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Executive Summary

This report is an update to the study carried out in 2017 assessing soft skills among pupils in a
range of schools across the UK. It uses the very well evidenced 4 Cs framework (Control,
Commitment, Challenge, Confidence) which is generally recognised as embracing most of the
models which today are used to develop “character and resilience” in young people.

In this update, we take a closer look at these soft skills and how they vary by gender and also
explore the effects the pandemic might have had on children’s well-being.

The initial research had a particular focus on comparisons between those pupils in state-funded
schools and those in fee-paying schools. The research showed that Independent school pupils
(compared with their state school pupil counterparts) are, in general, more open to learning and
more resilient and , as a consequence, may be, better at dealing with adversity and setbacks (such
as getting a poor mark for a piece of work) as well as seeing opportunity.. Interestingly, they did
not show higher levels of confidence.

The original research also showed that boys , on average, possess stronger levels of these soft
skills compared with girls. Interestingly, gender differences, in terms of levels of mental
toughness, are not apparent in the adult population.

The key additional findings from this update are as follows:

e Scores for girls at single-sex girls’ schools are, generally, higher when assessing confidence
and emotional control/management. compared with girls in coeducational schools. This
might explain why girls in girls’ schools typically do better academically and are more likely
to choose to study STEM subjects than girls in coeducational schools.

e Research generally shows that having higher levels of mental toughness confers an
advantage for those individuals, all things being equal. They are more likely to deal
effectively with stress, pressure opportunity and challenge. Recently published research
indicates that this is indeed the case for many.

e |tis possible that this advantage will be available to girls educated in girls’ schools. This may
generally also be true for pupils in independents schools.

e Developing awareness amongst staff and self-awareness amongst pupils about the way they
respond mentally to major events can “close the gap” for many pupils.

e Any government “Catch up” scheme should be aware of this “gap” and from where it arises.
Assessing and developing Metal Toughness could be an important component of such a
scheme. AQR International would be happy to work with relevant bodies to explore how
this might contribute to the “Catch Up” scheme.




Introduction

There has been significant focus over the last 12 months on mental-health and well-being, in
particular in relation to children and young people. As noted by mental Health Charity, Mind,
Mental wellbeing doesn't have one set meaning. We might use it to talk about how we feel, how
well we're coping with daily life or what feels possible at the moment. However as also noted by
capa, mental well-being links to soft skills such as confidence and the ability to stay in control in
response to stresses of day-to-day lives. In 2017 we released a report which analysed the soft
skills among over 40,000 pupils from a range of schools in the UK. The Girls” Schools Association
(GSA) which represents 146 single-sex girls’ schools and 84,000 pupils was keen to engage AQR in
providing an update to this report so that they can share with member schools an evidenced
based understanding of soft skills among young people today, with a particular focus on gender
differences.

Methodology

What follows is a meta-analysis of the original study conducted in 2017, further deeper analysis
of the 2,809 pupils from GSA member schools that took part in the 2017 study as well as recent
research conducted by Dr. Dara Mojtahedi of Huddersfield University into the effects of the
pandemic using the MTQ48 measure developed by AQR.

As with any study there were of course limitations as set out in the original report (such as the
need to separate out the results from the JMT-I measure) but the sample analysis suggested a
good representative mix of pupils and results were in line with expectations.

The results that are reported in this follow up study are based on AQR’s Mental Toughness
Questionnaire (MTQ48) and an overview of this theory is included in the section that follows.




Mental Toughness: Overview of Theory

This section provides a brief overview of the theory underpinning Mental Toughness. The work is
based on 20+ years of research and as such, it is not possible to give a thorough account here.
Readers are invited to review the wider literature available on the AQR website and beyond.

Mental Toughness has been defined as, “A personality trait which determines in large part how
individuals deal effectively with challenge, opportunity, stressors and pressure...irrespective of
circumstances” (Clough & Strycharczyk, 2015).

Mental Toughness describes the mindset that every person adopts in everything they do. It
defines how we think and shouldn’t be confused with behavioural traits (such as extraversion and
introversion) which can be more situational.

