need within the Better Start Bradford area.  

● Improve child outcomes in social and emotional development, communication and language and health and nutrition and measure the  
 impact of this.  

● Act as a vehicle for parents to develop parenting skills, embrace and mirror parenting techniques and access other projects and services. 

The Parents in the Lead panel, which was made up of local parents, met four times a year to assess applications and decide on awards based 
on agreed criteria. Support for the project was initially provided by a consultant who oversaw the panel and worked with groups to develop 
proposals alongside the Better Start Bradford Family and Community 
Engagement (FACE) team. 

The birth of funding for     
parent-led activities
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Parents in the Lead/HEY! Fund 
Logic Model 

We used a Logic Model approach to design the service. This is included in the impact report as it offers a useful summary of the service design. 
The Logic Model shows the steps we needed to take to arrive at the desired outcomes. It identifies the need, the target group(s), the inputs and 

activities which will impact on the outcomes and the changes we should expect to see in the short, medium and long term. 
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Review of Parents in the Lead 

Development of the HEY! Fund  

The Parents in the Lead Activities Fund ran from 2017 until the COVID-19 pandemic. During the lifetime of Parents in the Lead, it became 
apparent that a lot more resources were required to nurture, inform, support and upskill parents and carers applying to run their own projects.

With this in mind a review of Parents in the Lead took place in 2021. This extensive review led to the development of the Happy Early Years 
(HEY!) Fund and the establishment of a new HEY! Fund co-ordinator role to manage the fund. The focus of the HEY! Fund also changed to a 
sustainability and legacy model in preparation for the final phase of the Better Start Bradford Programme.  

The Happy Early Years (HEY!) Fund addressed many of the challenges identified in the Parents in the Lead review:

● Some of the parents who set up initiatives were not fully aware of what was expected of them. Therefore a ‘Before You Apply’ session was  
 implemented to provide an opportunity for potential applicants to find out what the expectations were and what support was available  
 to them.  

● There was a lack of consistency in the way the data was recorded, which presented challenges when trying to record the data collectively for  
 reporting purposes. As a result some of the application paperwork was simplified, end of award forms and data collection processes were  
 made more consistent.  

● Parent feedback stated that the application process was quite complicated. This led to the development of visual and concise application  
 guidance notes with clear signposting to support. The application forms were also made more user friendly.  

● Although there were different initiatives set up, some of these overlapped with Better Start Bradford’s core programme offer. To ensure that  
 more initiatives addressed the gaps in community provision, pre-panel screening of applications was introduced before these were taken to  
 the main panel for discussion.   

● There were barriers to opening a bank account for some community groups, so a pre-paid Soldo card system was introduced. This reduced  
 the resources needed in using anchor organisations to hold funds and chase receipts and invoices.  

● A small amount of male carers/dads had engaged with the project. This led to the recruitment of a Dad’s Engagement Worker who   
 supported male carers/dads to apply for funding to run family sessions at weekends.  

● It was sometimes hard for parents to utilise the support/resources available from each other. Peer support and connections were made  
 possible by the creation of a WhatsApp group for the HEY! Fund parents.  
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The HEY! Fund aimed to: 

The HEY! Fund enabled parents, grandparents, and other adult carers living in the Better Start Bradford area to develop ideas and initiatives to 
help other expectant parents and local families and their children aged 0-3 to: 

● Eat well and be healthy 

● Talk and communicate well  

● Be confident, friendly and understand their emotions   

Initiatives included activities such as wellbeing activities for expectant parents, planting and outdoor activities, sporting sessions, messy play 
sessions, healthy baking sessions plus much more. 

● Work with parents by providing them with support, tools, transferable skills and the opportunity to deliver their own initiatives.  

● Develop parents’ skills such as project management, budgeting, social and community engagement, language and communication and  
 learning about child development through interaction and play. 

● Build community capacity and inclusiveness.  

● Enable parents to have the confidence to grow and continue volunteering/working in the early years sector in Bradford beyond the life of  
 Better Start Bradford.  

The review also enabled us to create an identity for our funding offer as there was a lack of recognition and correlation with Parents in the Lead 
funded projects. 

