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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
• to describe the aims and scope of the review and the approach to 

undertaking it
• to highlight strengths and limitations of the review
• to outline how the remainder of the report is organised
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

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 
significant 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.

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
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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).

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
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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. 2011).

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 signs of emotional and behavioural problems (see Chapter 
4 of Axford et al. 2015b; also Chapter 5 of Asmussen et al. 2016). In addition, a 
significant 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 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
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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 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
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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 witness 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.2 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). 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

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 illness, parental 
separation or divorce, and incarcerated household members. It has also been suggested that poverty and poor 
neighbourhood quality are added to the list.ocial Care.
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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?

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
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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)
• qualities 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/b; 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.3  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 

stress or adverse childhood experiences;
(2) activities4 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; 0-1 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 
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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” (Metsäpelto 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; Metsäpelto 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, 
recognising 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 their impact 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 research on a 
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:

• to describe 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

• to outline briefly other important (and related) aspects of early learning, 
notably play and physical development

• to outline 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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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 

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.
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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 

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, 
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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 

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, 
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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 (McIntosh 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 

(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).

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

• 2 to 3 years
• Diversity, sophistication, complexity

• 3 to 5 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 
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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 

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).
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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, 
2011; 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 2011). 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 2011). 
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 
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(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).5  
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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. 2011).

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-
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5 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/health-survey-for-england-health-survey-for-england-2015 l Care.

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 
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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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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).
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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.

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.
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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.



EVIDENCE REVIEW / IMPROVING THE EARLY LEARNING OUTCOMES OF CHILDREN GROWING UP IN POVERTY 33

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, J., 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

AGES: 0-1, 2-3

WHAT MATTERS

OUTCOMES
General cognitive

STRENGTH

NATURE
Correlational, Direct, Proximal

SOCIO-ECONOMIC GRADIENT
Yes

LINKS
N/A

WHAT WORKS

IMPACT ON ISSUE

IMPACT ON EARLY LEARNING 
OUTCOMES
Not known

Note: See Chapter 1 for an explanation 
of the categories and ratings

6 This chapter draws in part on: Axford and Barlow (2013), Barlow and Axford (2013), Axford et al. (2015a, 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

• to outline the factors that contribute to secure attachment, on the one 
hand, and insecure and disorganised attachment, on the other

• to describe the kinds of intervention that are effective in promoting secure 
attachment and reducing insecure or disorganised attachment
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CHAPTER 3. ATTACHMENT AND SENSITIVE PARENTING

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 2009; 
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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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 

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 1 and 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.7 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.
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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).

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 
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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, 

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-
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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 
managing 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 

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 1 to 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).

CHAPTER 3. ATTACHMENT AND SENSITIVE PARENTING



EVIDENCE REVIEW / IMPROVING THE EARLY LEARNING OUTCOMES OF CHILDREN GROWING UP IN POVERTY 41

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).

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 (Negrão 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, 
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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-
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CHAPTER  4. 
PARENT SUPPORT FOR 
CHILDREN’S LEARNING 8

AGES: 0-1, 2-3, 4-8

WHAT MATTERS

OUTCOMES
Speech, language and communication
Literacy (and pre-literacy)
Numeracy (and pre-numeracy)
General cognitive

STRENGTH

NATURE
Causal, Direct, Proximal

SOCIO-ECONOMIC GRADIENT
Yes

LINKS
N/A

WHAT WORKS

IMPACT ON ISSUE

IMPACT ON EARLY LEARNING 
OUTCOMES

Note: See Chapter 1 for an explanation 
of the categories and ratings

8 This chapter draws in part on Axford et al. (forthcoming).
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OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this chapter are:

• to outline 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

• to identify 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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CHAPTER 4. PARENT SUPPORT FOR CHILDREN’S LEARNING

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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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 

with letters or numbers, counting or sorting things, drawing and painting (make 
meaningful marks), and learning, rhymes, songs and poems, 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 
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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 networks 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.

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 
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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 

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.).
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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 

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 
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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-designed 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 

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 
signing 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 designed to improve some of these features 
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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 

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 
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GROUP-BASED SUPPORT FOR PARENTS 
There are several group-based interventions designed 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).

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.
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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 

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 
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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:

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;

• enacting 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 
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• 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.

• “Designated 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
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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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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.

Further reading and resources
Axford, N., Berry, V., Lloyd, J., Moore, D., Rogers, M., Hurst, A., Blockley, K., Durkin, 
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Endowment Foundation.
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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. https://www.eif.org.uk/report/the-best-start-at-home 

Education Endowment Foundation (2018b) Working with Parents to Support 
Children’s Learning: Guidance for Schools. London: EEF.