It is closely related to qualities such as Mindset (Dweck), character, resilience, grit (Duckworth),
Learned Optimism (Seligman) etc. All of these qualities have been identified in studies as
important in the education and development of young people. The ability to deal with the
demands of schools is at the core of Mental Toughness (Clough, Earle & Sewell, 2002). The Mental
Toughness model and framework is widely recognised as embracing all of these elements in one
integrated model.

Studies using monozygotic and dizygotic twins separated at birth show that Mental Toughness
may have a hereditary component and that its basis lies within biology (Veselka, Schermer,
Petrides & Vernon, 2009). Genes may have a large bearing on educational achievement. An Early
Development Study on twins concluded that at GCSE level results seem to be determined by 58%
genes and 36% school (Oliver & Plomin, 2007).

However, research also shows that both genetic and environmental factors contribute to the
individual differences in Mental Toughness (Horsburgh, Schermer, Veselka & Vernon, 2009).
Mental Toughness has been shown to be a narrow plastic (i.e. capable of change) Personality
Trait.

Research shows that an individual’s Mental Toughness is closely correlated with

= Attainment/Performance — Studies in the UK and the Netherlands indicate thatMental
Toughness (as assessed through the MTQ48), on average, accounts for 25% of the
variation in attainment.

=  Wellbeing

= Aspirations

= Transition/Change




The Mental Toughness model and framework is summarised below:

To manage my emotions and Why making an effort and
not allow myemotions to focusingon my goalsis
manage me important

Achievement
Orientation

Emotional
Control

Why goals and
targets arevaluable.

To have faithinme

“ il
that | can “do it! Orientation

MENTAL
TOUGHNESS

Confidence
To believe inmy in Abilities To be open to
abilities & use change andto see
them. Interpersonal opportunity.
To engage with others to learn To learn from all that happens
and show what | cando. especially my mistakes

Mental Toughness (as measured by the MTQ48 Young Person’s Questionnaire and the Junior
Mental Toughness Indicator, JMT-i) has emerged as a significant factor in the development of
young people.

Over the past several years, research and case studies have emerged which show that Mental
Toughness is strongly correlated with performance, wellbeing, positive behaviours, aspirations
and employability.

Research shows that individuals who are mentally tough find it easier to deal with the demands
of school (St Clair-Thompson, Bugler, Robinson, Clough, McGeown & Perry, 2014). Mental
Toughness has been linked to a number of key factors within education such as, academic
engagement, valuing schoolwork, coping effectively and thriving on pressure (Crust, 2008; St
Clair-Thompson et al, 2014).

Links have also been made between Mental Toughness and educational outcomes (Clough,
submitted 2016). A significant relationship has been found between Mental Toughness and
student’s attainment and attendance. The performance and attendance of mentally tough
individuals has been found to be significantly higher than those with lower levels of Mental
Toughness (St Clair-Thompson et al, 2015).

Studies show that Mental Toughness has an impact on and is the best predictor of classroom
behaviour (St Clair-Thompson et al, 2014). An interrelationship has been found between Mental
Toughness, student motivation and classroom behaviour. Results show a positive correlation
between Mental Toughness and the positive aspects of student




motivation, as well as a negative association between Mental Toughness and negative classroom
behaviour. This suggests that higher levels of Mental Toughness result in higher levels of
motivation and more positive behaviours.

It is equally important in adult development and behaviour and is widely used in staff
development and in school leadership development. Indeed, studies indicate that staff Mental
Toughness is a factor in a pupil’s Mental Toughness (Strycharczyk & Clough, 2014). It has also
been shown that teachers may have a causal effect on other factors such as student absences and
grade progression (Jackson, 2013). Developing psychological or emotional resilience and Mental
Toughness is a very important life skill, which brings lots of benefits not only for the young person
but for our society.

As Damian Allen, CEO at Doncaster Council put it “Not only can we, in many cases, enhance a
young person’s performance, these particular skills are useful for just about everything else that
person is going to have to do in life”.

Preparing young people for employment involves equipping them with the essential soft skills
that they need to succeed. These skills play a key role in the employability of a young person
(Strycharczyk & Clough, 2014). Further research has shown how Mental Toughness has benefits
across various aspects of life such as, sleep, stress, and memory.