In consultation with local parents and panel members, we developed a brand identity for the Happy Early Years (HEY!) Fund, so that activity 
posters, application materials, resources, digital assets and promotional material all featured the brand, ensuring a clear visual link between 
activities and where the funding had come from.
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Successes of the HEY! Fund  
● Between 2017 and 2024 Better Start Bradford has provided more than £260,000 in funding to over 170 parent/carer-led groups.  

● Between 2020–2021 all the applicants who applied for funding were successful. This success rate could be attributed to the implementation  
 of a larger engagement team (Neighbourhood Workers), who provided additional support to applicants. Eligibility criteria and rules were  
 also relaxed due to the impact of COVID-19. 

● Development of more bespoke training sessions and mentoring dependant on the needs of the parents.   

● Support was also offered to independent community groups around sustainability and continuity beyond Better Start Bradford.  

HEY! Fund - A statistical overview
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Examples of HEY! Fund groups

Celebrating the HEY! Fund

● Footy Funsters received £1,000 to support fitness and fun through football and to encourage more dads to access activities with their 0-3s. 

● Happy Time received £2,346 to offer an educational outdoor group with various activities for parents and children including nature play,  
 sensory play, messy play and much more. 

● Parents and carers at Karmand Community Centre’s Nursery received £1,154 to renovate an unused outdoor space into a garden area. The  
 nursery children learned how to grow food and plant flowers, with the help of their grandparents.  

● At Bowling Park Allotments, a group of grandparents received £1,100 to develop raised beds and a potting shed so they could run sessions  
 and grow together with their grandchildren and families with 0-3s.  

● Where the Wild Things Are received £2,499 to deliver a six-week stay and learn group offering families with 0-3s the opportunity to meet  
 live animals up close. 

● Gambian Ladies received £560 to support mums and children with limited English to access activities such as a library tour and   
 nature sessions.

Better Start Bradford hosted a successful HEY! Fund celebration event in early 2025 in Bradford. During this event a video featuring four parents 
who successfully applied for the HEY! funding was shared with the attendees. In this video parents talked about the reasons why they decided to 
apply for the funding and their personal growth as a result of successfully running funded groups. Information was shared with all parents and 
groups about the impact the HEY! Fund has had within the community.  

There was also a panel discussion at the event with parents from successful grant holding groups sharing their personal experiences. HEY! Fund 
parents and volunteers were also presented with certificates in recognition of their dedication and hard work by Gill Hart, Funding Manager 
from the National Lottery Community Fund.

Watch the video that was showcased at the celebration event featuring HEY! Fund parents.
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I really enjoyed these sessions, there is a I really enjoyed these sessions, there is a 

stigma that arts and crafts is more associated stigma that arts and crafts is more associated 

with the women and girls, but to see how with the women and girls, but to see how 

involved all the dads were and their creative involved all the dads were and their creative 

side was interesting. This was a different side was interesting. This was a different 

activity, and I learnt a great deal about how activity, and I learnt a great deal about how 

fathers are willing to go out of their comfort fathers are willing to go out of their comfort 

zone and do/try things they weren’t normally zone and do/try things they weren’t normally 

to bond with their child.to bond with their child.

I know there are many parents feeling like I I know there are many parents feeling like I 

did and I wanted to run these session to help did and I wanted to run these session to help 

parents get out of the house and socialise parents get out of the house and socialise 

with one another. I also wanted to help them with one another. I also wanted to help them 

understand how their actions and emotions understand how their actions and emotions 

affect their children and how through play, affect their children and how through play, 

they can support their children’s   they can support their children’s   

brain development.brain development.

Thank you to Better Start Bradford Thank you to Better Start Bradford 

for believing in my idea and for believing in my idea and 

providing the support to make it providing the support to make it 

possible. Without your support the possible. Without your support the 

dad’s group wouldn’t be able to dad’s group wouldn’t be able to 

make such a positive impact to so make such a positive impact to so 

many families.many families.

It has been so wonderful It has been so wonderful 

building the families’ building the families’ 

confidence with their confidence with their 

peers and giving the peers and giving the 

children a new experience children a new experience 

and opportunity they and opportunity they 

might not have for might not have for 

multiple reasons.multiple reasons.

