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CHAPTER 1.
INTRODUCTION
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OBJECTIVES

The objectives of this chapter are:

« to explain the origins of the project that this review feeds into

« to frame the content of the review by setting out key issues relating to the
early learning of children in poverty

« todescribe the aims and scope of the review and the approach to
undertaking it

« to highlight strengths and limitations of the review

« tooutline how the remainder of the report is organised
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BACKGROUND

Children from poorer backgrounds often start school with fewer academic
skills than their better-off peers, and as they progress through school they often
lag behind in their cognitive development (Sylva et al. 2012). The strong case

for investment and intervention in the early years is demonstrated by recent
analyses showing that by the time disadvantaged young people in England sit
their GCSEs (aged 16 years), they are 18.4 months behind their peers on average,
and that about 40% of the gap has already emerged by the age of five years
(Hutchinson et al. 2016, 2018).

A host of factors contribute to this pattern. For example, an extensive review

of studies in Europe (including the UK) focusing on social inequalities in early
childhood health and development concluded that “(i) most social factors,

at both the neighborhood and household levels, appear to influence early
childhood health and development, (ii) [..] this influence extends across a wide
range of adverse health and developmental outcomes in early life, and (iii) [...]
this influence spans the entire continuum of early life” (Pillas et al. 2014: 421). For
example, of 49 studies that measured the relationship between neighbourhood
or household factors and children’s developmental outcomes, 43 showed
signhificant associations in the expected direction. This was further disaggregated
in terms of cognitive delay (1 out of 1 studies that measured it found a significant
association with neighbourhood level factors, 23/25 household level), language
/ speech (1/1, 11/13) and school readiness (1/1, 2/2). The key social factors identified
by the report were: neighbourhood deprivation; low parental income/wealth,
educational attainment, and occupational social class; high parental job strain;
parental unemployment; lack of housing tenure; and household material
deprivation. Country-level differences in the observed patterns were minor.

Accordingly, the authors advised that “[t]hese findings suggest multiple
opportunities for prevention, early intervention, and intersectoral approaches

to tackle the complex embedding, clustering, and cumulative nature of social
disadvantage observed in early life” (Pillas et al. 2104: 423). This current evidence
review is all about identifying evidence-based approaches to capitalise on these
opportunities by preventing or reducing early socio-economic disparities in
children’s early learning and development, with a particular focus on key aspects
of children’s school readiness, namely speech and language development,
literacy and pre-literacy, and numeracy and pre-numeracy.

SAVE THE CHILDREN UK AND CHILDREN'S
EARLY LEARNING

Save the Children’s work in the UK seeks to achieve significant and sustainable
improvements in the quality of children’s early years, with a particular emphasis
on narrowing the gap in early learning between children living in poverty and
their better-off peers. Until now it has focused on the innovation, delivery,
evaluation and scaling up of individual evidence-based programmes to support
the development of children in poverty, with demonstrable impact on early
learning and parental engagement. However, a refocusing of Save the Children’s
work has been underway in recent years in recognition of the fact that discrete
programmes, though important, are only part of the solution to narrow the gap
in attainment between poor and more affluent children. Breakthrough and
population level change requires a whole system approach.

Local early learning systems include, but are more than, the sum of the
programmes and services that are available in a given area. They are complex
entities that determine priorities and establish incentives and barriers to
effective practice and innovation (Center on the Developing Child 2016). Effective
systems have the potential to align services around shared goals and a common
understanding of what local children and families need and when.
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Save the Children UK is seeking to continue and deepen the refocusing of its
work towards whole system approaches. As part of this endeavour, it wants

to work with others to help to enhance early learning systems so that more
children in poverty have the types of relationships, interactions and experiences
- tailored to their developmental stages and their needs - that best support
their development, whether at home, in early years and community settings

or at school. This necessarily involves applying the best available evidence, but
considers this to be a starting point for continued local innovation and co-
creation with a view to learning more about how to optimise whole system
early years support. By extending understanding of the range of support and
system characteristics that best foster the early learning of children in poverty,
and demonstrating the potential benefits of a whole system approach, Save the
Children aims to catalyse change in practice and policy across the UK.

In order to realise this vision, Save the Children plans to work with partners

in a network of ‘Early Learning Communities’ across the UK to help co-design
improved local early learning systems. In each site, the aim will be to offer

a continuity of high-impact, age-appropriate support for the learning and
development of children in poverty and extend understanding about the
characteristics of effective early learning systems. In addition to achieving local
impact, the Early Learning Communities aim to have national significance. This
will entail: addressing gaps in the knowledge of ‘what works’ through rapid cycle
innovation and learning; targeting national advocacy strategies on enablers of or
barriers to early learning and development that are best addressed at a national
level (both UK and within each of the four nations of the UK); and creating a
national knowledge network and community of practice, comprising the Early
Learning Communities and other places in which Save the Children UK works.
The first step in this journey was to draw on the latest evidence from child
development research, practice evaluation and implementation science to
understand the early experiences that best enhance children’s early learning,

at each developmental stage, and the support and systemic factors shown by
research to enable these experiences for children in poverty. This is the purpose
of this report.

Second, practitioners, leaders and families in each of the first four Early Learning
Communities were consulted in order to create a development framework and
to support the use of this evidence as the starting point for the co-design of
innovative local systems change efforts across the Communities.

Third, a toolkit has been developed, drawing on the evidence review and
consultation in Communities, to be used as a tool for Save the Children staff and
their partners to guide strategy and activity in the Early Learning Communities.
The toolkit sets out how to go about improving early learning outcomes for
children growing up in poverty using a whole system approach. It provides a
framework to help focus, shape and develop Save the Children’s work in Early
Learning Communities.

The next steps will be for Early Learning Communities to work with local
partners and communities to co-create effective whole system approaches,
with an emphasis on applying the evidence in a way that responds to local
circumstances and generates innovative new ideas. Early Learning Communities
will be evaluated to harness and share learning.
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KEY ISSUES FOR THE EARLY LEARNING OF
CHILDREN IN POVERTY

EARLY LEARNING AND SCHOOL READINESS

The review focuses on children’s learning and development in early childhood.
Since the turn of the century, remarkable progress in scientific understanding
about the developing brain has shown that early childhood is a time of rapid
cognitive, linguistic, social, emotional and motor development. The foundations
for lifelong learning, behaviour and wellbeing are laid during this period and are
strongly influenced by early experiences.

Early childhood is also when children are most vulnerable to economic
deprivation (Duncan et al. 2011). Children growing up in poverty in their early
years are less likely than their more affluent peers to be ready for school, make
less progress throughout their education and experience significantly poorer life
chances. To a large degree, this is because they are much less likely than better-
off children to benefit from experiences that support positive development.
According to data for England, the attainment gap, which is the disparity in early
learning outcomes that is related to a child’s socio-economic background, begins
in the early years, is already evident when children are aged 5 years (a gap of 4.3
months) and grows wider at every subsequent stage of education, doubling to
9.5 months by the end of primary school and more than doubling again to 19.3
months by the end of secondary school (Education Endowment Foundation
2017).

It is therefore important that concerted efforts are made to ensure that children
in poverty are ready for the transition to school. Children who are not ready for
this transition to school are disproportionately likely to have later problems,
including poorer educational performance (attendance, attainment, dropping

out), behavioural and emotional difficulties and participation in anti-social or
offending behaviour. Traditionally, school readiness has been defined in terms of
three components (Child Trends, 2001):

(1) readiness in the child;

(2) schools’ readiness for children; and

(3) family and community supports and services that contribute to
children’s readiness.

Although the primary focus of this review is on how to improve aspects of
children’s school readiness (i.e. item (1) above), as will be seen it necessarily
covers what early years settings and schools together with families and other
community supports can do to promote this.

The child’s readiness for school is widely regarded as having five dimensions:

(1) physical well-being and motor development (e.g., health status, gross
and fine motor skills, conditions before, at and after birth);

(2) social and emotional development (e.g., ability to regulate emotions,
interact with peers and understand own and others’ feelings);

(3) approaches to learning (e.g., enthusiasm, curiosity, persistence,
motivation to learn);

(4) language development (verbal language - listening, speaking and
vocabulary; also emergent literacy - print awareness, story sense and the
writing process); and

(5) cognition and general knowledge (e.g., knowledge about the properties
of particular, and knowledge about societal conventions, shapes, spatial
relations and number concepts).
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Here, the focus is primarily on children’s speech and language development,
literacy and pre-literacy, and numeracy and pre-numeracy, although this is not to
say that the other elements are unimportant.

Taking children’s social and emotional development as an example, while
regulatory difficulties in the early years, including problems with sleeping,
feeding and crying but also emotional and behavioural difficulties, can resolve
over time, some continue and predict longer-term difficulties, including delays
in motor, cognitive and language development (Barlow, 2019). For example,
children’s social-emotional skills affect children’s learning outcomes because

of their effect on children’s ability to concentrate and pay attention and their
relationships with peers and teachers, which in turn affect classroom dynamics
(Emond and Coad, forthcoming). Further, child behaviour problems are
associated with lower speech and language, motor and play skills (ibid.). Indeed,
social-emotional skills might be regarded as central to children’s early learning
and critically important for the learning outcomes that this review focuses on. As
Payton et al. (2008) put it, “Students who appraise themselves and their abilities
realistically (self-awareness), regulate their feelings and behaviors appropriately
(self-management), interpret social cues accurately (social awareness), resolve
interpersonal conflicts effectively (relationship skills), and make good decisions
about daily challenges (responsible decision making) are headed on a pathway
toward success in school and later life” (p.5). The importance of these capabilities
for learning outcomes is underscored by a major review of studies of universal
school-based social-emotional learning programmes for children and young
people aged 5 to 18 years, which found that such interventions increased
academic achievement by 11 percentile points on average (Durlak et al. 20T1).

There are numerous interventions aimed at improving young children’s social-
emotional skills. In the early years, many of these focus on promoting better
parent-child interaction, with the strongest evidence of effectiveness coming

from evaluations of group-based parenting programmes targeted at parents of
children with early sighs of emotional and behavioural problems (see Chapter
4 of Axford et al. 2015b; also Chapter 5 of Asmussen et al. 2016). In addition, a
sighificant number of interventions for pre-school settings and the early school
years have been shown to be effective in promoting aspects of children’s social-
emotional development (e.g. CASEL 2013; Bierman et al. 2016).

EARLY LEARNING, SCHOOL READINESS AND POVERTY

Children from poorer backgrounds are less likely to be ready to start school,
meaning that they are behind their better-off peers in terms of various aspects
of their early learning and development. For example, government figures from
2014 suggest that fewer than two-thirds (60%) of children in the UK reached a
good level of development by 5 years of age (while those eligible for free school
meals lagged 19 percentage points behind their more affluent peers) (Gov.uk
2014; Ofsted 2014). As Edwards et al. (2009) put it, “children from financially
disadvantaged families are at greater risk of poor school readiness, due to

the much higher rates of risk factors evidenced among this group and the
accumulation of risks experienced” (p.30). These differences open up before the
start of school; for instance, figures suggest that on cognitive test scores there is
a significant gap between the poorest fifth of children and their peers by 3 years
(Carter-Wall and Whitfield 2012).

Poverty can be defined and measured in multiple ways, although most measures
focus on low income and/or material deprivation. The latest figures show that
more than one in four (30%) children in the UK are in poverty (defined as less
than 60% of median household income in the UK, adjusted for family size and
after housing costs (McGuinness 2018)).

Poverty has an indirect impact on child development insofar as it affects the
quality of the family environment and the way in which parents interact with
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and parent their children. It also has a direct effect on children, whether because

it makes parents more stressed, which in turn affects parenting, or because it

adversely affects parents’ ability to pay for better nutrition, educational resources,

housing and higher quality childcare, all of which further child development.
In order to promote children’s school readiness, it is therefore important to
understand more fully the ways in which poverty affects early learning and
development and how it might be addressed both directly - by improving
families’ income and social status - and indirectly - by addressing factors in the
child’'s home and wider environment that are associated with poverty.

KEY INFLUENCES ON EARLY LEARNING AND SCHOOL READINESS

It is widely acknowledged that there are two key influences on children’s school
readiness. First are children’s parents, in particular how they interact with their
children and the wider home learning environment that they create. Second,
children’s school readiness is shaped by the amount and quality of early
childhood education and care provision that they receive, whether centre-based
or more informal. There is also an interaction between these two insofar as early
years settings often seek to influence the way in which parents support their
children’s development and early learning.

The former includes the nature of parents’ interactions with their children,
particularly when they are babies and infants, and the extent to which they are
sensitive and responsive to their child’'s needs, as this is known to contribute

to children becoming securely attached to their parent. Secure attachment

is a foundation of several aspects of children’s development (e.g. cognitive,
behavioural, social, emotional) whereas insecure or disorganised attachment
are predictive of various problems in these areas. Parents also affect children’s
early learning and development in multiple ways, for instance through the way
they talk with their children, aspects of the home learning environment and the
kinds of activities they do with their children both in the house and in the wider

community. As indicated already, these aspects of parenting - sensitive and
responsive interactions and support for learning - are associated with parents’

economic situation. It is important, therefore, to understand more fully both how

parents shape their children’s early learning and development and how positive
interactions and other aspects of the child's home learning environment can be
promoted, in particular for more disadvantaged parents. Based on studies in the
UK and US, it has been estimated that parenting behaviours such as maternal
sensitivity, shared book reading and out-of-home ‘educational’ activities explain
approximately 40% of the income-related gaps in cognitive outcomes for

children aged four years (Waldfogel and Washbrook 2011, cited in Asmussen et al.

2016).

Young children spend a significant amount of time in early years education

and childcare, and there is a growing understanding of the impact of such
provision on various aspects of children’s early learning and development. A
consistent message is that such provision can have a positive impact where it is
high quality, although the facets of ‘high quality’ are not articulated consistently
and evidence tracing their effect on outcomes is relatively scarce. Further, it

is increasingly recognised that early childhood education and care settings,

and indeed schools, have an important role to play in supporting parents’
engagement with their children’s learning, whether in terms of academic
attainment, related learning outcomes (e.g. attendance, positive attitude,
persistence) or behaviour. Children from poorer backgrounds have traditionally
been less likely to be able to access good-quality childcare, and early years
settings and schools often struggle to engaged so-called ‘hard-to-reach’ parents,
many of whom come from more disadvantaged backgrounds. It is important,
then, to understand the effects of early years provision on children'’s early
learning and development, especially for poorer children, and the features of
good-quality provision in terms of both how they are organised and run and the
day-to-day activities that children experience. It is also necessary to understand

EVIDENCE REVIEW / IMPROVING THE EARLY LEARNING OUTCOMES OF CHILDREN GROWING UP IN POVERTY

10



CHAPTER1.INTRODUCTION

how early years and schools can support parents with their children’s learning
and in particular ensure that the least well-off families are able to access the
support they need.

OTHER INFLUENCES ON EARLY LEARNING AND SCHOOL READINESS
As already indicated, a range of factors associated with family socio-economic
status affect children’s early learning and development, whether directly or
indirectly via their impact on parents’ well-being and ability to provide good care
and a positive learning environment. For example:

Parents’ physical health, in particular their engagement in unhealthy
behaviours such as smoking and alcohol misuse in the antenatal period,
can adversely affect birth outcomes, which in turn are associated with
later developmental problems.

Poor maternal mental health in the ante- and post-natal periods is
associated with less sensitive and responsive interactions with babies and
infants, with adverse effects for attachment outcomes.

Domestic abuse has harmful effects for children, both because they

may withess or get caught up in it but also because it adversely affects
parent’s abilities to provide adequate care.

Maltreatment, whether physical, emotional or sexual, affects children’s
ability to learn and other developmental outcomes.

Whether or not children are breastfed, and their parents’ feeding
practices (e.g. food they give their children, eating habits) affect children’s
nutritional status, which in turn contributes to other development
outcomes.

Then there is the effect of children’s wider environment, including
housing and the neighbourhood.

Of course, these various factors are also related and, as such, exert a cumulative
effect on child outcomes, further justifying their inclusion in this review. For
instance, mothers in overcrowded housing or experiencing domestic abuse are
more likely to have poor mental health, which in turn affects their parenting
capacity. While these factors are arguably more distal to children’s early learning
and development (insofar as they are more indirectly associated with those
outcomes) compared with the more proximal factors of parenting and early
years provision (which are more directly associated and potentially causal), it is
nevertheless important to understand their influence and the nature of effective
prevention and early intervention to address them.