Higher levels of Mental Toughness have been associated with lower levels of stress and better
sleep quality with fewer awakenings (Gerber et al, 2013; Brand et al, 2014; Dewhurst, Anderson,
Cater, Crust & Clough, 2012). It has also been shown that individuals with high levels of Mental
Toughness are able to recall information better. They have also been shown to be better at
preventing old and unwanted information from interfering with new information (Dewhurst et al,
2012).

Developing young people’s Mental Toughness is an investment made towards creating a more
resilient society of the future that is capable of managing new challenges with a positive outlook.

Mental Toughness: Overview of Theory

The good news is that Mental Toughness can be developed. There is a wide range of interventions,
almost all experiential, developed by the subject experts, which enable parents and educators to
work with young people helping them to grow their mindset

It is worth noting that it isn’t always necessary to develop Mental Toughness in an individual. Self-
awareness is the key here.

Some more mentally sensitive individuals can become more effective by showing them the core
behaviours and actions that a mentally tough person adopts and supporting them to adopt these
behaviours. Essentially this shows them how to cope with stress, pressure, challenge and
opportunity.

Others, on reflection, will consciously seek to change. They will be more open to changing mindset
and through that behaviour and attainment. This shows them how to deal with stress, pressure,
challenge and opportunity.




Some of those who learn to cope, in time move on to learning how to deal with life and its
challenges.

As with any development activity, the starting point is to define areas of attention for
development and to assess the situation. We need to examine where we are now. Only carefully
designed, valid and reliable assessments will deliver the information required to make better-
informed decisions as to which areas require our attention, what might come next and which
tools we might usefully deploy in our work.

How do we assess the level of Mental Toughness?

The Mental Toughness of young people is assessed using either the MTQ48 Young Person’s
Questionnaire or the Junior Mental Toughness Indicator (JMT-i). The JMT-i is completed by a
teacher and is used for pupils between the ages of 5 and 9. The MTQ48 Young Person’s
Questionnaire is generally completed by young people from age 10.

The MTQ48 is based on Professor Peter Clough’s original work and assesses individuals across the
4 Cs and 4 subscales - two subscales for each of “Control” and “Confidence” Since conducting this
study the MTQ48 has been updated (MTQPIlus) to include 4 further subscales — two subscales for
each of “Challenge” and “Commitment”. The JMT-i also assesses individuals across the 4 Cs and 8
subscales.

Both measures are widely accepted as high-quality measures and are normative. This means that
test results are compared to the results of a norm group which represents the population at large.




Results

Table 1 below displays the results from the original study which was particularly concerned with
comparisons between those pupils that attend state schools and those that attend independent
schools in the UK. The results show the average overall Mental Toughness score of Independent
school pupils was 4.26. This is .32 stens higher than the State school average of 3.94; a small but
statistically significant difference.

To put this into perspective, recent studies on the development of Mental Toughness show that
achieving an average change of + 0.35 — 0.50 stens over a period of 1 year is recognised as a
meaningful change in average Mental Toughness across large groups of young people particularly
when there is a specific focus on developing Mental Toughness. This would normally be expected
to translate into better attainment, behaviour and well-being.

We are now seeing the emergence of longitudinal studies which show that average Mental
Toughness scores can be improved, through focused development, for the benefit of the
individuals, by 1.5 stens over a period of 2- 3 years.

If we look deeper at the different components of the Mental Toughness measure, we see that
independent school pupils scored significantly higher scores on three of the four Cs — Control,
Commitment and Challenge. This suggests that Independent School pupils are more open to
learning and more resilient and therefore may be better at dealing with adversity and setbacks
(such as getting a poor mark for a piece of work). Interestingly, they did not show higher levels of
Confidence.