This experience has This experience has 

personally helped me, I personally helped me, I 

feel I have gotten back feel I have gotten back 

into a working life, and into a working life, and 

I feel I’m more social I feel I’m more social 

and ready to get back and ready to get back 

to work if needed.to work if needed.

The most important The most important 

thing is for children  thing is for children  

and parents to enjoy  and parents to enjoy  

and have fun in   and have fun in   

these sessions.these sessions.

I really enjoyed setting I really enjoyed setting 

up these play sessions up these play sessions 

and organising trips. I and organising trips. I 

was overwhelmed with was overwhelmed with 

the response from other the response from other 

families. It was amazing families. It was amazing 

to be part of a scheme to be part of a scheme 

like this.like this.

When I found out my HEY! Fund application had When I found out my HEY! Fund application had 

been accepted, I was absolutely thrilled. I had been accepted, I was absolutely thrilled. I had 

really benefitted from going to a stay and play really benefitted from going to a stay and play 

group when my daughter was 6 months old as I group when my daughter was 6 months old as I 

had started feeling very anxious and isolated as had started feeling very anxious and isolated as 

my husband, close friends and family were all my husband, close friends and family were all 

working. When the opportunity came up to apply working. When the opportunity came up to apply 

to the Happy Early Years (HEY!) Fund, I wanted to the Happy Early Years (HEY!) Fund, I wanted 

to give something back and run my own stay and to give something back and run my own stay and 

play group.play group.
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Imagination Tree - £2,232 

Case Studies

10

Imagination Tree was led by mum of three, Nadia Noreen. She 
delivered fun and playful sessions that brought stories to life 
with creative storytelling activities. Each week families with 
0-3s explored different stories and brought them to life with 
interactive play.  

Activities included: messy play, outdoor play, arts and crafts, 
role playing, story sensory boxes and small world play. 

Nadia said: “I got involved with Better Start Bradford by 
attending Play and Learn sessions. The Better Start Bradford 
Neighbourhood Workers at West Bowling Advice Centre played 
a huge part in helping me get out of the house and opened-up 
opportunities for me to interact with other local mums. 

“I gained a lot of confidence by coming to sessions for families 
with 0-3s and thoroughly enjoyed that quality time with my 
children in an enriched learning environment. 

“I applied for the HEY! Fund after some encouragement from 
Sofia Dauraiz and Saira Riaz, I felt motivated to lead sessions 
and wanted to give local families an experience like I had, had 
when I first got involved with Better Start Bradford. 

“By taking a lead on Imagination Tree, I have gained so 

much confidence and pushed myself out of my comfort zone. 
I thoroughly enjoyed the experience and felt a great sense of 
achievement to see such a good turn out to the sessions, and I 
received positive feedback from the parents that attended. 

“Some of the challenges I faced was juggling childcare for my 
own children and trying to work around being a mum and 
plan the sessions. I was supported by the amazing Better Start 
Bradford Family and Community Engagement (FACE) team and 
their Early Years Facilitator.” 
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Toddle Ball - £1,705
Toddle Ball was led by dad, Hasnat Ali, a 33-year-old dad of three. They were fun and engaging football sessions for families 
with 0-3s. The sessions were run by experienced football coaches who encouraged and inspired children/parents to engage 
and parents to bond with their child through sport and physical activity. The sessions also increased social interaction between 
parents and children themselves, helping them to develop their self confidence and interpersonal skills. 

Hasnat said: “I have taken part in Better Start Bradford’s Dad’s activities, including cook and eat and wood workshops. I really 
enjoyed the sessions as they allowed me to spend quality time with my children and I met other Dad’s to share our experiences. 

“I really wanted to do football sessions for under 4’s as there are so many benefits. I was encouraged by another parent who had 
applied to the HEY! Fund before and was successful. 

“We provided a full kit for each child and the coaches also promoted the importance of healthy eating and exercise. 