Several of these factors fall into the category known as ‘Adverse Childhood
Experiences’ (or ACEs), in other words potentially traumatic experiences

and events that can have harmful effects in childhood or later life (e.g. on
educational performance, health, behaviour, general well-being), especially if
multiple such adversities accumulate and/or protective factors are absent.? For
example, analysis of data from a national urban birth cohort in the US found
that experiencing three or more ACEs was associated with below-average
language and literacy skills, maths skills, attention problems, social problems
and aggression according to teacher report at the end of kindergarten (age

5 or 6 years) (Jimenez et al. 2016). The authors used this evidence to argue for
collaborative or synergistic efforts between different service providers to address
such problems, and others have drawn on the ACEs literature to advocate
adversity- and trauma-informed services for children and young people (Bush
2018).

2 ACEs are commonly understood to include physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, physical neglect,
emotional neglect, intimate partner violence, substance misuse within household, household mental iliness, parental
separation or divorce, and incarcerated household members. It has also been suggested that poverty and poor
neighbourhood quality are added to the list.
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IMPLEMENTATION AND SYSTEM CHANGE

A rapidly growing body of work in recent years has highlighted the importance
of good quality implementation of services for children if positive outcomes

are to be achieved. This will apply to the kinds of interventions discussed

briefly above and described in more depth later in the report as having been
demonstrated to be effective in improving children’s early learning and
development and/or factors known to contribute to such outcomes. There is a
developing understanding of the key elements of effective implementation, such
as the importance of readiness (of the delivery organisation and its practitioners),
strong leadership, initial and ongoing workforce support, and monitoring and
feedback. While there will be detailed aspects of good quality implementation
that are specific to each of the subject areas covered in this report, the cross-
cutting messages will hold.

Recent years have also seen a growing disenchantment with attempts to
improve outcomes through efforts to develop, implement and scale evidence-
based programmes. This has led to increased attention to the facets of service
systems that best enable the integration of evidence into practice - in other
words, taking robust knowledge and bringing it to life in practice. Place-based
initiatives designed to achieve collective impact are designed to improve
outcomes for children and families through the uptake of evidence in real-world
settings, whether at the individual, organisational or system level. The report
therefore looks at the key features of systems that do this with a view to their
application in the context of services to support children’s early learning.

AIMS OF THE REVIEW

The aims this evidence review are to draw on international research to:

(1) describe the experiences and circumstances that best support the
learning and development of children in poverty below the age of eight
years and help protect or mitigate against the impact of significant family
stress or adverse childhood experiences on development. It is intended
that this should cover all aspects of the child’s life in the context of their
relationships with parents and caregivers, their lives at home, in early years
settings, in the first years of primary school and in the community; and

(2) indicate the kind of programmes, practices, policies, approaches and
multi-agency systems that, collectively, most effectively promote the early
learning and development of young children in poverty. In doing so it seeks
to indicate the impact on outcomes that can be achieved through the
effective implementation of the system of early years support, collectively
and through the key component parts. Where possible, the review seeks
to outline rationales for prioritising and focusing activity based on their
impact on children’s early learning and the ease of achieving change

and to identify gaps in current knowledge about what works, or where
what is known has limited impact. Save the Children will aim to address
these through new innovations to have the potential to bring about a step
change in its impact.

Thus, the report seeks to answer four key questions:

1. What are the factors that affect the chosen early learning outcomes for
children growing up in poverty?
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2. What interventions (or types of intervention) best improve the chosen
early learning outcomes for children growing up in poverty?

3. What are the implementation considerations that best improve the
chosen early learning outcomes for children growing up in poverty? This
needs to cover how they relate to the interventions and how they are
achieved.

4. \What are the systems considerations that best improve the chosen early
learning outcomes for children growing up in poverty?

In doing so it seeks to articulate as best as possible the strength of evidence,

the extent of intervention impact and, based on these considerations and
‘implementability’, the activities that should be prioritised. The primary audience
for the review is Early Learning Community partnerships, so it seeks to be both
robust and accessible, hence short summaries of objectives and key points at the
start of each chapter.

SCOPE OF THE REVIEW

The Save the Children project described earlier in this chapter seeks to benefit
children aged up to and including eight years, which is likely to involve working
with their parents and other significant family members, including from before
the child is born. According to Save the Children, the focus is on changeable
factors which:

(1) enable early childhood experiences that best enhance development and
therefore make the most significant contributions to optimal early learning
for children growing up in poverty; and

(2) have the potential to be influenced locally, whether through
programmes, practices, services, strategy or systems change.

This includes factors that directly support the early learning and development of
children growing up in poverty, including:
qualities of the parent-child relationship and interactions
parent engagement in their children'’s learning and education
material aspects of the home learning environment (e.g. the availability of
learning materials, including books and apps/digital technology)
gualities of the relationship and interactions that the child has with other
significant adults in his or her community
the quality of early learning settings and childcare (including nurseries,
child-minders and integrated settings)
aspects of maternity and early health that relate directly to child
development (including aspects of ante- and post-natal support and the
Healthy Child Programme)
equality of access to all such services, for children growing up in poverty
approaches to building children’s resilience to or mitigating the impact on
children’s development and well-being of adverse childhood experiences

In order to maintain a realistic focus for the Early Learning Communities, some
wider contextual and infrastructure factors were considered to be beyond the
immediate scope of the project. These include mainstream school teaching
provision and practice and housing shortages.

APPROACH TO THE REVIEW

The review started by consolidating evidence from highly relevant and recent
reviews, several of which members of the research team were involved in (e.g.
Axford and Barlow 2013; Barlow and Axford 2013; Axford et al. 2015a/bb; Sharples
et al. 2017; Barlow et al. 2016; Axford et al. 2018) and a series of evidence reviews
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in a special edition of the Journal of Children'’s Services guest-edited by Jane
Barlow.> This material was mapped against the subject areas outlined above. In
parallel, consortium partners with subject-specific knowledge were consulted
to identify other relevant studies and to gather focused information about key
messages that the evidence review will need to convey.

Next, focused literature searches and supplementary searching were undertaken
for substantive subject areas (Chapters 2 to 10) using an iterative approach.
These searches were used to identify the most relevant literature, prioritising
coverage of topics of interest rather than exhaustivity. Focused literature
searches were conducted in relevant databases (e.g. MEDLINE, Embase, Web of
Science, PsycINFO, Cochrane Library). Supplementary searches included citation
chasing, hand-searching websites of pertinent organisations and using Google
and Google Scholar. Where possible, evidence from systematic reviews, meta-
analyses or other reviews of the literature was prioritised.

New studies were screened for relevance and a simple framework was used to
extract key information on substantive subjects, organised as follows:

(1) experiences and circumstances that promote the learning and

development of children in poverty below the age of eight years at different
developmental stages and mitigate against the impact of significant family

3 https://www.emeraldinsight.com/toc/ics/9/2

stress or adverse childhood experiences;

(2) activities* that promote those experiences and circumstances in order to

improve the early development and learning of children in poverty;
(3) messages on implementation (including how to engage children and
families in greatest need and workforce support and training).

For each subject area an attempt was made to make summary assessments as

follows:

The developmental stages to which it applies: gestation and birth; O-1 years;

2-3 years; and 4-8 years
For ‘what matters’

The early learning outcomes it relates to: speech, language and
communication; literacy (and pre-literacy); numeracy (and pre-
numeracy); and general cognitive development

The strength of evidence for the relationship between the factor and
the early learning outcomes (one, two or three dots to indicate lower
to higher strength)

The nature of the relationship: causal or correlational; direct or
indirect (the latter if theoretically or empirically mediated by another
factor); and proximal or distal (depending on how close to early
learning outcomes the factor is in the theory of change i.e. whether it
represents an immediate or underlying vulnerability respectively)
Whether there is a socio-economic gradient to the factor whereby
poorer children are more likely to experience the problem

Links to other factors in the framework that are theoretically or
empirically affected by the factor in question

“‘Activities’ include relevant programmes, practices, policies, approaches and multi-agency systems.
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For ‘what works’:
The strength of evidence for the impact of interventions on the factor
in question: one or two dots to indicate lower or higher strength (or
‘not known' if not tested)
The strength of evidence for the impact of interventions to address
the factor in question on early learning outcomes: one or two dots to
indicate lower or higher strength (or ‘not known' if not tested)

These summary assessments appear at the start of the relevant chapter and
are necessarily judgements based on the research team’s assessment of

the evidence. Particularly useful sources and links to other elements of the
overarching framework are also indicated at the end of the respective chapters.

A parallel process of literature searching and data extraction operated in order to
identify relevant research on implementation and systems change (Chapters 11
and 12).

Drafts of chapters were shared within the research team and with Save the
Children UK and partners in Early Learning Communities and revised in the light
of comments. Finally, key messages from the review were integrated into the
toolkit.

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE REVIEW

The review has several strengths, starting with its coverage of a wide range of
subject areas relevant to the early learning and development of children in
poverty. In addition to summarising key evidence in relation to what matters as
regards the early learning and development of children and what works in terms
of interventions or approaches that contribute to positive outcomes, it sets out
key elements of effective implementation and system change. The final section

seeks to integrate the findings into a coherent and practical theory of change
that can be used to inform practice in Early Learning Communities.

Equally, the review has limitations that should be borne in mind when
interpreting and applying the findings. The foremost of these is that, as a

rapid review, it is by no means exhaustive in terms of either subject area or the
literature within each subject area. Rather it has sought to prioritise on both
counts and to synthesise in order to identify key messages. In that respect, it
offers an introduction to key issues and should be supplemented by further
reading and inquiry (hence sample resources listed at the end of chapters). It is
important to stress as well that the review is in no way a substitute for consulting
and complying with relevant official guidelines on the issues covered.

Four subjects that are not considered in any depth warrant a brief explanation.
The first is child oral health. Tooth decay affects about one in four children aged
five years in England (PHE 2014) and has an adverse effect on various aspects of
their development, including growth, speech and school performance (Chou
et al. 2013). A major determinant of inequality in oral health is socio-economic
status (Bazian Ltd., 2014; PHE, 2014). There is robust evidence of what works in
improving young children’s oral health (see Chapter 11 in Axford et al. 2015a for
an overview), but it was determined that the subject did not warrant extensive
coverage relative to other subjects covered in the review.

The second subject not covered here concerns extracurricular activities for
children, defined as “adult-supervised activities that are unrelated to the primary
curricula, provide opportunities for participants to develop specific skills or
knowledge, and take place outside of school hours” (Metsapelto and Pulkkinen,
2014:11). They are typically delivered by schools, youth organisations and after-
school programmes and range from specific activities (e.g. sports, music, arts) to
general programmes offered by youth developmental organisations (e.g. Scouts,
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Brownies). There is evidence for the academic and non-academic benefits of
participating in such activities, and for poorer children benefiting as much if not
more than their better-off peers (although they are less likely to take part in such
activities) (Gardner et al. 2009; Metsapelto and Pulkkinen, 2014). However, the
research is mostly conducted with children from near the upper end (7 years) of
the age group covered by this review and into adolescence, hence its exclusion.

Third, there is not a separate chapter for social capital and social networks. This is
not to say that they are unimportant. Indeed, there is reason to believe that they
are related to many early childhood outcomes. For young children, social capital
functions through parents. For example, when parents’ social networks provide
social support and social control there are benefits for children’s behavioural
development, possibly because parents feel less isolated and stressed and can
set behavioural norms for their children (Turley et al. 2017). Further, extensive
evidence supports the idea that parents who are less socially isolated are less
likely to be irritable, distracted, neglectful or abusive, and more likely to attend
and respond to their children’s needs (ibid.). Another study found that family
social capital exerts stronger effects on academic achievement than does school
social capital (Dufur et al. 2013). However, research related to social capital in the
early years and in particular means of improving it is relatively limited, hence it is
given little attention here.

The fourth subject not covered in depth is intensive family support services.
Arguably some of the interventions, or types of intervention, cited in the ‘what
works’ sections of the substantive chapters constitute intensive family support.
However, in recent years the term has increasingly been used to denote either
intensive interventions targeted at families with multiple problems and
frequently exhibiting anti-social behaviour (e.g. Pawson et al. 2009) or intensive

practical support for families in poverty and/or whose children might be at risk of
being removed (Featherstone et al. 2014; Cottam 2018). While these interventions

may be valuable, they tend not to focus to any large degree on early learning
outcomes and, moreover, they tend not to have been evaluated in robust
comparison group studies. For these reasons they are not included.

Another limitation related to the nature of this review is that constituent studies
have not been subject to extensive critical appraisal of the kind that is common
in an in-depth systematic review. That said, as far as possible it draws on existing
systematic reviews or meta-analyses which, on the whole, offer a balanced
judgement based on the preponderance of the evidence (taking amount and
quality into account). Attempts are also made to frame key findings bearing in
mind the weight of evidence and its applicability to the UK.

A frustration for some readers may be that the review says less about the
situation of children in poverty specifically, but that arguably reflects the
literature. For instance, studies looking at the prevalence of an issue or trends
over time often take a broader (population) perspective and comment only
relatively briefly about whether a social gradient exists, while it is relatively
uncommon for evaluations of interventions to explore differential effects
according to a child’s socio-economic status. It is worth noting, of course,
that many of the kind of early intervention programmes cited in the review
deliberately target socially disadvantaged families, and to that extent the
findings may be taken as speaking to the target group of interest for Save the
Children.

A final challenge is that, particularly for the more distal factors considered in the
report, evidence for (a) their direct effect on children’s early learning or (b) the
effect of interventions that target them on aspects of children’s early learning
may be limited or non-existent. For example, it is known that parent-child
interaction affects children’s learning, but also that maternal mental health
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affects parent-child interaction. Maternal mental health is associated with child
outcomes, so it is plausible to suggest that this is at least partially because of

its effect on parent-child interaction. Similarly, evaluations of interventions

to prevent or address domestic abuse tend to measure the effect in terms of
whether the violence persists, and in some cases how this affects children’s well-
being (but not necessarily learning outcomes). As such, it is necessary to make
connections between different parts of the review. To continue the example, if it
is known that parents’ interaction with their children affects children’s cognitive
development and that violence in the home adversely affects those interactions,
it is plausible to conclude that preventing or reducing violence has the potential
to contribute to improved learning outcomes, even if it is not sufficient in and

of itself. Thus, throughout the report there is an attempt to show this ‘golden
thread’ between various distal and proximal factors and the early learning
outcomes of interest.

ORGANISATION OF THE REVIEW

The remainder of the review starts with consideration of key influences on
children’s early learning and development, moves to an analysis of key elements
of effective implementation and system responses to the issues raised, and
ends by drawing together implications of key findings for the early years toolkit.
Chapters 2 to 11 all follow broadly the same broad pattern in terms of covering
both ‘what matters’ (why the issue is relevant to children’s early learning and
development) and ‘what works’ (what the evidence indicates is effective in
addressing the issues identified, including where it is inconclusive or where the
evidence suggests that a type of intervention is ineffective or even harmful).

Chapter 2 describes briefly how young children learn, with a particular focus on
the main outcomes of interest, namely language, literacy and numeracy.

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on the role of parents in supporting children’s early
learning and development, with particular attention to sensitive parenting and

child attachment, and parent engagement in children’s learning (including the
home learning environment).

Chapter 5 looks at the role of early childhood education and childcare services,
recoghnising that they will be sites for provision of some of the interventions
described in ‘what works’ sections above but focusing in particular on their
impact on children’s early learning and development and the features of high-
quality provision.

Chapters 6 to 10 explore other aspects of families’ lives that bear on children’s
early learning and development and learning whether directly or via their impact
on carers, including parent health (physical and mental), family relationships
(domestic abuse and child maltreatment), child nutrition, family economic
situation (with a particular focus on poverty) and the wider environment
(housing and neighbourhood).

Chapter 11 defines what is meant by implementation, summarises evidence
for why implementation matters, and identifies key elements of effective
implementation.

Chapter 12 describes aspects of system change needed to support and enable
efforts to improve children’s early learning.

Finally, Chapter 13 draws together headline findings and sets out implications for
the toolkit. It seeks to provide a coherent framework for informing local practice
aimed at improving school readiness and reducing the gap between children
growing up in poverty and their peers by the time they start school and into their
school careers. Where possible it aims to indicate not just domains of important
intervention but also stages (i.e. what is most important to intervene in at what
stage). It closes by outlining a theory of change for how to improve the early
learning outcomes of children in poverty.
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SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

Children from poorer backgrounds often start school with fewer academic
skills than their better-off peers, and as they progress through school, they
often lag behind in their development.

Most social factors, at both the neighbourhood and household levels, appear
to influence early childhood health and development, including their learning,
creating multiple opportunities for prevention, early intervention and
intersectoral approaches to tackle the complex nature of social disadvantage
in the early years.