Education Endowment Foundation Early Years Toolkit:
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/early-years-
toolkit/ 

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.
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CHAPTER  5. 
EARLY CHILDHOOD 
EDUCATION AND CARE

AGES: 2-3, 4-8

WHAT MATTERS

OUTCOMES
Speech, language and communication
Literacy (and pre-literacy)
Numeracy (and pre-numeracy)
General cognitive

STRENGTH

NATURE
Causal, Direct, Proximal

SOCIO-ECONOMIC GRADIENT
Yes

LINKS
N/A

WHAT WORKS

IMPACT ON ISSUE
N/A

IMPACT ON EARLY LEARNING 
OUTCOMES

Note: See Chapter 1 for an explanation 
of the categories and ratings
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OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this chapter are:

• to outline evidence on the effectiveness of early childhood education and 
care (ECEC) in improving aspects of children’s development, including early 
learning outcomes

• to explore the relationship between early childhood education and care, 
families’ socio-economic status and early learning outcomes

• to describe the relationship between the quantity of ECEC received and 
children’s early learning outcomes

• to explain how quality in ECEC settings is defined and its relationship with 
children’s early learning outcomes

• to examine the features of an effective ECEC workforce
• to outline evidence for the effectiveness of so-called ‘two-generation’ 

models in which high-quality ECEC is combined with support for parents to 
engage in their children’s learning and development 
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CHAPTER 5: 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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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 

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.
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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).

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 
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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 

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 

CHAPTER 5: EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE



EVIDENCE REVIEW / IMPROVING THE EARLY LEARNING OUTCOMES OF CHILDREN GROWING UP IN POVERTY 65

The review concluded that these structural elements have an impact on 
children’s outcomes across several domains, including cognitive and social-
emotional, although – critically – few studies isolated the impact of each 
element of the iron triangle. It also argued that each element of the triangle 
may be necessary but not sufficient to improve the quality of provision and that 
paying insufficient attention to any one of the three could lead to disappointing 
outcomes. The results for each structural element may be summarised as follows.

Ratios
Thirteen relevant studies were identified. Collectively, these showed that having 
fewer children per member of staff leads to better child outcomes because they 
enable staff to provide more individualised attention and are conducive to better 
teacher and child behaviour. While early years settings need to apply ratios that 
are in line with agreed guidelines, ratios in classes in the first year of primary 
school are “much higher” than what is recommended to maximise impact on 
child outcomes.

Training and development
Based on 34 studies, the authors concluded that it is useful for early years 
teachers to have a formal degree and some specialised training in early 
childhood education or child development if they are to have the necessary skills 
and knowledge to do their job well. 

Class size
This subject was explored in 12 studies. The evidence showed that having smaller 
class sizes for the whole school day is associated with improved children’s 
outcomes, greater educational effectiveness and other classroom-level benefits. 
In England, classroom sizes for children aged 0-4 years are not regulated but 

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 QUALITY
In the first of these studies, Bonetti and Brown (2018) focused on what it 
referred to as the ‘iron triangle’ of structural quality, comprising child-to-staff 
ratios, workforce training and professional development, and size of group or 
classroom. It sought to use quantitative studies or meta-analyses of quantitative 
studies but found very few randomised controlled trials or quasi-experimental 
design studies.
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• Building initial interest and maintaining momentum and engagement for its 
implementation.

• Creating engagement, energy and accountability for the implementation 
amongst the workforce.  

• Continuously communicating with key stakeholders about the 
implementation.  

Furthermore, leaders reinforce practice by highlighting the efforts of others. 
They require and encourage workforce participation in the effective use of 
tools and the uptake of skills. They discourage poor performance and unhelpful 
behaviours. They seek feedback, reinforce positive staff performance, and they 
solve implementation problems.

The Implementation Leadership Scale (ILS) is a simple and usable tool to 
regularly assess the level of implementation leadership provided within an 
organisation or a community (Aarons et al. 2014a; Ehrhart et al. 2014). It measures 
the specific leadership behaviours assumed to influence staff to support the 
successful implementation of evidence-based practices and includes twelve 
items across four areas of leadership assessing the degree to which a leader is: 

• proactive regarding the EBP (evidence-based practice) implementation, 
• knowledgeable of the EBP and implementation, 
• providing support for the EBP implementation, and 
• perseverant when facing EBP implementation problems.