“It was an amazing experience, better than expected, with a great 
turnout of 10 – 15 children every week. At the end of the 10-weeks 
we had a mini tournament where all children were presented with 
a trophy and certificate as recognition for participating. This 
was a key highlight as it put massive smiles on the children 
and families’ faces. 

“This experience has really helped my personal 
development. I have gained a lot more self-
confidence, feel comfortable in leading sessions 
and built a trustworthy relationship with  
 the parents.” 
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Wonder Tots - £2,500
Wonder Tots is led by local mum Miriam Garcia–Sanz. Miriam and her friend deliver a stay and learn play group based at the 
Mayfield Centre in the BD5 area of Bradford.  

The session is designed to give young children a head start before joining nursery education in a fun, interactive and safe 
environment with low-cost and sustainable play activities. Use of additional languages is encouraged during singing and  
rhyme time. 

Miriam said: “I used to attend the Mayfield playgroup that was set up by the Better Start Bradford Neighbourhood Workers to 
showcase good practice in early years play techniques to help development in the first years of life. 

“When I was told it was finishing, I looked into the opportunity to run the sessions myself with support from other parents as 
we wanted somewhere local for the community children and my child to keep going - I feel it is important for young children and 
parents to socialise and learn from each other. 

“We had amazing support from the Better Start Bradford team. It has been a smooth ride in my opinion, and any questions or 
concerns were promptly answered by the team. 

“This experience has personally helped me, I feel I have gotten back into a working life and I feel I’m more social and ready to get 
back to work if needed. 

“We are now constituted and have successfully applied for VCS Alliance funding 
to continue running this play group.”
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HEY! Fund - the legacy

● Some of the HEY! funded initiatives have been sustained or have merged into existing family sessions. There is also more  
 collaborative work with organisations such as schools, community centres, and faith institutions taking place to sustain   
 groups. For example, Thornbury Tots is sustained through the Thornbury Centre in BD3.  

● Some of the HEY! Fund parents have gone on to find employment through their experiences.  

● Community Action Bradford and District (CAB&D) are supporting some groups to become constituted and apply for new   
 funding opportunities to sustain their groups.  

● Training opportunities such as the Better Start Bradford Social Venture School have been introduced to provide Better Start  
 Bradford parents with an overview of how to start, develop and lead a social enterprise, co-operative, community business  
 or other social project.  

● Wonder Tots have successfully applied for £2,500 from VCS Alliance’s ABCD Small Grants to sustain their group until June  
 2025. They have also more recently been successful in receiving £2,150 from Start for Life to continue to run the group  
 into 2026.  

Partners are looking at the HEY! Fund model as a means of supporting small parent groups to help deliver their strategic 
objectives across the district.  

Local and national strategic influences
The Happy Early Years (HEY!) Fund aligns with the following Local and National policy drivers:

● Best Start in Life Strategy: The Government’s Best Start in life Strategy highlights that the foundations of success are laid in early childhood.  
 Ensuring every child has the best start in life - the chance to achieve and to thrive - are the foundation stones of the Government’s   
 Opportunity Mission. Better Start Bradford wholeheartedly agrees with the Government’s statement that every child should have the   
 opportunity to ‘grow, play, learn and thrive’. 

● NHS 10-Year Health Plan for England (2025): A new health plan is underway, with three shifts of significant change: 1) Looking at how   
 people access their services, digitally and in person, 2) Looking at boosting community care reducing hospital visits and stays and 3) shifting  
 from treatment to prevention focused care.

● Family Hubs and Start for Life Programme (Local Council Plans, 2023 Onwards): Aims to provide universal and targeted family support  
 services, including early years mental health interventions. 

● Best Start for Life: A Vision for the 1,001 Critical Days (2021): Highlights the importance of the first 1,001 days from conception to age two  
 in shaping a child’s future mental health and wellbeing.     

● The Healthy Child Programme (0-5 years) (Updated 2021): A national framework for universal health and development    
 reviews for children, promoting early identification of developmental and emotional concerns. 

● The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Framework (2023): Recognises the role of early experiences in cognitive and emotional   
 development.  very Baby Matters(Bradford): Every Baby Matters is a coordinated programme of work led by Bradford Council public health  
 team to support women and their families and help babies have the best start in life.
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