Save the Children’s work in the UK seeks to achieve significant and
sustainable improvements in the quality of children’s early years, with a
particular emphasis on narrowing the gap in early learning between children
living in poverty and their better-off peers.

An ongoing refocusing of this activity involves moving from an emphasis on
delivering, evaluating and scaling evidence-based programmes to achieving
whole systems change. This will be supported through a UK-wide network of
Early Learning Communities, in which Save the Children will work with local
partners to co-design improved early learning systems.

The work needs to be grounded in scientific evidence of the early experiences
that best enhance children’s positive development, at each developmental
stage, and the support and systemic factors that enable these experiences
for children in poverty. There is a particular focus on children’s speech and

language development, literacy and pre-literacy, and numeracy and pre-
numeracy, although the importance of social-emotional development for
early learning outcomes is also acknowledged.

Its explicit aim is to draw on international research to describe the
experiences and circumstances that best support the learning and
development of children in poverty below the age of eight years and help
protect or mitigate against the impact of significant family stress/adverse
childhood experiences on development.

The evidence review examines two main proximal factors that directly affect
children’s early learning and development. The first of these concerns aspects
of parenting, notably sensitive interactions and attachment, the home
learning environment and parental support for children’s learning. The second
concerns the quality of early childhood care and education.

It also examines more distal factors associated with family socio-economic
status that individually but particularly cumulatively affect children’s

early learning and development indirectly through in utero exposure to
various stressors and/or theirimpact on parents’ well-being and ability to
provide good care and a positive home learning environment. This includes
maternal health behaviours during pregnancy, maternal mental health,
how children are fed, the relationship between the child’s mother and her
partner, how parents treat their children and the quality of a child’s housing
and neighbourhood. The family’s economic situation, which acts as both a
proximal and distal factor, is also considered.
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Finally, the report considers why services in the early years need to be
implemented well, and what it takes to do this, and how systems need to
operate to facilitate effective intervention.

The review proceeded by consolidating evidence known to or authored by
members of the review team, conducting a focused search of key electronic
databases, extracting data from relevant studies and summarising key
messages in terms of:

« ‘what matters’ - experiences and circumstances that promote the learning
and development of children in poverty below the age of eight years
at different developmental stages and mitigate against the impact of
significant family stress or adverse childhood experiences; and

« ‘what works'’ - activities that promote those experiences and circumstances
in order to improve the early development and learning of children in
poverty.

Strengths of the review include generating messages from researchona
range of topics pertaining to the early learning and development of children
in poverty and associated implementation and system issues.

Limitations are that as a rapid review the report necessarily offers a high-level
perspective on a range of complex subjects, and does not examine issues that
some might consider to be worthy of greater scrutiny, including children’s
oral health, extracurricular activities, families’ social capital and intensive
family support services.
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CHAPTER 2.
CHILDREN'’S EARLY LEARNING
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OBJECTIVES

The objectives of this chapter are:

« todescribe briefly how young children learn, with a particular focus on
the main outcomes of interest for this review, namely language (speech
and communication), literacy (and pre-literacy) and numeracy (and pre-
numeracy)

« to provide evidence of the relationship between socio-economic status and
children’s early learning outcomes

« tooutline briefly other important (and related) aspects of early learning,
notably play and physical development

- tooutline the longer-term consequences of early socio-economic
disparities in children’s early learning

« to highlight opportunities to improve the early learning outcomes of
children in poverty
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to describe briefly how young children learn, with
a particular focus on the main outcomes of interest, namely language, literacy
(and pre-literacy) and numeracy (and pre-numeracy). Strong skills in these areas
are associated with school readiness, and with positive social and academic
outcomes throughout childhood. The chapter highlights the critical role of
young children’s interactions with parents and also draws attention to the socio-
economic gradient for these outcomes.

THE FOUNDATION: ATTACHMENT SECURITY

Research suggests that parent-child interaction is key for improving not only
children’s social and emotional development as a result of the attachment
relationship (Chapter 3) but also children’s early language and cognitive
development. In infancy, responsive parent-infant interaction provides the basis
for the infant’s capacity to be securely attached and to use the parent as a secure
base from which to explore the world. Moreover, experts advise that the kind

of home learning activities described in Chapter 4 and found to be effective in
improving children’s development must be provided in the context of warm
relationships in which children are listened to, their contributions are valued,
their ideas are taken seriously and their language and thinking are encouraged
(Melhuish and van der Merwe 2018). Attachment security - and the sensitive
and responsive parenting that contribute to it - are, as such, associated with
better learning outcomes. Positive emotional development during infancy and
early childhood is also associated with school readiness and positive emotional
adjustment in later life. Given the central importance of this attachment
relationship, it is explored more fully in the next chapter.

COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

The process by which children learn to think and understand, or cognitive
development, includes neurological and intellectual activities such as
perception, memory, information processing, problem-solving, organising
‘knowledge’, and language (Asmussen et al. 2016). It occurs fundamentally
through children’s social interactions (Vygotsky 1962, 1978), notably with ‘more
knowledgeable others’ (i.e. parents and other adults). Hands-on activities that
are within children’s unique ‘zone of potential development’ (ZPD) - the distance
between what a child is currently capable of and what he or she can potentially
achieve with adult guidance - are particularly important (ibid.). Children need
adult instruction and guidance, often called ‘scaffolding’, in the ZPD, which in
turn requires being sensitive towards the child’'s needs as a learner (Asmussen
et al. 2016). This ensures that children are more likely to master the task and
thereby gain a sense of mastery, which in turn helps them to be more confident
and willing to learn.

An important concept here is executive functioning, which refers to those
higher-order cognitive processes that allow children to plan, stay focused

and manage their impulses (Asmussen et al. 2016). It includes behaviour that
contributes to school readiness, such as impulse control (i.e. ability to not react to
outside stimuli), set-shifting (i.e. ability to control moving attention from one task
to another) and working memory (i.e. keeping track of short-term information)
(Bernier et al. 2015). It also includes the ability to take a managerial role in the
monitoring of goals, self-regulated thinking and behaviour (ibid.). Mothers’ verbal
ability and sensitivity in infancy have been linked to behaviours associated with
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children’s executive functioning (particularly their planning capabilities) when
they enter primary school (Sylva 2014; Hackman et al. 2015).

LANGUAGE, LITERACY AND PRE-LITERACY

It is widely agreed by experts that early language learning is best promoted
by daily parent-child language exchanges, and that richer and more varied
language exchanges increase not only young children’s vocabulary but

also improve the cognitive and memory skills linked to improved reading
comprehension when children are older (Asmussen et al. 2016). Mathers et

al. (2014) highlighted the importance for children’s early learning of early
interactions in which young children take the lead. Parents and carers can
enhance their children’s speech and language development, and in the
process enhance their own relationship with children, through conversation
and enjoyable shared play and activities such as book reading, and sharing
rhymes and songs. Put another way, socially meaningful interactions

between caregivers and children (responding to their child’s early attempts to
communicate, maximising talk during every day routines, and so on) optimises

early development (Law et al. 2017a). For example, infants produce more syllabic,

speech-like vocalisations when mothers smile and make eye contact with them,
and infants whose mothers respond to their vocalisations with behaviours such

as smiling and touching produce more developmentally advanced vocalisations.

Parenting behaviours that reinforce child’s early learning include infant-directed
and responsive speech, the gentle but exaggerated baby talk that takes place

in reciprocal parent-child interactions (Asmussen et al. 2016). This reinforces
several key skills, namely differentiating the sounds of words, associating words
with emotional expressions, grasping the meaning of specific words and using
language for communication.

Communicative gestures, used to share attention, are precursors to language
development; early gesture use is a strong predictor of later language ability
(ibid). Further, the amount of time infants and caregivers spend interacting
together over objects, particular those objects of interest (by holding them up to
the caregiver), predicts the frequency of infant gestures both concurrently and at
later stages of development (Salomo and Liszkowski 2013).

The nature of such interactions changes as children develop, as Mathers et al.
(2014) outline for the child’s first three years. Thus, babies and toddlers use many
different ‘languages’ to express themselves, and through active involvement

in dance, song, creative activities and pretend play (see below) they have
opportunities to express themselves, use all their senses and develop and
represent ideas. The foundations of early language skills are laid when caregivers
‘join in the conversation’ by responding to a baby’s expressions and vocalisations.
This enables children to extend their range of vocalisations, experiment with a
growing vocabulary and learn about the rules of conversation (e.g. turn-taking,
sensitive timing, listening and responding to behaviour and facial expressions).
Play with babies, which involves verbal exchanges, also lays the foundation

for later, more complex verbal interaction. Indeed, from birth, engagement

and verbal stimulation by parents in interaction with their children is the key
transmitter of language development. Babies in poor households tend to hear
fewer words and engage in fewer conversations.

During the second year, narratives become an increasingly important means

of learning (ibid.). Narrative refers to recalling and retelling experiences, either
within children’s own lives or through story-telling and imaginative role play. It
helps children to give meaning to their personal and social experiences and is a
tool for thinking. Storytelling is most effective when children are encouraged to
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form their own accounts and make hypotheses about events and consequences
(Why did that happen? What will happen next?). Conversations with children
about what has taken place or what might take place helps them to develop a
rich vocabulary and contemplate an imaginary world.

By recall and retelling their day-to-day experiences, especially with people,
objects or activities that are meaningful to them, children develop their sense

of self, self-regulation and understanding of others’ minds (ibid.). Story-telling
and role-play, meanwhile, help children to understand, predict and try out
different human behaviours. Narratives may be expressed through song, dance,
movement or drawing and painting as well as through words. Through listening
to, prompting and extending stories, caregivers play an important role in
facilitating these narratives. Conversations between adults and children during
the second year often rely on non-verbal cues, as children’s language may not be
easy to understand, so adults need to be carefully attuned to interpret children’s
communications and respond appropriately. Similarly, the development of
‘narratives’ (either real or imagined) in the second year of life, which is also
important for later learning involves responsive adults who can ‘share and enrich
children’s narratives, support storytelling and creative games, teach early literacy
skills and encourage children to play imaginatively together; allowing children to
take the lead and provide structure and guidance when needed’ (see Mathers et
al. 2014 for an overview).

Between 24 and 36 months, great advances are made in children’s
communication, language, social competence, thinking, memory and social
awareness. This is supported and encouraged by responsive adults who use
storytelling and creative games to share and enrich children’s narratives, teach
early literacy skills and encourage children to play imaginatively together,

allowing children to take the lead and providing structure or guidance when
needed (ibid.).

Some of the key features of effective parent-child communication can be
highlighted. First, the kind of conversational turn-taking skills, which are key

to establishing early attachment relationships with infants (see Chapter 3), are
also key to the early language and conversational skills of toddlers and young
children (Markus et al. 2000). Second, the number and variety of different words
or syllables a child hears (Pan et al. 2005) directly affects his or her speech and
language development. Third, contingency in interaction (i.e. communicating
when the infant is ready to receive and process it) is important; less high
contingency communication may be more effective than more low contingency
communication (Topping et al. 2013). This sensitivity/responsiveness in
communication particularly affects vocabulary and the age when children start
talking. Fourth, communicative gestures, used to share attention, are precursors
to language development, including vocabulary and comprehension (Law et

al. 2017a). Fifth, toys facilitate symbolic play and the development of curiosity
and provide an opportunity for interaction (Topping et al. 2013). Lastly, conflict
and resolution resulting from interaction with siblings and peers also enhances
language development.

In terms of early language development, therefore, research suggests that the
following factors are key to optimal early development: the amount of words
spoken to a child; the extent to which adults provide cues for and respond
sensitively to children’s communication; the way adults talk with children,

such as encouraging the child to take the lead, elaborating on their utterances,
engaging in conversations that include reminiscing about events, and sharing
rhymes, songs, and books. For bilingual children, the continued use of the home
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language is very important, including reading in the home language. Moreover,
different types of interaction at different ages can affect different aspects of
language development. For example, interventions that focus on training parents
and practitioners to engage in a lot of social interaction with babies should

result in babies vocalising more frequently and producing more sophisticated
vocalisations, while those that promote language-boosting behaviours focused
on both vocabulary learning and contextually supported language use in daily
routines (when getting dressed, meal times and so on) are likely to have a
positive impact on the development of sentences (Law et al. 2017).

Shared book reading is an ideal context for early language learning (Asmussen
et al. 2016), and looking at books together, for example pointing to familiar
objects and talking about the pictures, can promote early literacy skills. Most
toddlers enjoy being read to and have identified several favourite stories by

the age of 18 months (ibid.). Reading aloud and storytelling, with or without
books, gives infants a sense of security and familiarity and promotes vocabulary
development. Early language skills are also fostered by the use of familiar songs
and rhymes, including those with accompanying movements. Books introduce
children to new words, give them opportunities to practise and apply those
words in different contexts, and allow children to imagine new situations

(real and pretend), while shared book reading can reinforce the attachment
relationship through opportunities for positive parent-child exchanges (ibid.).
Shared book reading can also promote executive function skills, which together
with knowledge of letters and numbers, best prepare children for the transition
to school (Blair and Razza 2007).

In contrast, recent research has found that household chaos (e.g. noise, crowding,
lack of structure and routine), and in particular household disorganisation,

adversely affect children’s ability both to express and understand language at 36
months. This can have a long-term impact not only on cognitive development
but also on the child’s ability to negotiate with others and interact positively with
peers.

It is worth acknowledging that most research showing that individual differences
in children’s language skills stem in part from variations in the quantity and
quality of parent speech input focuses on mothers’ input whereas less is known
about the effects of variability in father input (Leech et al. 2013). A review of the
relationship between parent input and child language development with a focus
on low-income families found that conversation-eliciting speech, such as ‘wh’
questions and clarification requests, occur on average more frequently in father
input than mother input (ibid.). This is important because conversation-eliciting
speech is challenging for 2-year-old children and has been shown in research
with mothers to relate to child vocabulary development. The study concluded
that understanding that speech input varies among fathers, and the specific
strengths that fathers bring to interactions with their young children, can help
develop and implement more effective speech and language interventions.

The income achievement gap in reading grows most during the first five years,
and then remains large (Rowe 2017). A key indicator is children’s vocabulary,
because early vocabulary skills are highly predictive of learning to read

and school success generally. An important factor in children’s vocabulary
growth is the language input that they receive, notably their communicative
conversational experiences. Research shows that parents’ input in this respect is
shaped by their knowledge of child development and their parenting mindset
beliefs (ibid.). This suggests that there is value in (1) providing caregivers with
information about why parent input matters for child development, and
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(2) helping them to understand how much difference they can make and
promoting a growth mindset (ibid.)

Rowe (2017) identified several features of parent input that research shows best

predict children’s vocabulary development in the early years:

From birth:
Responsiveness, contingent talk, fluent and connected
communication
Repetition of words

From 1 year:
Gesture (parent gesture predicts child gesture, for instance children
see parents point and do so themselves, and parents translate their
children’s gestures into words).

1to 2 years:
Ask challenging ‘wh-’ questions

2 to 3 years
Diversity, sophistication, complexity

3 to S years:
Decontextualised talk and explanations, which refers to language
removed from the here and now

NUMERACY AND PRE-NUMERACY

According to the All Party Parliamentary Group for Maths and Numeracy,
numeracy during the pre-school years is “vitally important and sets them
on a path towards numeracy skills and confidence in later life” (All Party
Parliamentary Group for Maths and Numeracy, 2015: 1). Children who bring

into school early mathematical knowledge are advantaged in terms of their
mathematical progress through primary school. For example, one small-scale
longitudinal study in England found that children who enter Key Stage 1 with
higher numeracy knowledge performed better on maths assessments at the end
of both Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 (Aubrey et al. 2006).

Early numeracy skills, or pre-numeracy, are defined as a child’s fluidity and
flexibility with numbers, sense of what numbers mean, and ability to perform
mental mathematics and to look at the world and make comparisons (Lindahl,
2016). In practical terms, this involves exposure to the language of mathematics
in play through activities such as singing number rhymes, fitting smaller boxes
into bigger boxes, talking about concepts such as ‘same’, ‘different’, ‘fast’ and
'slow’, and practising tactical skills such as sorting, pouring and measuring.

This early exposure to mathematical concepts helps young children to develop
number sense, which provides a sound foundation for learning maths at school
(Reid and Andrews 2016). Number sense refers to a child’s level of comfort with
numbers and what numbers mean as well as an ability to perform mental
mathematics and to look at the world and make comparisons. Put another way,
it concerns the inclination and ability to use numbers and quantitative methods
as a means of communicating, processing and interpreting information, the
expectation that numbers are useful, and the appreciation that mathematics
has a role in our everyday lives (Mclntosh et al. 1992).