Table 1. Overall Mental Toughness for Independent Schools and State Schools

Independent Schools State Schools Difference
Average Average IS>SS
Overall Mental Toughness 4.26 3.94 +0.32
Control 4.16 4.06 +0.10
Life Control 4.00 3.72 +0.28
Emotional Control 4.47 4.56 -0.09
Commitment 4.34 3.76 +0.58
Challenge 4.19 3.68 +0.51
Confidence 4.47 4.49 -0.02
Confidence in Abilities 4.37 4.59 -0.22
Interpersonal Confidence 4.59 4.59 -




Next, we will highlight the results by gender which was also included in the original study. These
are shown in Table 2. Generally, Mental Toughness scores for boys are significantly higher than
scores on the same scales for girls. There is a single exception — Commitment where the scores
are almost identical.

Table 2. Average Mental Toughness scores (MTQ48) for males and females

Boys Girls Difference
M>F
Overall Mental Toughness 4.56 4.00 +0.56
Control 4.49 3.90 +0.59
Life Control 4.17 3.87 +0.30
Emotional Control 4.88 4.15 +0.73
Commitment 4.41 4.30 +0.11
Challenge 4.40 4.02 +0.38
Confidence 4.82 4.19 +0.63
Confidence in Abilities 4.66 411 +0.55
Interpersonal Confidence 4.87 4.37 +0.50

Note: The apparent difference in scores for the combined samples is explained by the fact that not all the
data was labelled by gender and the data set for these tables is slightly smaller and excludes data
included in combined analyses. The report is based on data for 6,857 out of the 8,229 pupils. 4,073
females and 2,784 males could be identified as such. The remainder was not labelled by gender.

Most large-scale studies of adults, using the MTQ48 measure, suggests that the gender
differences are negligible in adulthood.

Therefore, at what ages do females “catch-up”? And how? The answers to these questions were
well beyond the scope of the original project but in this follow-up study we take a closer look at
gender differences.

In Table 3 below, we overlay the more detailed breakdown from the 2,809 pupils that belong to
schools in membership of GSA, all single-sex girls’ schools. The data indicates that girls in single-
sex girls’ schools generally possess higher mental toughness scores than girls in coeducational
schools, particularly for emotional control and confidence. Separate research indicates that
higher levels of mental toughness are associated with enhanced academic performance (St
Clair-Thompson et al, 2014), a finding that is compatible with other research that indicates girls
in girls’ schools do better academically (eg Alice Thomson et al, 2008).




Table 3. More detailed breakdown for Girls

Girls State Independent Single- Difference Differ

Schools Schools sex girls’ (3)-(1) ence

(1) (2) schools (3)-(2)

(3)

Overall-Mentad 3.63 4.00 4.05 +0.42 +0.05
schools are more cont Toughness

Control 3.74 3.90 3.91 +0.17 +0.01

Life Control 3.56 3.87 3.80 +0.24 -0.07

Emotional Control 4,18 4.15 4.23 + 0.05 +0.08

Commitment 3.68 4.30 4.34 + 0.66 +0.04

Challenge 3.45 4.02 4.04 +0.59 +0.02

Confidence 4.13 4.19 4.24 +0.11 +0.05

Confidence in Abilities 4.22 4.11 4.17 -0.05 +0.06

Interpersonal Confidence 4.15 4.37 4.38 +0.18 +0.01

Finally, in the paragraph that follows we will report on the effects the pandemic may have had on
the results reported so far, which are based on MTQ48 tests conducted before the pandemic
struck.

There have been a number of studies assessing the impact COVID-19 has had on wellbeing and
mental health showing that that symptoms of anxiety, depression and stress were common
psychological responses. However, not all individuals respond in the same way. A team led by Dr.
Dara Mojtahedi of Huddersfield University, used MTQ48, to look at the relationship between
Mental Toughness and self-reported levels of depression, anxiety & stress. Mental Toughness is
a personality trait describing mental responses to stress, pressure and challenge. These range
from being “Mentally Tough” through to “Mentally Sensitive”. The study indicates that, although
all, during Covid, may be anxious, stressed or depressed, the more mentally tough a person is the
better able they are to deal with this. This is consistent with research showing that Mentally
Sensitive individuals become more mentally sensitive when stressed.

This has significant implications for much of the population during and after the pandemic. And
indicates that the gaps that existed before the pandemic, such as those between single-sex
schools and coed schools, and also those between independent and state schools, may have
widened during the pandemic, in the same way that academic gaps have also widened (as
frequently reported).
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