Numbering, numerical relations and arithmetic operations are the most studied
and most necessary skills for the development of basic formal mathematics skills
such as addition and subtraction (Purpura et al. 2011). These domains cover a
child’s ability to understand counting processes and sequences, think critically
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about numbers and quantity, understand the association between collections of
objects and numbers on a mental number line, know the meaning of numerals,
and understand how to compose and decompose specific quantities (Lindahl,
2016).

Specifically, numbering covers the verbal counting sequence, knowledge of
counting principles, and the ability to determine the total number of items in a
set by immediately recognising it or by counting the set (Purpura et al. 2011). The
concept of numerical relations refers to the understanding of how two or more
items are connected or relevant to each other and the association between the
numbers on the mental number line (ibid.). Lastly, arithmetic operations refers
to the ability to understand changes in quantity and obtain new quantities from
the change in the size of sets (ibid.).

Where such knowledge and skills are lacking, children’s mathematics
development at school may be adversely affected (Reid and Andrews 2016).

In fact, without intervention, children with little mathematical knowledge

at the beginning of formal schooling will remain low achievers throughout
their primary years and, probably, beyond (Aubrey et al. 2006). For example,
mathematics skills in childhood are strongly associated with socio-economic
status in adulthood - above and beyond the effects of socio-economic status at
birth - and with other important factors, such as intelligence (Ritchie and Bates
2013).

PLAY

There is consensus that play in which children take the lead and make personal
choices is essential for supporting children’s social, emotional, cognitive and

physical development and learning in their early years and beyond (Mathers et al.

2014). Accordingly, children need a balanced range of play-based activities and
experiences, including opportunities to explore the environment actively and
engage in different forms or indoor and outdoor play. Of particular importance
is floor-based play, which allows children to explore different objects and
experiences, and symbolic or representational play, which entails enacting
familiar activities out of context and using objects to represent other objects.

The research around play and its positive effects on healthy child development
is extensive, dating back decades. More recent research supports the notion that
play is an essential part of childhood, with strong links with language, logical/
mathematical, physical, cognitive, and social development (Early Childhood
Learning Division 2011; Burriss and Tsao, 2002). Studies have also shown that
play improves attention, planning skills, and attitudes, creativity and divergent
thinking, perspective-taking, and memory (Isenberg and Quisenberry 2002).
When children play they integrate all types of learning, their brains develop,

and outdoor play, specifically, helps with children’s sensory and coordination
development (Early Childhood Learning Division, 2011).

Certain factors may influence cognitive development during play, such as
individual personal characteristics (e.g., playful attitudes), certain play activities
(e.g., dramatic play or experiencing symbolic play), and factors of the play
situations (e.g., use of unconstructed materials in play) (Burriss and Tsao, 2002).
While it is critical to use a balance of child-initiated and adult-guided play,
parents, caregivers and early childhood professionals have a crucial role in
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carefully structuring and planning the use of play in the curriculum and the
learning environment (Burriss and Tsao, 2002; Early Childhood Learning Division,
2017; Isenberg and Quisenberry, 2002).

Parents can take a role in their children’s learning by comforting and responding
to children’s needs as well as reading, talking, singing, dancing and exploring
the world with their children (Early Childhood Learning Division, 2011). In fact, in
one study of African American children in the US, teachers noted that children
who frequently played at home were motivated, autonomous and attentive, and
displayed a positive attitude toward learning (Bulotsky-Shearer et al. 2010).

In the classroom, embedding literacy materials in pretend play increases young
children’s engagement in literacy activities, as such environmental print in
pretend play helps children to understand what reading is and how print works
(Early Childhood Learning Division 20T1). It is enhanced when children draw from
their knowledge and experience with stories and topics they have been exposed
to through books and conversations (ibid.).

Further, the support of parents and other significant adults in exploring
mathematics through play, and everyday activities, is important in a child’s
mathematical development (Early Childhood Learning Division 20T11).
Opportunities to engage in mathematical activities on a daily basis in a playful,
natural way helps prepare children for when they encounter mathematical
concepts in formal schooling (ibid).

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

There is strong evidence for the positive relationship between physical activity
and physical health but also evidence for relationship between physical activity
and a variety of well-being outcomes, including those relating to mental health
(e.g. self-esteem, anxiety, stress) and those more closely concerned with learning

(e.g. cognitive functioning, academic achievement, attention and concentration)
(Chalkley et al. 2015). Young children need opportunities to move and be
physically active (Mathers et al. 2014). For children over three years, increased
physical activity is associated with motor skill development (important for
writing), psychosocial health, cardio-metabolic health and reduced obesity.

The evidence base is sparser for children under three, although there is low

to moderate evidence for infants and moderate evidence for toddlers that
increased physical activity is associated with reduced obesity, improved bone
and skeletal health and improved motor and cognitive development (part of
children’s early learning).

Research is not sufficiently detailed to identify the most effective pedagogical
practices for encouraging physical development at different ages. However, there
are national physical activity guidelines in several countries based on expert
interpretation of the evidence. These cover the importance of floor-based play
(e.g. tummy time, crawling, rolling) and water-based activities and play with
other people, objects and toys (for children not yet walking) and activities that
allow children to use large muscles and to develop loco-motor, stability and
object control skills once they start to walk (e.g. walking, cycling, scooting, active
purposeful play, everyday tasks such as tidying up toys) (e.g. Department of
Health 2011). According to guidelines, babies should be active several times a day
and toddlers for three hours. Sedentary behaviour (being restrained or sitting in
high chairs, pushchairs, baby walkers) for extended periods should be minimised
(ibid.).

Official figures show that for children in England aged 2 to 4 years fewer than
one in 10 (9%) are involved in the recommended three or more hours of physical
activity per day (there are no comparable figures for the other parts of the UK).>
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Collectively the data suggest that large numbers of children are not participating
in recommended levels (Department of Health 2011) of physical activity across
the UK. Parent influence is clearly important insofar as parents model physical
activity, create opportunities for physical activity and encourage children to be
physically active (Chalkley and Sherar, forthcoming). Marginalised groups are
disadvantaged in their access to opportunities to be physically active. Promoting
children’s physical activity requires a multifaceted approach to address multiple
influences, and there is evidence for the effectiveness of interventions to reduce
sedentary behaviour on these behaviours and anthropometric measurements
such as BMI (e.g. Biddle et al. 2014; van Grieken et al. 2012; Maniccia et al. 20T1).

THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC GRADIENT

There is a social gradient to the development of aspects of school readiness:
children from poorer backgrounds tend to do worse than their more affluent
peers. This is not deterministic, but the risk of poor outcomes decreases as
family socio-economic status increases. This applies particularly to cognitive
developmental and educational outcomes (Chaudry and Wimer 2016).

For example, a report by the Department for Education (2014) showed that
while 60% of children are making good progress against the early years
foundation stage profile (EYFSP) of child development, this figure drops to 53%
in deprived areas. Similarly, Millennium Cohort data show that poorer children
are over-represented in the bottom quintiles for language ability at 3 and 5
years of age and under-represented in the top quintiles (Donkin et al. 2014).
Social disadvantage during the early years is a primary risk factor for academic
problems throughout children’s development (Asmussen et al. 2016). The
difference between low- and middle-income children is stark and persistent
by entry to primary school (ibid.). Indeed, the gap between lower- and middle-

> https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/health-survey-for-england-health-survey-for-england-2015

income children assessed as having a good level of development remained at a
constant 19% over a 13-year period despite the overall attainment of preschool
children in the UK increasing (Ofsted 2015).

Delays to development during the preschool period show a significant socio-
economic gradient, with disadvantaged children being significantly more likely
to show signs of cognitive and language delays. Specifically, on average, children
from low socio-economic status (SES) homes and children from homes in which
a language other than English is spoken have language development trajectories
that are different from those of children from middle-class, monolingual
English-speaking homes (Hoff 2013) (although it should be acknowledged that
in the case of children with English as an Additional Language their language
trajectory at home may be good.). Many reach school age with lower levels of
English language skill than do middle-class, monolingual children. Even at 16-
30 months of age, children in the US from lower SES backgrounds have smaller
vocabularies, on average, than children from higher SES backgrounds (Law et al.
2017a).

Given that children’s early language environments are critical for their cognitive
development, school readiness and ultimate educational attainment, it is
important to note that significant disparities exist in these environments, with
profound and lasting impacts on children’s ultimate outcomes (Leffel and
Suskind 2013). Research demonstrates differences in the quantity and quality

of language that children hear across low-, mid-, and high-SES groups, and that
family and community factors may constrain parents’ ability to participate in
high-quality interactions with their young children (Schwab and Lew-Williams
2016). For example, differences in the rate of productive vocabulary growth
between children from different SES groups at two years of age can be explained

EVIDENCE REVIEW / IMPROVING THE EARLY LEARNING OUTCOMES OF CHILDREN GROWING UP IN POVERTY

29



CHAPTER 2. CHILDREN'’S EARLY LEARNING

almost entirely by differences in caregiver input (Law et al. 2018). Children from
backgrounds of low socio-economic status experience diminished language
inputs and enter school at a disadvantage, with disparities persisting throughout
their educational careers.

According to Asmussen et al. (2016), such disparities may be attributed to:

(1) indirect processes, namely the low educational attainment and limited
financial resources that restrict parents’ capacity to provide their children

with a sufficiently enriching environment, and

(2) direct processes, that is parents’ interaction with their children through
language and scaffolding behaviours.

For instance, there is consistent evidence that, compared with mothers who
did not complete secondary school or attend university, university-educated
mothers talk to their babies more frequently, use a richer vocabulary and
respond more appropriately to their babies’ speech (Hoff 2003; Hart and Risley
2003). The so-called '30 million word gap’ refers to a study in the US which
showed that by the age of three years middle-class children have heard over 30
million more words and a more diverse vocabulary than lower-income children
(Hart and Risley 1995). The same study found that children’s speech mirrored
that of their parents. There have been other studies of this issue since in the UK,
US and elsewhere, involving larger samples from more diverse backgrounds

- for example, see Kelly et al. 2011; Pace et al. 2017; both cited in Law et al.

2017). Indeed, one study has shown that the gap is already in existence at 18
months (Fernald et al. 2013). An analysis of data from the Millennium Cohort
Study found that although children’s academic performance was predicted by
social disadvantage, their language skills at 5 years was one of the of the most
important factors in children reaching the expected levels in English and maths
at age 7 years (Finnegan et al. 2015).

Lasting disparities in language development between poor and better-off
children in cognitive ability are apparent by the time children are nearing two
years of age. Moreover, those who do well initially but whose parents are poorer
do less well than those who do worse initially but whose parents are better-off.
And children with low initial scores can catch up if their parents are educated or
wealthy but are unlikely to do so if their parents are disadvantaged.

In terms of children’s social and emotional development, characteristics such

as perseverance, motivation, self-esteem and self-control are all associated with
parents’ socio-economic position. The development of such skills takes place in
the early years. As a result, children from disadvantaged backgrounds are more
likely to start primary school with lower social-emotional skills than their peers
and are much more likely to develop conduct disorders that lead to difficulties in
education, relationships and longer-term mental health and ability to contribute
to society. For example, one study found that at 3 years 16% of children from
families in the lowest income group had socio-emotional difficulties compared
with 2% of children from families in the highest income group (cited in Donkin
et al. 2014).

LONGER-TERM CONSEQUENCES

These disparities between poorer and richer children matter because of their
effects on children’s later development. For example, early disparities in oral
language skills (vocabulary and grammatical knowledge) have consequences

for academic achievement. Low levels of English language skill are a risk factor
for children about to enter school, and this in turn, has adverse effects. For
example, longitudinal research shows that children with stronger vocabulary and
grammatical skills (knowledge of word order in sentences and morphological
rules such as the past tense ‘ed’) at school entry (age 4) go on to have more
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advanced reading comprehension skills two years later compared to children
with less advanced skills (Law et al. 2017a). Similarly, children who begin school
with more advanced oral language skills developed in their home environment
or early years setting will fare better in learning to read successfully. Phonological
awareness in preschoolers is strongly related to their later ability to read

fluently, even when other skills such as vocabulary are controlled, and children’s
knowledge of print in the preschool years is concurrently related to their
vocabulary and is predictive of their later reading ability.

CONCLUSION

The preschool years represent a prime opportunity to promote the language
and communication of all children, but particularly those who may need
additional support, especially those who are from socially disadvantaged
backgrounds. Although both genetic and environmental factors affect early
child development, including the risk of problems such as language delay, the
environment - especially the parent-child relationship - is particularly important
during the preschool years. Based on a review of the evidence, Law et al. (2017)
concluded that “at all levels of communicative development in the preschool
years (0-5), the right environmental support has the potential to make a real
difference to children’s language learning, and consequently to their later
academic success” (p.14). This chapter has also shown that interaction with
adults who are in a caregiving position, whether as parents or teachers in early
childhood education and care, is the primary means through which children
learn.

Given that, during the early years, a child’'s home and parents are the main
agents of influence, the next-but-one chapter (Chapter 4) looks at the
relationship between parent support for learning (including the home learning
environment) and children’s early learning outcomes and how it can be
promoted. However, children in the UK increasingly spend a significant amount

of time in early years education and childcare, which in turn can support parents,

so the subsequent chapter (Chapter 5) considers the effectiveness of such
provision and how it can be strengthened. But first, the next chapter looks at
the role of parent-child interaction in infancy and the foundational importance
of attachment security for children’s learning and other aspects of their
development.
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SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

A child’s secure attachment to their parent or primary caregiver is
foundational to children’s early learning because it provides them with a
secure base from which to explore the world.

Children’s cognitive development occurs fundamentally through their social
interactions, in particular those with parents and other adults. They need
adult instruction and guidance, or ‘scaffolding’, in order to learn and master
tasks.

Children’s early language learning is best promoted by daily parent-child
language exchanges. There is particular value in richer and more varied
language exchanges, including those in which the child takes the lead, in
the context of enjoyable shared play and activities such as book reading and
sharing rhymes and songs.

The nature of these interactions changes as children develop, for example
moving from exaggerated baby talk and gestures in infancy to more
decontextualised talk by the age of 4 or 5 years.

Several key features of effective parent-child communication can be
identified, including inter alia: the use of communicative gestures;
conversational turn-taking; the number and variety of words a child hears; the
quality and sensitivity of interaction; the use of toys to facilitate symbolic play
and develop curiosity; and shared book-reading.

Improving parent-child interaction in the early years is therefore important
for improving children’s early language and cognitive development.

Early exposure to mathematical concepts in play through activities such as
singing number rhymes and practising skills such as sorting and measuring
helps children to develop number sense, which in turn provides a sound
foundation for learning maths at school. Without intervention, children with
little mathematical knowledge at the beginning of formal schooling are
likely to remain low achievers throughout their primary years and, probably,
beyond.

Play in which children take the lead and make personal choices is essential for
supporting children’s cognitive, social, emotional and physical development
and learning in their early years and beyond.

Children need a balanced range of play-based activities and experiences,
including opportunities to explore the environment actively and engage in
different forms or indoor and outdoor play.

In the classroom, embedding literacy materials in pretend play increases
young children’s engagement in literacy activities, and engaging children in
mathematical activities on a daily basis in a playful, natural way helps prepare
them for when they encounter mathematical concepts in formal schooling.

Young children also need opportunities to move and be physically active,
with evidence that increased activity is associated with better physical health
(including reduced obesity) and motor and cognitive development.
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National physical activity guidelines in several countries cover the importance
of floor-based play and play with other people, objects and toys (for children
not yet walking) and activities that allow children to use large muscles and

to develop loco-motor, stability and object control skills (once they start to
walk).

There is a socio-economic gradient to the development of aspects of school
readiness, with children from more disadvantaged backgrounds having
poorer early learning and social-emotional outcomes in the early years than
their better-off peers. These early differences adversely affect children’s later
development, including their academic attainment.

Further reading and resources

Law, J., Charlton, J. and Asmussen, K. (2017) Language as a Child Well-being
Indicator. London: Early Intervention Foundation.
https://www.eif.org.uk/report/language-as-a-child-wellbeing-indicator

Law, J., Charlton, 3., Dockrell, J., Gascoigne, M., McKean, C. and Theakston, A. (2017)
Early Language Development: Needs, Provision, and Intervention for Preschool
Children from Socio-economically Disadvantaged Backgrounds. London:
Education Endowment Foundation.
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/evidence-
reviews/early-language/
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CHAPTER 3.
ATTACHMENT AND

SENSITIVE PARENTING.

6 This chapter draws in part on: Axford and Barlow (2013), Barlow and Axford (2013), Axford et al. (20153, 2015b) and
Barlow et al. (2016).
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OBJECTIVES

The objectives of this chapter are:

« to explain what attachment is and its importance for children’s early
learning

- to provide evidence for the relationship between attachment and social
disadvantage

- tooutline the factors that contribute to secure attachment, on the one
hand, and insecure and disorganised attachment, on the other

« todescribe the kinds of intervention that are effective in promoting secure
attachment and reducing insecure or disorganised attachment
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INTRODUCTION

The previous chapter showed that positive parent-child interaction is key for
improving children’s early learning and that children who are securely attached
are better able to learn because it gives them a secure base from which to
explore the world. Attachment security is, as such, associated with better
learning outcomes. The aims of this chapter are to unpack in more detail why
attachment is important for early learning, to show how it relates to socio-
economic disadvantage, to explain what contributes to secure attachment and,
finally, to outline the kinds of interventions that can promote secure attachment
and address insecure and disorganised attachment.

WHAT MATTERS

A child’s development is profoundly affected by the quality of their attachment
with a parent. This has effects on aspects of children’s social-emotional
development, which as discussed in Chapter 1 are important elements of school
readiness (if not the focus on the present review): “Insecure and disorganised
children may bring their negative attachment experiences into their new social
interactions and therefore may show more adaptational problems in the social
and behavioural domains” (Van der Voort et al. 2014:169). For example, one meta-
analysis found that attachment security predicted children’s social competence
with peers, whereas avoidance, resistance and disorganisation all predicted less
social peer competence (Groh et al. 2014). In other studies, meta-analyses have
shown that attachment insecurity and attachment disorganisation both predict
externalising behaviour problems as reported by mothers (Fearon et al. 2010),
and that attachment insecurity and in particular avoidance relate to internalising
problems (Groh et al. 2012).

The socio-emotional and behavioural skills with which secure attachment
equips children are important here because children need them in order to
function well in a classroom and achieve academically (Bergin and Bergin 20009;
Drake et al. 2014; Bernier et al. 2015). For example, one study using data from the
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) Study of
Early Child Care and Youth Development, in the US, showed that attachment
security in infancy and preschool predicted self-regulation at 6-7 years and 10-
11 years (Drake et al. 2014). The study authors suggest that “considering young
children’s experiences within primary relationships may help shed further light
on the processes that support their readiness to navigate the social and cognitive
challenges of the school environment” (ibid., p.9).

Similarly, a Canadian longitudinal study (3-year follow up, 105 mother-child
pairs) examined the relationship between attachment and executive functioning
in young children. Kindergarteners (aged 5-6 years) who were more securely
attached to their mothers in toddlerhood showed better performance on all
executive functioning tasks and were considered by their teachers to present
fewer executive functioning problems (Bernier et al. 2015). These finding
persisted even after controlling for family socioeconomic status, child age, sex,
and general cognitive functioning (ibid.).

Attachment has also been shown in larger reviews to be associated with
children’s early language development (Moullin et al. 2014). Specifically, they
show that “insecure-avoidant attachment is associated with poorer language
skills at age three, even after accounting for other risks like poverty, minority
ethnicity, single parenthood, social support, and maternal depression or stress

- although the detrimental effect of poor attachment is particularly strong for
children exposed to more of these risks” (ibid., p.14). Secure attachment and early
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literacy work “hand in hand” (p.14) insofar as “secure parents are better 'teachers),
and secure children more receptive, motivated ‘students” (p.14). Moreover,
sensitive parent-chid interactions and attachment security between 1and 2
years are associated with children’s executive function (working memory, mental

flexibility, self-control), which is known to help with learning, at 3 years (ibid.).

THE EFFECTS ON CHILDREN OF EXPOSURE TO STRESS

A review of the evidence for the ‘A Better Start’ initiative made several points to
highlight the importance of the attachment relationship (Axford and Barlow
2013). First, infants experience different sources of stress, whether internal (e.g.
hunger, tiredness, discomfort) or external (e.g. fear). Since babies are completely
dependent on their primary caregivers for emotional regulation, when they

are distressed they rely on a caregiver to comfort them. Second, a key task of
children in infancy and early childhood is learning how to begin to regulate
themselves. Sensitive and responsive caregiving from a parent or a childcare
provider can serve as a powerful buffer against stress hormone exposure (NSCDC
2014) and help children to regulate their emotions and behaviour. Children with
a good capacity for self-regulation function better in a wide range of later life
situations. Third, some children are exposed to ‘toxic stress’, namely the severe
and prolonged activation of the infant/toddler’s stress response system without
any buffering from a supportive and responsive caregiver.” Such stress is elevated
in disadvantaged communities and occurs as a result of various factors, including
extreme poverty, recurrent abuse and neglect, parental substance misuse,
domestic abuse, severe parental mental health problems and overcrowded or
poor-quality housing (the effects of all of these on children’s early learning are
covered in later chapters in this report). Fourth, children’s experience of toxic
stress can affect the development of their brain and reduce thresholds for stress,
which in turn can impair learning and behaviour and contribute to chronic,
stress-related physical and mental illness.

THE ROLE OF ATTACHMENT

Attachment is the key mechanism by which young children manage stress and
learn to regulate themselves. Specifically, when children are distressed they seek
comfort and security from their primary caregivers. These intimate interactions
form the foundations of cognitive development and a developing sense of self
(Mathers et al. 2014). In the first few months, babies need physical support and
protection but also emotional nurturing. They are competent learners, primed
to be curious and explore, discovering things about themselves, others and their
environment (ibid.). They communicate their needs (gazing, moving, crying,
smiling) and rely on caregivers to be sensitive and responsive to their signals in
order to meet their needs for care and interaction (ibid.). Parents act as a safe
haven or secure base from which children can explore the world.

Parents who are consistently responsive to their child’s distress help their
children to become ‘securely’ attached (van der Voort et al. 2014). These children
learn how to regulate their emotional states, build positive images of themselves
and others that stay with them throughout later life, and encounter new social
situations with a basic sense of trust (ibid.). Infants and toddlers whose parents
are able to understand what their infant is feeling (known as ‘mind-mindedness’)
are more likely to be securely attached. Attachment security is significantly
associated with a range of improved child outcomes across various domains

of functioning, including academic achievement and social-emotional and
behavioural adjustment (Sroufe, 2005).

While the majority of children (60%) are securely attached, the remainder
(40%) are insecurely attached (Moullin et al. 2014). Children who are insecurely
attached are less able to be comforted by parents and other adults when they
are distressed, or to use them as a ‘secure base’ from which to explore the

7 https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/toxic-stress/
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world. Insecurely attached children split into two main groups. One concerns
the one in four (25%) children who learn to avoid their parent when they are
distressed because the parent ignores their emotional needs; this is referred to
as avoidant attachment (ibid.) The other 15% of children develop a disorganised
attachment as a result of experiencing parenting during the first two years of life
that frightens rather than comforts them, thereby amplifying their distress (van
der Voort et al. 2014; Moullin et al. 2014). This may occur if parents have suffered
unresolved loss or traumatic experiences These children build up images

of themselves as ‘bad’ and their parents/other adults as uncaring and even
dangerous (Axford and Barlow 2013). The prevalence of disorganised attachment
is higher in disadvantaged groups, rising to 25% according to Moullin et al. (2014)
and even 80% in maltreated populations (Cyr et al. 2010). Insecurely attached
children are at greater risk for prominent impediments to education and upward
social mobility, including poor literacy, weaker executive function, behaviour
problems (aggression, defiance, hyperactivity), and leaving school without further
education, employment or training (Moullin et al. 2014). Insecure attachment

is also associated with less resilience to poverty and parental mental health
problems (ibid.), and later problems such as externalising disorders, PTSD and
personality disorder (van der Voort et al. 2014; Barlow et al. 2016).

FACTORS AFFECTING ATTACHMENT

Parents who are consistently responsive to their child’s distress help their
children to become ‘securely’ attached, and these children learn how to regulate
their emotional states. However, it can be difficult for parents who face insecurity,
whether economic or emotional, to offer the parenting needed for secure
attachment (Moullin et al. 2014). According to a nationally representative study

in the US (Halle et al. 2009), the odds of insecure attachment at two years were
double in families below twice the poverty line, relative to families with incomes

above this threshold. The impact of poverty on attachment is considered to
be indirect via the high levels of stress it creates for parents and their children
(Moullin et al. 2014). Parents in poverty are more likely to be depressed and

to experience family instability and poor health and to receive poorer quality
services (see Chapters 6 and 8 of this report).

Parenting during the first year of life is one of the primary predictors of infant
attachment security, indeed an early systematic review of 12 studies found that
parental sensitivity was a significant predictor of such security (De Wolff and
Izjendoorn 1997; see also Van der Voort et al. 2014). Sensitive parents can pick

up the child’s signals, interpret them correctly and act on them promptly and
adequately. Affectionate and mutually attentive relationships in which babies
and caregivers are attuned to rhythms and expressions of voice, facial expression,
touch and body movements are the foundations of early development (Mathers
et al. 2014). Playful interactions, in which young children take the lead, are the
driving force of early learning (ibid.).

However, parental sensitivity explained only around a third of the total variance
(De Wolff and Izjendoorn 1997). Two further components have been identified
as important for attachment. The first is ‘reflective functioning’, which refers to a
parents’ capacity to acknowledge the child’'s mental state (feelings, beliefs and
intentions) and foresee his or her psychological needs (Slade et al. 2001; Fonagy
et al. 2002). A related concept is ‘mind-mindedness’, which refers to a mother's
ability to treat her infant as an individual with a mind rather than a set of need
states that must be satisfied (Meins et al. 2001, 2002). Second is ‘midrange’
interaction, referring to the specific nature or quality of the attunement or
contingency between parent and infant, and in particular to interaction that is
neither too intrusive nor too passive (Beebe et al. 2010).
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In contrast, parenting that is unresponsive/punitive or erratic/intrusive is
associated with avoidant and anxious/resistant attachment, while abusive/
neglectful parenting practices are associated with disorganised attachment.
For example, a meta-analysis of 12 studies found a strong association

between atypical or ‘anomalous’ parent-infant interaction at 12-18 months
and disorganised attachment (Madigan et al. 2006). A range of factors may
compromise a parent’s ability to provide attuned and responsive parenting,
including poverty, mental health problems (e.g. anxiety and depression), social
isolation, domestic abuse and substance or alcohol misuse, all of which are
addressed in later chapters in this report.

AS CHILDREN GET OLDER
As young children begin to develop a sense of independence, they need
interaction with their parents that are primarily aimed at enabling them to use

the parent as a ‘safe base’ from which to explore the world (Axford et al. 2015b).

As such, toddlers build on their secure attachment to primary carers in order
to develop their exploration and learning. Parents function as a ‘safe base’ for
their toddler by: encouraging and delighting in the child’s explorations; being
available to comfort the child when they are distressed; providing boundaries
and supervision; and using positive discipline rather than the type of coercive

cycles of interaction that contribute to and reinforce behaviour problems (ibid.).

WHAT WORKS

Early intervention with parents that focuses on maternal sensitivity has been
clinically effective in promoting secure attachment in children (Wright and
Edginton, 2016). Among the interventions found to be effective are infant
carrying (using soft baby carriers daily, with the aim of promoting increased
physical contact and encouraging greater maternal responsiveness), home-

based and home visiting programmes and toddler parent psychotherapy
(ibid.). The same study conducted a meta-analysis, finding that parent-child
attachment interventions resulted in increased secure behaviours compared
with the control groups (ibid.). Studies seeking to reduce disorganised
attachment showed that interventions resulted in overall reductions in
disorganised attachment compared with the control groups (ibid.). Another
recent review (Barlow et al. 2016) distinguished between interventions with an
effect on attachment, on the one hand, and attachment-related outcomes, on
the other, reflected in what follows.

A systematic review of preventive interventions aimed at improving sensitivity

in depressed mothers found a small-to-medium effect overall (Kersten-Alvarez
et al. 2011). It included interventions such as interpersonal psychotherapy, non-
directive counselling, CBT, infant massage, home-based interaction coaching,
parent training, support group, and mother-infant therapy. A later review,
focusing on interventions targeting disadvantaged mother-child dyads (or pairs),
found a small mean effect size for observed parent-child interaction, with the
most positive results when programmes were shorter, provided direct services to
the parent-child dyad (or pair) and were delivered by professionals (Mortensen
and MasterGeorge 2014). Like the earlier review, it also covered a range of
intervention types, including but not limited to home visiting, video-based
feedback and pregnancy programmes focusing on alcohol use. The evidence for
different types of intervention can be unpacked a little further, as follows.

SKIN TO SKIN CARE

Skin to skin care (SSC) refers to practices designed to increase skin to skin
contact between mother and infant following birth. They generally involve
placing the infant on the mother’'s stomach or chest immediately after birth,
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although Kangaroo Mother Care (KMC) involves additional daily contact (often
lasting several hours) (Asmussen and Brims 2018). Evidence for the effects of
either approach on improving attachment security of full-term infants in low-risk
populations is relatively mixed and inconclusive (Axford et al. 2015).

INFANT MASSAGE

Infant massage involves teaching infant massage strokes in groups of around

6 to 8 mothers for 1to 2 hours on a weekly basis (Asmussen and Brims 2018). A
systematic review found no evidence for the effect of infant massage for healthy
parent-infant dyads (pairs) on infant temperament, parent-infant interaction
and mental development (Bennett et al. 2013). The approach may have more
potential with socially deprived families, although infant massage may cause
harm when there is a risk of maltreatment (Underdown et al. 2013).

HOME VISITING

A systematic review found that home visiting was moderately successful at
improving the home learning environment and maternal sensitivity, with more
positive effects when visits were frequent and over 12 months or longer (Nievar
et al. 2010). Similarly, a subsequent review of home visiting found small but
statistically significant effects for parenting behaviours (including increased
sensitivity) and child cognitive outcomes (Filene et al. 2013). Components

that predicted these positive outcomes included coaching parents on how

to respond sensitively to their child’s cues, using role play to enable parents

to practise parenting skills and giving parents strategies for age-appropriate
discipline (Asmussen and Brims 2018).

GROUPS

A small trial of a perinatal group-based programme targeting depressed
mothers and aiming to improve parent-infant interaction found significant
improvements in maternal depression and some aspects of parent-infant
interaction (Puckering et al. 2010). Mothers spend time exploring links between
past and present feelings and relationships and considering strategies for
Mmanaging depression. After this, they play with their children (e.g. baby massage,
looking at picture books, playing lap games) to promote sensitive interaction and
attunement. Videos are used to demonstrate sensitive interaction.

MENTALISATION

‘Mentalisation’ refers to envisioning mental states in oneself and others and
understanding behaviour in terms of mental states (Fonagy et al. 2002).
There is evidence from trials that interventions adopting this focus can have
positive effects on reflective functioning and caregiving behaviour (Suchman
et al. 2011) and attachment security (Sadler et al. 2013) in families where there
are difficulties such as depression, substance abuse, child maltreatment,
homelessness, poverty or violent relationships.

VIDEO FEEDBACK

Video-feedback involves videoing parent-child interaction, showing parents
videotaped clips, using these to discuss with the practitioner the efficacy of
various parenting behaviours and then, in some cases, coaching parents in
how to nurture their children. It is usually targeted at families where there are
difficulties, such as maltreatment, and aims to promote parents’ self-reflection
and parental sensitivity. The evidence is generally stronger for the effect of
these interventions on aspects of parenting and attachment-related outcomes,
with more mixed evidence for their effects on child outcomes and especially
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attachment per se. A meta-analysis of brief video feedback showed a positive,
statistically significant effect for parenting behaviours, with interventions for
parents in high-risk groups being the most effective, and a small-to-average
effect on child behaviour (Fukkink, 2008). Later trials of the effectiveness of video
feedback for high-risk parent-child dyads (pairs) involving children under 5 years
have found positive effects for maternal emotional availability, child behaviour
and family environment (Negrao et al. 2014) and sensitive parenting and non-
intrusiveness (Yagmur et al. 2014). Trials with positive results for attachment
include one in which more intervention children became secure while fewer
remained insecure (Moss et al. 2011) and another, for children under 2 years

at risk of maltreatment, in which fewer children in the intervention group

had a disorganised attachment compared with children in the control group
(Bernard et al. 2012). Examples of studies with more mixed results include one

in which there was a large effect on mothers’ sensitive responsiveness but no
effect on attachment security (Kalinauskiene et al. 2009), and another showing
improved attachment for highly but not moderately irritable infants (Cassidy et
al. 2011). A forthcoming review will provide a more comprehensive analysis of the
effectiveness of video feedback (see O'Hara et al. 2016 for the protocol).

PARENT-INFANT/CHILD PSYCHOTHERAPY

Parent-infant/child psychotherapy (PIP) involves a therapist working with

the parent and infant/toddler together, with the aim of helping the parent

to recognise the way in which their current interactions are shaped by past
experiences (including how they were parented), in order to enable them to
respond more sensitively to their infant (ibid). A review concluded that at PIP

is promising in terms of improving infant attachment in high-risk families,
although it was not effective when compared with other models of treatment
(e.g. video interaction guidance, counselling, CBT) (Barlow et al. 2015). However,

Asmussen and Brims (2018) caution that positive child outcomes are not shared
by all PIP programmes, despite consistent improvements in maternal sensitivity
and maternal mood.

CHILD PARENT PSYCHOTHERAPY

Child Parent Psychotherapy (CPP) addresses past experiences (e.g. insecure
attachment with own parents, previous/ongoing trauma/abuse) that may
negatively affect parents’ ability to interpret their child’'s mental states and
respond appropriately to their child’s cues. It is usually offered to families where
the quality of the attachment relationship is deemed to be at risk. CPP for
parents of older children (beyond toddlers) is effective at improving children’s
behaviour and reducing parents’ trauma symptoms, and although evidence for
the toddler version is weaker it is still promising (Asmussen and Brims 2018).

CONCLUSION

Children who are securely attached to a caregiver show better social-emotional
skills, which are important for their cognitive development and early learning.
Important risk factors for insecure or disorganised attachment are considered
later in this report (see especially Chapters 6, 8 and 9). In the meantime, a range
of types of intervention are promising for improving attachment in various high-

risk groups, including maltreating parents, notably parent-infant psychotherapy,

video feedback and mentalisation-based programmes. These, together with
interventions such as infant massage and parenting programmes, have also
been shown to improve attachment-related outcomes, notably maternal
sensitivity and reflective functioning. These results align with the findings of
earlier systematic reviews (e.g. Bakermans-Kranenburg et al. 2003).
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SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

Parents who are consistently responsive to their child’s distress help their
children to become ‘securely’ attached, and these children learn how to
regulate their emotional states. However, it can be difficult for parents who
face insecurity, whether economic or emotional, to offer the parenting needed
for secure attachment.

Whereas secure attachment is associated with better outcomes across

a range of domains in childhood, insecure and disorganised attachment,
which are are disproportionately common in disadvantaged social groups,
are associated with a range of later problems, including externalising and
internalising problem behaviours.

Parenting which is unresponsive or abusive is associated with poor
attachment and is more common among parents who are experiencing
mental health problems, domestic abuse, substance dependency and poverty.

A range of types of intervention are effective in promoting parental sensitivity
and preventing or treating attachment-related problems, including video
feedback, home visiting, and parent-infant psychotherapy (which aims to help
the parent to recognise the way in which their current interactions are shaped
by past experiences, so that they can respond more sensitively to their infant).
Other promising approaches include mentalisation-based interventions and
group-based parenting programmes. The evidence is generally stronger for
the impact on aspects of parenting rather than on attachment per se.

Further reading and resources

Asmussen, K., Feinstein, L., Martin, J. and Chowdry, H. (2016) Foundations for Life:
What Works to Support Parent-Child Interaction in the Early Years? London:
Early Intervention Foundation.
https://www.eif.org.uk/report/foundations-for-life-what-works-to-support-parent-

child-interaction-in-the-early-years

Asmussen, K. and Brims, L. (2018) What Works to Enhance the Effectiveness of
the Healthy Child Programme: An Evidence Update. London: Early Intervention
Foundation.
https://www.eif.org.uk/report/what-works-to-enhance-the-effectiveness-of-the-
healthy-child-programme-an-evidence-update

Axford, N., Barlow, J., Coad, J., Schrader-McMiillan, A, Sonthalia, S., Toft, A., Wrigley,
Z., Goodwin, A, Ohlson, C. & Bjornstad, G. (2015) The Best Start at Home: What
Works to Improve the Quality of Parent-Child Interactions from Conception

to Age 5 Years? A Rapid Review of Interventions. London: Early Intervention
Foundation.
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8 This chapter draws in part on Axford et al. (forthcoming).
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OBJECTIVES

The objectives of this chapter are:

« tooutline evidence for the relationship between parent support
for children’s learning - including the quality of the home learning
environment - and children’s academic and related learning outcomes

- to explore the relationship between parent engagement in children’s
learning, family socio-economic status and children’s early learning
outcomes

- toidentify activities that early years settings and schools can undertake
with evidence of effectiveness in improving parental engagement in young
children’s learning, and improve children’s learning outcomes accordingly
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INTRODUCTION

Chapters 2 and 3 have highlighted the important role that parents play in
young children’s learning. This chapter explores in more depth what is known
about the relationship between parent support for their children’s learning
and child learning outcomes, especially for families from more disadvantaged
backgrounds. It also summarises evidence for the effectiveness of interventions
that operate in the early years to promote parent engagement in terms of their
impact on what parents do with their children but also children’s learning
outcomes.

WHAT MATTERS

Parent engagement refers here to parents’ participation in supporting

their child’s learning (academic attainment, related learning outcomes and
behaviour), whether at home, in early years settings - the primary focus of

this chapter - or school or via home-setting/school connections and wider
community collaborations (Harris and Goodall 2007). There is good evidence
that parental engagement in children’s learning is associated with improved
academic outcomes (including literacy and maths) and related learning
outcomes (such as attendance) regardless of grade level (Wilder 2014; Castro
et al. 2015; Hill and Tyson 2009) and can help to close the achievement gap
(Goodall 2017). Two meta-analyses in the overview by Wilder (2014) suggested
that parent involvement had a greater effect at primary school level than later
on, possibly because parents know more about subjects at this level and can
influence their children’s learning habits. However, another meta-analysis,
which focused on children aged 3 to 9 years and found a “reasonably strong
and positive” (p.790) correlation between parent involvement and children’s
learning outcome, identified a weaker relationship for younger children within
this age range, suggesting that this may be because it is easier for older children

to tell their parents what help they need (Ma et al. 2016). Meanwhile, a review by
McWayne et al. (2013), focusing on the amount and quality of father involvement
and the early learning outcomes of children aged 3 to 8 years, found a small

to moderate association, the strongest effects being for self-regulation skills
(regarded as foundational for academic and social learning).

There is also evidence on the type of parent engagement that is most helpful.
Reviews highlight the importance of parents having high academic expectations
for their children, being proactively involved in various activities and behaviours
that support their children’s learning and development, communicating well
with children about school activities and promoting reading habits (Wilder
2014; Castro et al. 2015; Ma et al. 2016). A review by See and Gorard (2015)

found that two types of early parental behaviour are positively associated with
school readiness and successful school outcomes, namely parents reading

to their children and the related quality of early parent-child interaction, and
parents’ support for children’s learning in the early years. It also identified a few
evaluation studies that provided evidence of a causal effect (i.e. between parent
engagement and child outcomes) in the pre-school phase.

The quality of the home learning environment is also consistently associated
with children’s academic outcomes. The home learning environment (HLE)
reflects the home environment and interactions in and around the home

with family members (Smees and Sammons 2016). Young children’s learning
experiences, which are vital for their development, are shaped by the nature of
everyday life and activities. The family provides a blueprint for learning, behaviour
and attitudes insofar as it is where children investigate the world. Early years
research mainly focuses on educational or developmentally stimulating parent-
child activities, which for young children include reading to a child, playing
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with letters or numbers, counting or sorting things, drawing and painting (make
meaningful marks), and learning, rhymes, songs and poemes, also educational
visits. It also includes the presence in the home of material learning resources
such as books, puzzles and toys.

A wealth of evidence supports the benefits of a positive home learning
environment in terms of children’s cognitive, social and physical development.
For example, children’s emergent literacy skills in vocabulary, oral language
ability and receptive language are predicted by high levels of informal home
learning environment (e.g. shared book reading with parents, visits to libraries
and museums, access to books and toys), and higher levels of formal home
learning environment (e.g. direct teaching of letters, sounds and print concepts)
predict children’s phonological awareness and word-letter knowledge (Donkin
et al. 2014). Similarly, “Reading to children has [..] been found to be particularly
beneficial, improving vocabulary, reading ability, and encouraging positive
attitudes to reading. Home activities such as counting and doing simple sums
with children or playing games with numbers have been found to predict better
numeracy ability and attitudes” (Smees and Sammons 2016: 2).

An analysis of data from the Growing Up in Scotland longitudinal study, for
example, found that the influence of the home learning environment on
children’s cognitive development at age 34 months was over and above that of
socio-demographic factors such as parental education, socio-economic status
and income (Melhuish 2010). Moreover, at the same age the home learning
environment was effective in differentiating between both under- and over-
achieving groups from children achieving at the expected level. Although the
report acknowledges that the strong relationship between the home learning
environment and cognitive scores may be mediated by an unmeasured

intervening factor, it argues that the findings suggest that “policies that
encourage active parenting strategies (including for disadvantaged parents)
can help to promote young children’s cognitive development and educational
achievement both early and later in development” (Melhuish 2010: 20).

Sylva et al. (2004), in their longitudinal study (EPPE) following over 3000 children
aged three years until the age of seven, also stressed the importance of home
learning: “The home learning environment activities providing opportunities

for learning) was strongly related to intellectual and social development in

all children. There is a modest association between social class and parental
education and the home learning environment. However, the home learning
environment was more important than either of these factors. What parents

do is more important than who they are” (p.70). Thus, if parents from poor
backgrounds with few qualifications engage their children at home in activities
that engage and stretch the child’s mind they can give their children a better
start in school and improve their progress.

A positive home learning environment also helps to promote better longer-
term outcomes. For instance, analyses of longitudinal data from the EPPSE
study show that the quality of the home learning environment experienced by
children before they attended school has a continuing effect when they are

17 and 18 years, for example in terms of likelihood of taking AS-levels, A-levels
and Key Stage 5-point score (Sammons et al. 2012). These effects hold after
taking account of other important drivers of such outcomes, such as parents’
qualification levels and family income.

The SEED study also found that several cognitive and socio-emotional
outcomes at age four were significantly associated with variations in the home
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environment, particularly the quality of the parent/child relationship, maternal
qualifications and the home learning environment (Melhuish and Gardiner 2018).
Indeed, “outcomes are generally more strongly associated with demographics
and home environment than they are with time spent in ECEC settings” (ibid.,
p.22). However, as indicated in Chapter 5 of this report, “the advantages of a more
stimulating and responsive Home Learning Environment and the beneficial
effects of time in ECEC are largely independent’ (ibid., p.23), suggesting that
children whose home learning environments are very stimulating can still
benefit from receiving ECEC (early childhood education and care).

Regarding numeracy and pre-numeracy specifically, parents and teachers can
help children develop pre-numeracy and numeracy skills through a variety of
ways that can be integrated into everyday activities. For example, incidental
counting and measurement experiences help to introduce children to the
concepts of number and quantity. Additionally, more intentional learning can
include talking with children about the shapes they see around them or ask
them to draw the shapes they see (Reid and Andrews, 2016). Early counting
skills can be taught and reinforced through songs and nursery rhymes such as
Ten in the bed’, which helps with counting back from 10 and demonstrates the
meaning of counting back by ones (ibid.). Activities such as counting and doing
simple sums with children or playing games with numbers have been found to
predict better numeracy ability and attitudes (Smees and Sammons 2016).

Material aspects of the home learning environment are also important. One
study, which included data on home learning environments of households in 27
countries, showed that children who grow up in homes with many books spend
three years longer in school than children from bookless homes, independent
of their parents’ education, occupation and class (Evans et al. 2010). The authors

argued that it gives children as “great an advantage [toward the likelihood
of academic success] as having university educated rather than unschooled
parents, and twice the advantage of having a professional rather than an
unskilled father” (ibid., p.171).

There is a socio-economic gradient to parents’ engagement in their children’s
learning and the home learning environment. Specifically, children from
advantaged homes typically receive more enriched home learning, are read to
more, hear more words, have more books, and are taken on more out-of-home
activities. In contrast, children in chaotic households or experiencing high levels
of risk have poorer outcomes (e.g. Kelly et al. 2011) and receive poorer quality
home learning (e.g. Vernon-Feagans et al. 2012): “It is not surprising that risks
such as maternal depression, maternal basic skills, and violence within the home
impact on the kind of home learning environment experienced” (Smees and
Sammons 2016: 2). While the size of these differences is generally fairly modest,
over time the accrue to create larger disparities, notwithstanding the fact that
in the last generation self-reported parent engagement in home learning
activities has increased for all social groups and the gap between rich and poor
is narrowing (Smees and Sammons 2016).

Parents from socially disadvantaged backgrounds face numerous barriers to
engagement in their children’s learning and especially educational institutions
(Harris and Goodall 2007). They are more likely to have had poor experiences of
education themselves, meaning that they are less predisposed to participate,
and tend to have less ‘social capital’ in terms of social nhetworks and skills,
rendering them less well-equipped - or feeling less equipped - to negotiate and
meet the demands of schooling. They also tend to have less time and money.
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WHAT WORKS

The evidence is weak by comparison on the best approaches early years settings
and schools can take to encourage greater parental engagement in learning,
including the home learning environment, and boost children’s attainment
accordingly (See and Gorard 2013; See 2015a/b; See and Gorard 2015b). This
relates largely to the quality of the studies reviewed. That said, there are things
that early years settings and schools can do to promote parental engagement
that have some evidence of impact. The most important is arguably giving
parents practical guidance and encouragement about the kinds of things they
can do at home. For younger children, this typically consists of activities, such
as reading together, while for older children parental encouragement of and
interest in learning appears to be more important than direct involvement (e.g.
helping with homework) (See and Gorard 2015; Castro et al 2015; Higgins and
Katsipataki 2015). In practical terms, the following activities can be helpful.

LANGUAGE AND LITERACY INTERVENTIONS

First are language and pre-literacy programmes that promote shared reading
and children’s use of language. Parent-child shared reading activities are a
vehicle for supporting children’s language development and reducing the gap
identified above (Asmussen et al. 2016). This is because they create a structured
context in which high-quality verbal exchanges can take place. Put another
way, age-appropriate picture books provide a robust framework for parents to
scaffold their children’s language learning (ibid.). Structured reading activities
also improve lower-income parents’ use of language and vocabulary with their
children, potentially reducing differences between how higher- and lower-
income parents read to their children (ibid.).

There are two types of intervention in this area, both of which may be delivered
independently through regular home visiting or alongside a classroom-based
curriculum (Asmussen et al. 2016).

One involves family literacy programmes, which seek to increase parents’
awareness about the benefits of shared book reading. They range from
universally available book-gifting schemes to community-based initiatives that
are developed specifically for families living in disadvantaged communities.
While these programmes are often well-liked by parents, evidence for their
impact on children is limited (Sénéchal and Young 2008; Swain et al. 2014),
partly because few have attempted a rigorous evaluation but also because where
robust evaluations have been conducted the benefits for children are few (Reese
et al. 2010). For instance, a trial in Australia of the Let's Read book gifting scheme
for disadvantaged families found no impact on parents’ reading activities or
their children’s language capabilities immediately post-intervention or two
years later (Goldfeld et al. 2011). The programme’s low intensity (a free book

and a demonstration by a practice nurse of shared reading strategies during

a health visit at 4,12 and 18 months), together with the fact that many of the
families already had enriched home literacy environments, may explain these
disappointing results may be partially responsible (Goldfeld et al. 2011, 2012).
There are more promising examples of book-sharing interventions (see below)
but, as will be seen, they tend to be effective where parents receive suitable
support.

The other type of literacy intervention involves dialogical reading, in which
parents share books with their children and are trained to use a series of
prompts to encourage discussion (Asmussen et al. 2016). It is based on the PEER
sequence (Prompts, Evaluates, Expands, Repeats), in which the adult: prompts
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the child to say something about the book; evaluates the child’s response;
expands the child’s response by rephrasing and adding information to it; and
repeats the prompts to ensure the child has learnt from the expansion, and aims
to guide older children who are reading to consider what they are reading and
asks questions to gauge understanding (Whitehurst 1992).

Meta-analytic reviews of dialogical reading programmes show that their benefits
for children’s vocabulary (expressive and receptive) tend to be small to modest
and are more likely to be achieved in white middle-class families (Asmussen

et al. 2016). Mol et al. (2008) found that effects were larger for younger pre-
school children (2-3 year-olds) and groups not at risk, possibly in the case of

the latter because for children at risk of school failure making inferences (and
similar requests) goes beyond their abilities. In order to improve results with
lower SES groups it is considered likely that interventions need to be longer

and more intensive and involve more explicit instruction (e.g. emphasising and
explaining target words and including specific teaching goals rather than simply
using questions and conversation about the story) (Marulis and Neuman 2013).
Parents with relatively low levels of education may also need more input on

how to benefit from dialogic reading (Mol et al. 2008). Another review noted
that a common theme of the more successful dialogic and interactive shared
book reading interventions is that they actively involve children in a variety of
ways, concluding that “how one reads to children seems to matter more than
the sheer amount of reading in terms of developing reading skills” (Trivette and
Dunst (2007: 4).

The benefits of parents reading to children before they are able to read are clear
from the literature (Higgins et al. 2017; see also Chapter 2). Supporting parents
with this can have positive effects for children. For instance, a seven-week

paired reading intervention in which parents receive in vivo coaching during

two sessions and take part in two group sessions with other parents in the same

school, was found in a trial to have positive effects on children’s word recognition
and reading fluency and parent-perceived child reading and motivation (Lam et

al. 2013).

Although early years settings and schools and invariably encourage parents

to read to their children, home reading can be more effective if parents

receive additional tips, support and resources. The evidence suggests that it is
particularly important for parents to read more interactively and prompt longer
and more frequent conversations with their children (See and Gorard 2015;
Bierman et al. 2015; Grindal et al. 2016).

Structured interventions can be effective at introducing parents to home
reading strategies and supporting their regular use. It can be effective to provide
carefully chosen books and offer structured support. For example, Burgoyne et al.
(2018) evaluated an intervention for parents of pre-school children that provides
families with storybooks and asks parents to spend 20 minutes a day on shared
reading and fun activities that promote oral language development, finding
positive effects on literacy and language outcomes.

Raising a Reader, for young children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds,
had no effect on children’s oral language and print knowledge relative to
services as usual (Anthony et al. 2014). However, when additional parent
instruction was added, for example focusing on shared reading techniques and
time to practise these with one’s children, the children did better at the end
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of the year than the standard Raising a Reader group on receptive vocabulary,
expressive grammar and memory for sentences (ibid.)

The majority of language interventions target families with a child aged 12
months or older (see below), although one intervention that was identified
focused on families before the child’s first birthday. Baby sign programmes use
aim to accelerate a baby’s language acquisition through the use of symbolic
gestures. They generally start when the infant is aged 8-12 months and are
usually delivered to groups of mothers and infants attending weekly sessions
over six to 10 weeks. Many are delivered by mothers or other practitioners

with no specific training in sign language or speech and language therapies.
There have been very few rigorous evaluations. One randomised trial found no
improvements in mother-child pairs who participated in either a baby sign or
British Sign Language programme in comparison to those not participating in a
sighing programme (Kirk et al. 2013), although the small sample size limits the
ability to generalise the findings. As such the evidence must be considered to be
weak (Asmussen and Brims 2018).

More promising are interventions in primary school to promote children’s
reading during the summer holiday by offering classroom- and home-based
support have been shown in international studies to have positive effects on
reading outcomes, especially for children from low-income families (Kim and
Quinn 2013; Kim et al. 2016, 2017). It is important, however, that teachers give
parents and children some input on knowledge and skills prior to or during such
interventions.

Drawing on research about the features of parent input that best predict
children’s vocabulary development in the early years, Rowe (2017) reports
on evaluations of interventions designhed to improve some of these features

of parent input. A brief intervention focused on gesture, for example, and
involving a short video and home visits to promote parents’ knowledge of child
development and promote a growth mindset, resulted in short-term effects on
parent and child gesture and a positive effect on child vocabulary, but only for
families where parents endorsed “fixed” mindsets at baseline (ibid.) A second
study, focusing on decontextualised language training for parents of 4-year-
olds to increase children’s exposure to and use of abstract talk, found that it
was possible to increase parent use of decontextualised language, which in turn
resulted in an increase in children’s use of this type of language.

BETTER COMMUNICATION BETWEEN EARLY YEARS SETTINGS /
SCHOOL AND PARENTS

Well-desighed communication between early years settings or schools and
parents can help to improve attainment and other learning outcomes. For
example, one intervention involved sending parents of preschool children three
text messages per week over eight months, covering maths, literacy and socio-
emotional domains (York et al. 2014). There were positive effects on children’s
literacy (especially for those performing less at the outset) and parents were
more likely to do literacy activities at home with their children and ask teachers
questions about their children. The authors suggested that messages usefully
comprise: facts highlighting the importance of certain skills; tips for simple
activities for parents to do with their children, or conversations prompts; and
messages of encouragement and reinforcement (York et al. 2014). A later trial

of an adapted version of the intervention found that personalised messages
had a greater effect on early reading levels than sending general texts (Doss et
al. 2017). The authors concluded that school communications are more likely

to be more effective if they are personalised, linked to learning and promote
positive interactions. Another study of a text messaging intervention, again
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for young children (attending Head Start or Early Head Start in the US) and
involving several weekly messages to parents suggesting activities and offering
encouragement, found that it had a positive effect on parents’ engagement

in activities (Hurwitz et al. 2014). It was particularly effective for engaging
fathers, which is important given what is known about their potential impact
on children’s learning and their typically lower level of contact with school
(McWayne et al. 2013).

HOME VISITING

Home visiting programmes tend to focus on developing a home learning
environment that is conducive to children’s early learning. They do this by
seeking to enhance parents’ knowledge of early childhood development,
promote positive parenting practices and improve parent-child interaction
in order to further children’s cognition, self-regulation, language and
communication, early literacy skills, basic numeracy and social-emotional
development. There is a strong emphasis on increasing parent-toddler verbal

interaction to stimulate positive cognitive development and school competence.

Some home visiting programmes developed to support parental sensitivity in

a child’s first year have evidence of improving children’s language outcomes
(e.g. Family Nurse Partnership (FNP) and Child First) (Asmussen and Brims 2018).
Another promising home visiting programme for supporting children’s early
language development is Parents as First Teachers. It involves practitioners
sharing age-appropriate child development information and facilitating parent-
child interaction through age-appropriate talk, play and reading activities (ibid.).
According to Asmussen and Brims (2018), findings from two trials in the US
were inconsistent (Wagner and Clayton, 1999; Drotar et al. 2008) but a more
recent trial in Switzerland of a significantly modified version found consistent

improvements in children’s language, behaviour and motivation in low-income
families who took part in the programme (Neuhauser et al. 2015).

Home visiting interventions can teach parents effective scaffolding strategies
and help them create a stimulating home environment. Home visiting
interventions originated mainly in the US and were designed to serve a similar
role to health visiting in the UK. Outcomes are often modest and inconsistent
across evaluations (Asmussen et al. 2016), although they tend to be more
effective if they are high intensity (lasting a year or more, with four or more visits
per month on average) and delivered by Masters-level therapist or social worker
who teaches parents specific skills (ibid.). Several examples of trials of home
visiting interventions testing effects on early learning outcomes are given in the
overview by Axford et al. (2015b). For example:

a trial of Child First found a positive impact on children’s language (Lowell et
al. 2011)

a trial of Let's Play in Tandem found positive effects children’s knowledge, pre-
reading and numeracy skills, listening and communication, responding to
stimuli, writing, mathematics, personal and social skills, and inhibitory control
(Ford et al. 2009)

trials of Playing and Learning Strategies (PALS), which targets families at socio-
economic disadvantage or with other risks for poor parenting, have shown
positive effects on maternal warmth, with increased responsiveness leading
to greater improvement in infants’ communication and cognitive, social and
emotional competence (Landry et al. 2006, 2008).

a trial of My Baby & Me (based on the PALS curriculum) involving high-

risk mothers found positive effects when children were 30 months for

some aspects of parent-child interaction (e.g. higher levels of contingent
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responsiveness and verbal stimulation) and some aspects of child
development (e.g. expressive language) but not others (e.g. receptive
language) (Guttentag et al. 2014)

experimental and quasi-experimental studies of the Parent Child Home
Programme, meanwhile, show mixed results (REFS).

A more recent trial of the 16-week REDI-P home visiting programme, which is
aimed at low-income pre-school children attending pre-school (Head Start)
classes, found positive effects on some child outcomes (e.g. emergent literacy
skills, teacher-related academic performance in kindergarten, self-directed
learning and social competence, but not vocabulary or reading fluency) and
parent-reported but not independently observed parent support for children’s
learning (Bierman et al. 2015) parent engagement. The effects on some of

the child outcomes were partially mediated by gains in parent’s academic
expectations (Loughlin-Presnal and Bierman 2017). Thus, on balance it may be
concluded that home visiting is promising but requires careful evaluation and
monitoring to understand how and when it is most effective (Asmussen et al.
2016).

A systematic review by Grindal et al. (2016) explored whether adding parenting
education services to preschool programmes had an effect on children’s
cognitive and pre-academic skills in early childhood. Interventions covered

by the 46 studies included involved home visits or parent groups delivered by
teachers, paraprofessional home visitors and other trained workers. Although

a meta-analysis found that adding parent education was not associated with
impacts on short-term measures of cognitive or pre-academic skills for children,
there was evidence that home-visits can be effective if they are sufficiently
intensive (one or more visits per month) and focus on active learning (the
modelling and practice of particular parenting skills) as opposed to simply
providing general information on child development or curriculum content.

GROUP-BASED SUPPORT FOR PARENTS

There are several group-based interventions designhed to support children’s
early learning and development. Some are targeted at parents living in socially
disadvantaged areas. An example from the UK is the Parents Early Education
Partnership (PEEP). This works with parents of children aged up to 5 years on a
weekly basis during term time and focuses on children’s self-esteem, attitudes
to learning, physical development, language, literacy and numeracy. There
have been two quasi-experimental evaluations, with one showing positive
effects on children’s verbal comprehension, phonological awareness, early
number concepts, vocabulary and self-esteem relating to cognitive and physical
competence (Evangelou and Sylva 2003), and the other showing more mixed
effects for parent and child outcomes (Evangelou et al. 2005).

Some group-based interventions also have adjunctive activities for children. A
good example is ParentCorps, which targets pre-school children in low-income
areas. It involves concurrent after-school parent and child groups delivered after
school over 13 weeks by a mental health professional and teacher respectively,
combined with professional development for teachers. Trials in the US have
shown positive effects on children’s reading, writing and maths scores (Brotman
et al. 2013) and parent involvement for those with less involvement at the start
(Dawson-McLure et al. 2015), with some evidence of sustained effects on child
academic performance (Brotman et al. 2016). Another example is the KITS
programme (Kids in Transition to School). This comprises 24 group sessions for
children, designed to promote early literacy and social-emotional skills, and an
8-session group for caregivers to strengthen their involvement in early literacy
and school. Trials have shown positive effects on parenting skills and children’s
early literacy and self-regulation (Pears et al. 2013, 2015).
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Structured, targeted interventions for parents aimed at improving children’s
social, emotional and behavioural outcomes have proliferated in recent

years, in particular for young children, and there is promising evidence for

the effectiveness of some of them on their targeted outcomes, all of which
support learning (Furlong et al. 2012; see also Axford et al. 2015a; Asmussen et
al. 2016). These include group courses aimed at helping parents to manage
their children’s difficult behaviour; it is important, however, that they are
implemented with fidelity (Axford et al. 2017) and that concerted relational
and practical efforts are made to support parents’ attendance (see Chapter 11).
Improvements in children’s behaviour are best predicted by changes in specific
parenting behaviours (e.g. age-appropriate praise and discipline) rather than
changes to parental mood or confidence (Asmussen and Brims 2018). Further,
reviews suggest that such interventions are most effective if they give parents
information specific to the problems they are experiencing with their child
and provide ample opportunities for parents to practice new skills (e.g. via role

play, homework and group exercise) with practitioners providing individualised
feedback (ibid.).

SUPPORTING CHILDREN WITH LANGUAGE DIFFICULTIES

Most of this chapter has focused on prevention and early intervention but it is
important to acknowledge that some young children have particular difficulties
with language and that there are interventions to support parents in addressing
these. For example, a systematic review (Roberts and Kaiser 2011) found that
parent-implemented language interventions are effective for young children
with language impairments, showing a positive impact on children's:

receptive language skills (the ability to understand language heard or read)
expressive language skills (the ability to communicate with others using

language i.e. by putting thoughts into words and sentences)

receptive vocabulary (words that a child can comprehend and respond to,
even if they can't produce them)

expressive vocabulary (words that a child can express or produce)

expressive morphosyntax (the structure of words and way in which words are
put together to form phrases and sentences), and

rate of communication.

The study evaluated the effectiveness of parent-implemented language
interventions for children with language impairments aged 18-60 months.
The authors concluded that parent-implemented language interventions are
effective for young children with language impairments from middle-class
families whose parents agree to participate in research studies and that even
a small amount of parent training can have substantial effects on children’s
language development.

ENGAGING FAMILIES

Children with early reading or behaviour difficulties and those from
disadvantaged backgrounds are likely to need more intensive and sustained
approaches to support parental engagement in learning. Sensitivity is needed
to avoid parents feeling stigmatised or discouraged, and additional resources
are likely to be needed to support attendance at interventions, particularly of
those deemed likely to benefit the most. For example, a trial in the UK of a 10-
week programme for parents of struggling readers aged 5 to 6 years, which

involved teaching parents strategies to support their children’s reading, found no

effect on standardised reading or social-emotional outcomes (Tracey et al. 2016).
(There was evidence in the longer term of a positive impact on some aspects of
reading for boys.) One of the reasons suggested for the lack of effect was the low
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attendance rate (see also the Education Endowment Foundation guidance on
promoting language, cited in the next chapter).

Beyond interventions per se, good engagement of parents is likely to have several
important ingredients at the early years setting and school level (Epstein et al.
2008):

a leader who prioritises it and sees that it is integrated into planning in early
years settings and schools (i.e. assessing strengths and weaknesses of current
practice, viewing it as core to early years setting / school improvement and
monitoring accordingly)

a plan for working with parents; informed by an understanding of families’
lives and what facilitates / impedes their support for their children’s learning
- this is like to entail (a) talking to parents in the school about this and (b)
providing some training;

enhacting the plan - implementing interventions, approaches and techniques
that help parents to support their children’s learning, and applying practical
strategies to make it easier for parents to avail of these opportunities;
training for staff and ongoing support;

ensuring that staff have time and motivation to engage with parents (i.e. not
treating it as an inconvenient add-on); and

a coherent structure of partnership working between the school, the home
and the community to support these components.

However, the effectiveness of an approach based on these principles has not
yet been robustly tested for its impact on children’s learning.

Good parent engagement in children’s learning requires that staff in early
years and school settings are suitably trained and supported in working with

parents, especially those who are from different backgrounds (Goodall and
Vorhaus, 2011; Webster-Stratton and Bywater 2015). However, a recent national
survey in England showed that while the majority (80%) of schools believe that
engaging parents is the responsibility of all staff, relatively few (37%) report
that they currently provide staff with training about how to engage parents
(Axford et al. forthcoming). Moreover, initial teacher training currently pays
very little attention to developing family-school partnerships (Mutton et al.
2018). Training for teachers in how to engage with parents can be provided by
discrete interventions, although evaluation of such approaches is limited. In
one exception, Herman and Reinke (2017) evaluated a six-day teacher training
programme to improve teacher-student and teacher-parent relationships (as

well as to increase teachers’ use of effective classroom management strategies).

Based on teacher report there was increased parental engagement, which in
turn was associated with children displaying better behaviour and academic
performance.

Melhuish and van der Merwe (2018) argue that “Research over many years
suggests that all parents are keen to support their children, especially when
services are led by sensitive practitioners who work hard to forge relationships,
welcome parents in a warm and consistent way and offer a range of
opportunities to engage. This can mean challenging organisational inflexibility
and particular assumptions, such as labelling some families hard to reach or
assuming others have no interest in their children’s learning. All parents are
interested in their children doing well, but they often lack confidence and
knowledge about how to help” (pp.2-3). Accordingly, they contend that the key

elements for how nurseries and schools can improve children’s learning at home

success are as follows:
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“Designhated staff with responsibility for supporting parents

Good knowledge of the local community and its strengths

Building trustworthy relationships and parents’ confidence

Reaching out to families with flexible times and a range of ways to engage
(e.g. home visits and evening or weekend sessions)

Book, toy and equipment libraries to offer resources to parents

Regularly sharing educational knowledge and observations about children’s
progress

Listening to what parents say about their child’'s development and sharing
decision making.” (p.3)

CONCLUSION

There is good evidence that parent engagement in children’s learning and a
positive home learning environment contribute to improved learning outcomes,
including in the early years, but weaker evidence for what works to improve
parent engagement and, in turn, children’s early learning outcomes. However,
there are promising forms of intervention, with some showing benefits for low-
income children in particular. Given that parents from socially disadvantaged
backgrounds are less likely to engage in their children’s learning, concerted
efforts are needed to support those parents in effective interventions. In order to
facilitate changes to practice on the ground, there is also a need for policy level
support. For example, in relation to the home learning environment Melhuish
and van der Merwe (2018) argue that:

School inspectors should include support for home learning in early years
inspections;

Initial teacher training and other early education courses should include
modules on the home learning environment and working with parents; and

Early education messages should be integrated into health services and social
services so that anyone in contact with families pre-birth and from birth to the
age of three delivers the message about the importance of the home learning
environment.
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SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

There is good evidence that parent engagement in children’s learning is
associated with improved academic outcomes (including literacy and maths)
and related learning outcomes (such as attendance) regardless of grade
(school year) level. There is also evidence on the type of parent engagement
that is most helpful, such as high academic expectations, reading with and to
children (including the high-quality interaction that accompanies that) and
introducing mathematical concepts such as counting and measuring into
everyday activities.

The quality of the home learning environment is also consistently associated
with children’s academic outcomes. The home learning environment includes
interactions in and around the home with family members and also the
presence of material learning resources such as books, puzzles and toys.

A wealth of evidence supports the benefits of a positive home learning
environment in terms of children’s cognitive, social and physical
development. This is over and above the effect of socio-demographic factors
such as parent education and family income. The positive outcomes can be
seen well into adolescence.

Parents from socially disadvantaged backgrounds face numerous barriers
to engaging in their children’s learning and especially with nurseries and
schools, for example owing to a lack of money and time and, in some cases,
their own negative experience of education.

Children from advantaged homes typically receive more enriched home
learning, are read to more, hear more words, have more books and are taken
on more out-of-home activities, whereas children in chaotic households or
experiencing high levels of risk have poorer outcomes and receive poorer
quality home learning.

The evidence is weak by comparison on the best approaches that early years
settings and schools can take to encourage greater parental engagement

in learning and boost children’s attainment accordingly, although there are
activities with some evidence of impact.

The most important is arguably giving parents practical guidance and
encouragement about the kinds of things they can do at home, such as
reading together. There is promising evidence for language and pre-literacy
programmes that promote shared reading and children’s use of language,
in particular through parent-child shared reading activities. The children of
parents who receive tips, support and resources have been shown to have
improved literacy and language outcomes. Interventions that deliver such
support over the summer holiday have been shown to improve reading
outcomes, especially for children from poorer families.

Well-designed communication between early years settings or schools and
parents can help to improve attainment and other learning outcomes. These
include text messaging interventions, especially when they are personalised,
linked to learning and promote positive interactions.
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Children with early reading or behaviour difficulties and those from
disadvantaged backgrounds are likely to need more intensive and sustained
approaches to support parental engagement in learning.

Adding parent education (groups or home visiting) to pre-school education

is not associated with impacts on short-term measures of cognitive or
pre-academic skills for children. However, home visits can be effective in
improving early learning outcome if they are sufficiently intensive and focus
on active learning for parents. Such interventions commonly teach parents
effective scaffolding strategies and help them create a stimulating home
environment by providing age-appropriate toys and books. Groups can also be
effective, and some include adjunctive components for children.

There is promising evidence for the effectiveness of targeted interventions
for parents aimed at improving young children’s social-emotional and
behavioural outcomes, all of which support early learning outcomes. These
include group parent training programmes aimed at helping parents to
manage their children’s difficult behaviour.

There is also evidence to support the effectiveness of some parent-
implemented interventions for children with language difficulties.

Families from socially disadvantaged backgrounds are likely to need more
intensive and sustained support to improve parental engagement in learning.
Sensitivity is needed to avoid parents feeling stigmatised or discouraged,

and additional resources are likely to be needed to support attendance at
interventions.

Nurseries and schools need to integrate parent engagement into their
planning and provide staff with adequate training, support and time to work
with parents.

Policy-level support is also needed to facilitate changes to practice on the
ground.
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CHAPTER5: EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE

INTRODUCTION

Earlier chapters emphasised the central role that parents and other caregivers
play in children’s early learning, and the previous chapter focused on what
parents can do to support their children in this respect. This chapter focuses on
the role of early childhood education and care (ECEC) provision and in particular
the practitioners who work in this sector. As well as outlining evidence for the
effectiveness of such provision in improving children’s early learning, especially
for those from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, it explores the role of
quantity and quality, with a particular focus on the features of high-quality
provision. It also considers how best to develop and sustain a high-quality early
years workforce and looks at evidence for the value of two-generation models in
which both children and parents receive support.

EFFECTIVENESS

The potential of early childhood education and care to support child
development (including health, cognitive, behavioural, social and physical
outcomes), in particular, that of children from a disadvantaged background, and
especially if the quality is good, has long been recognised (Burger 2010; Camilli
et al. 2010; Sylva et al. 2014; Melhuish et al. 2015). These effects can be seen in
terms of children’s school readiness but also their long-term school attainment
and lifelong outcomes. These short- and long-term outcomes are linked:
“Attending high quality ECEC helps prepare young children to be ‘school ready/,
i.e. achieving the level of development that helps their ability to learn when they
start school (Becker, 2011), which is important as a foundation for a successful
educational career and long-term life outcomes” (Melhuish and Gardiner

2018: 25). As well as improving children’s cognitive skills, the effects of ECEC in
boosting confidence and social skills provides a stronger foundation for success
at school and, later in the workplace.

An example of such a study is the EPPE project, a prospective longitudinal
study in England involving over 3,000 children recruited at age three years

and followed until the end of Key Stage 1 (7 years). This found that pre-school
experience, compared to none, enhances children’s all-round development,
and that high-quality pre-schooling is related to better intellectual and social/
behavioural development (Sylva et al. 2004). The later SEED study also identified
wide-ranging benefits of attending ECEC between the ages of two and four years
in terms of aspects of children’s cognitive development and social-emotional
development (e.g. self-regulation, peer relations, prosocial behaviour) (Melhuish
and Gardiner 2018). Although contrary to EPPE, the SEED study did not find
short-term language benefits for children in group settings, group settings were
beneficial for other cognitive skills, such as non-verbal reasoning ability, as well
as various social-emotional outcomes.

The evidence consistently suggests that preschool provision is beneficial to the
educational and social development of children regardless of their background.
Put another way, children from both poor and rich home learning environments
stand to benefit from spending time in ECEC. The EPPE 3-11 study, for instance,
found that even after accounting for the home learning environment and other
socio-economic factors (e.g. family income, parent education level), pre-school
had almost as much impact on children’s educational achievement at age 11

as did primary school (Sammons et al. 2007). Similarly, the later SEED study
concluded that, by age four years, “the beneficial effects of ECEC use and of a
rich Home Learning Environment (HLE) are largely independent of each other,
suggesting that children from a rich home environment still benefit from ECEC
use” (Melhuish and Gardiner 2018: 94).
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So, disadvantaged children benefit from good-quality pre-school provision in
terms of their cognitive, language and social development, which can help
prepare them for school entry (a point reinforced in several reviews cited by
Melhuish and Gardiner 2018: Barnett 1995; Brooks-Gunn 2003; Heckman 2006;
Melhuish 2004; Yoshikawa et al. 2013). For instance, the EPPE study found that
children from disadvantaged backgrounds “benefit significantly from good
quality pre-school experiences, especially where they are with a mixture of
children from different social backgrounds” (Sylva et al. 2004: ii). However, some
evidence goes further than that, suggesting that early education can have

the largest impact on children from disadvantaged backgrounds (e.g. Cattan
et al. 2014, cited in Melhuish and Gardiner 2018), and may at be particularly
important for disadvantaged children who lag behind their peers from an early
age (Speight et al. 2015, cited in Melhuish and Gardiner 2018). On this basis,
ECEC may be regarded as “crucial in narrowing the gap in development and
attainment between groups of children” (Melhuish and Gardiner 2018: 26).

For instance, the EPPE 3-11 study showed that the benefit of pre-school is greater
for children who are disadvantaged and ‘at risk’; while one in three children
were ‘at risk’ of developing learning difficulties at the start of the pre-school, this
proportion fell to one in five by the time they started primary school (Sammons
et al. 2007). Similarly, the Effective Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education
project (EPPSE) shows that attending high-quality ECEC is associated with
long-term improvements in outcomes (e.g. English and mathematics GCSE
attainment), with particularly strong effects for children with parents with lower
levels of qualifications (Sylva et al. 2014). In this context it is important to note
that children from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to attend early
years settings, even for government-funded provision (Department for Education
2017), hence the importance of boosting uptake within this group.

The SEED study also found that “the benefits of attending ECEC are similar
across all levels of family disadvantage” (Melhuish and Gardiner 2018: 94)

but advised that “given that poorer child outcomes have been found for
disadvantaged children [..], and these children may be less likely to attend
childcare settings [..], children from disadvantaged families may be considered
to have more to gain from time in ECEC” (ibid., p.94).

This last point reiterates the importance of the quality of provision, an issue
explored in more depth later in this chapter. The EPPE study showed that
benefits in terms of outcomes are often greater for high-quality provision (Sylva
et al. 2004), while in the SEED study having attended higher-quality formal
group ECEC settings was associated with better cognitive and social-emotional
outcomes at age four in models controlling for home environment at ages two
(Melhuish and Gardiner 2018). Additional efforts to improve the quality of care
may, therefore, be expected to further improve outcomes (ibid.).

QUANTITY

The quantity of provision has been identified as being important, although
research suggests that this concerns duration (more terms) rather than intensity
(more hours per day): “Full time attendance led to no better gains for children
than part-time provision [..] Duration of attendance (in months) is important; an
earlier start (under age 3 years) is related to better intellectual development” (p.
ii). This is particularly salient given that disadvantaged children were found to
attend pre-school for around 4-6 months less than their more advantaged peers.
The finding on dose is supported by a secondary analysis of eight large studies of
preschool children in centre-based care, which concluded that better cognitive
outcomes are associated with greater exposure: “We see some indications that

a larger dosage of higher quality care or sustained exposure to programs with
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early intervention goals or guided by performance standards may result in more
favorable outcomes across both cognitive and behavioral domains, especially for
children in low income families” (Zaslow et al. 2016: 25).

The amount of ECEC provision received is important. Studies have shown that
starting from two years of age onwards is most effective for preschool education
(Sammons et al. 2002), and that the number of months in ECEC may have a
stronger influence than the number of hours per week received (Sylva et al.
2004). In a similar vein, the SEED study found that when controlling for home
environment and demographic factors, the average number of hours per week
in ECEC between two and four years was associated with difference in cognitive
and social-emotional outcomes at four years (Melhuish and Gardiner 2018).
Earlier studies have suggested that high levels of childcare, especially group care
in the first two years, can increase the risk for developing antisocial behaviour,
but later research indicates that this may relate to high levels of poor-quality care
(Melhuish et al. 2015).

Partly in response to evidence for the benefits of early education for child
development, in England all 3 and 4-year-olds and disadvantaged 2-year-
olds are offered free part-time early education. Take-up is generally high for
the older children (94%) and has increased for younger children (now 72%),
but there are regional variations and not all children who would benefit from
such provision are receiving it (Albakri et al. 2018). Children from the most
disadvantaged families are least likely to access these entitlements, even
though they would benefit the most (ibid.). This may partly be explained by
the challenges for providers in terms of offering places, for example owing to
financial costs providing childcare (especially in London) and lack of staff and
physical space. Demand from parents naturally also plays a part, with some

parents perceiving that free childcare must be poor quality, or believing that

it is wrong to put young children into a group setting, or considering that they
do not need ‘childcare’ because they were not employed, or getting confused
about their eligibility, or struggling to find provision that is sufficiently flexible.
Other factors related to take-up include language (English as an Additional
Language), population mobility and SEND. While efforts can be made to address
such concerns and therefore possibly increase take-up, it is also likely that some
parents will continue to choose for their child to start formal education when
they are older (ibid.).

QUALITY

Although there is consensus that early years provision needs to be high quality
in order to deliver its promise, what this looks like in practice is still debated.
Research on this subject has two main strands. The first concerns the structural
quality of early years provision and focuses on the more easily observed,
measured and regulated elements, such as group size, child-staff ratios, wages,
staff retention, leadership structures, and staff qualifications, and training and
professional development. The second strand, process quality, refers to what
happens on a day-to-day basis in early years settings and covers educational
activities, the types of interaction between children, early education staff and
parents and how children’s routine care needs are met. This includes the nature
of pedagogical quality, cognitive stimulation, emotional care and support.

Process quality is deemed to be most responsible for children’s outcomes, as it is
more proximal to children’s experiences in early childhood (Melhuish et al. 2015).
However, these two elements are intertwined insofar as “[s]tructural elements
provide the framework for the elements of process quality to operate and to have
the fullest impact on children’s outcomes” (Bonetti and Brown 2018, p.5).
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There is a considerable body of research on the characteristics of best practice
in early years childcare and education. The EPPE study found that good quality
could be found in all kinds of early years settings but that it was higher overall

in settings that integrate education and care and in nursery schools (Sylva et

al. 2004). Quality was also associated with outcomes: “Pre-school quality was
significantly related to children’s scores on standardised tests of reading and
mathematics at age 6 years. At age 7 years the relationship between quality and
academic attainment was somewhat weaker but still evident, and the effect

of quality on social behavioural development was no longer significant. High
quality pre-school provision combined with longer duration had the strongest
effect on development.” (ibid., p. iii). Features of higher-quality settings included:
staff having warm interactive relationships with children; a good proportion of
staff having qualifications (including a trained teacher as manager); the provision
of instructed learning environments; interaction associated with teaching;

and viewing education and social development as complementary. Further,
case studies of settings that were particularly effective in improving children’s
outcomes given their starting position and social background identified several
important areas when working with children aged three to five years:

Good-quality adult child verbal interactions involving sustained shared
thinking, open-ended questioning, formative feedback modelling of skills or
appropriate behaviour

Initiation of activities by staff (e.g. via group work) and children (e.g. in free
play), with staff extending child-initiated interactions

Good knowledge and understanding of the curriculum

Knowledge about how children learn, reflected in a combination of teaching
and “freely chosen yet potentially instructive play activities” (p. vi)

Trained staff with skills to support children (the study found that “The most

highly qualified staff also provided the most instruction, and were the most
effective in their interactions with the children, using the most sustained
shared thinking. Less qualified staff were significantly better at supporting
learning when they worked with qualified teachers.” (p. vi)

Encouraging high levels of parent engagement in their children’s learning,

for example by sharing child-related information, involving parents in making
decisions about heir child’'s learning programme, and sharing educational
aims so that parents can support their children at home (see also Chapter 4 of
this report).

Quality was also associated with outcomes in the SEED study (see above), with
indications that “a number of structural characteristics of settings, including staff
qualifications and training, [..] may be instrumental in achieving the high quality
provision that is seen to be associated with the best child outcomes” (Melhuish
and Gardiner 2018, citing the SEED quality report - Melhuish and Gardiner 2017).

Zaslow et al. (2016) found that “interaction-specific measures of quality [focusing
in depth on the quality of teacher-child interactions as regards instructional and
emotional support] are more consistently related to child outcomes than are
global measures of quality [focusing on interactions as well as physical features
of the environment, activities and routines]” (p.21). Domain-specific measures of
quality, which focus on instruction and stimulation in specific content areas (e.g.
early language and literacy), also predicted child outcomes.

There are also international studies that look at the relationship between quality
and outcomes. The OECD (2018) undertook a cross-national literature review
and meta-analysis of the relationship between structure and process quality in
early childhood education and care. It found that the primary driver of children’s

EVIDENCE REVIEW / IMPROVING THE EARLY LEARNING OUTCOMES OF CHILDREN GROWING UP IN POVERTY

o4



CHAPTER5: EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE

learning and development in ECEC was quality of staff-child interactions: “Staff-
child interactions and implementation of developmental and educational
activities are linked to higher levels of children’s emerging literacy and numeracy
skills, as well as better behavioural and social skills” (p.65). With the exception of
in-service training, however, “changes in structural levers are not directly linked
to child development and learning” (p.105). Rather, there was some evidence
that some of them, such as working conditions and staff well-being, are related
to better staff-child interactions. The study also found that systems to monitor
quality and improve practice were associated with better staff-child interactions.

However, the strength of conclusions that can be drawn from some of

the aforementioned literature is limited. This is partly because of the
representativeness of the samples often used, but also because of a lack of
studies with strong counterfactuals or comparison groups and a tendency to
use self-report or practitioners’ perceptions as measures of effective pedagogy
(Sim et al. 2018). In this context, two recent studies attempted to fill this gap

by using systematic methods to identify interventions that have been tested
robustly tested and also to identify areas requiring further research. They looked
at structural quality and process quality respectively.

STRUCTURAL QUA