It was tailored to be used by frontline staff and the managers supporting them in 
implementing evidence-based practices within real-world service settings.

The work with translating these assumptions into a standardised checklist 
that can be used to systematically work through an organisation’s readiness is 
ongoing (Scott et al. 2017). In the absence of universally applicable measures, 
less comprehensive checklists targeting a particular aspect of readiness, such as 
motivation (Shea et al. 2014), can be combined with individually developed and 
facilitated approaches, including readiness checklists and meetings tailored to 
the specific requirements of locally developed interventions (Kingston 2018).

IMPLEMENTATION DEMANDS LEADERSHIP
Leaders and the influence of leaders on change processes cannot be 
underestimated throughout the phases of implementation (Aarons 2015; Aarons 
and Sklar 2014; Aarons et al. 2016). To be successful during the readiness phase 
and throughout the implementation of new interventions, leadership support is 
critical (Brimhall et al. 2015; Green et al. 2013; Hasson et al. 2014).

Leadership support is the explicit buy-in and active participation in 
implementation processes from senior, middle and frontline management 
within or across organisations that implement a new intervention (Aarons 
et al. 2014b). Leaders drive change efforts and align organisational goals and 
structures to facilitate this change. This includes the active involvement in 
understanding the requirements of the intervention, planning for change as 
needed, and the ability to solve problems as they arise. Leadership is particularly 
important when decisions to overcome implementation obstacles is required. 

Key implementation leadership behaviours include:
• Acquiring a good working knowledge of the intervention. 
• Being able to articulate an intervention’s benefits to a wide range of 

stakeholders.
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The COM-B framework (Michie et al. 2011) describes the basic requirements 
of individual behaviour change, pointing to the simultaneous importance of 
capability, motivation and opportunity when working for enabling behaviour 
change. The framework is depicted in the diagram below and operationalised in 
the following.
 

The measure was evaluated with mental health clinicians working in 93 different 
outpatient mental health programmes in Southern California, US. Participants 
came from numerous backgrounds including marriage and family therapy, 
social work, psychology, child development, human relations, nursing, and other 
areas such as drug and alcohol counselling, probation, psychiatry. The measure 
has good internal consistency reliability (ranging from 0.95 to 0.98.) as well as 
convergent (correlations ranged from 0.62 to 0.75) and discriminant validity 
(Correlations ranged from 0.050 to 0.406).

IMPLEMENTATION INVOLVES BEHAVIOUR CHANGE
Implementing a new intervention in a local setting implies to initiate an 
organisational and system change that requires individuals, teams and systems 
to change their behaviour (Michie and Johnston 2012).

Such behaviour change depends on the individual readiness of staff in the 
different organisations involved in the implementation – be they early childhood 
educators, general practitioners, school teachers, social workers, volunteers, or 
others.
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 To overcome these phases of performance loss, scholars suggest combining one-
off training with strategies of on-going support such as supervision and coaching 
(Dorsey 2017; Schoenwald et al. 2004). Some go as far as to state, “there does not 
seem to be a substitute for expert consultation, supervision and feedback for 
improving skills and increasing adoption” (Herschell et al. 2010, p.14).

Coaching (sometimes also referred to as consultation) is one of several 
recognised implementation strategies designed to enhance the uptake of new 
skills and competencies by managers and practitioners. For the providers of 
evidence-based practice, the aim of receiving coaching is to ensure fidelity and 
thereby achieve positive outcomes as designed (Beidas and Kendall 2010; Beidas 
et al. 2013; Beidas et al. 2012).

Coaching takes place ‘on the job’ and utilises field examples of actual casework 
involving the use of the new intervention. Coaching activities should be 

While capability refers to an individual’s physical and psychological capability 
to conduct the activities required as part of a new intervention, motivation 
describes the mechanisms in an individual that energise and direct the 
individual towards new behaviours and towards applying the new intervention 
– this motivation can be of both rational and emotional nature. Finally, 
opportunity frames conditions outside of the individual that need to be in place 
before behaviour can change – these can be ‘physical’ – concrete situations 
need to be shaped such that an individual can use a new intervention – but can 
also have ‘cultural’ aspects in that the new behaviour has to be accepted and 
acknowledged as the ‘new way of doing things around here’.

Based on this understanding, capabilities, motivation and opportunities interact 
and – together – create behaviour change in individuals. During preparation of an 
implementation, attention should be paid to enhancing all three preconditions 
of behaviour change in order to increase the likeliness of individual engagement 
in the many activities that lie ahead of an implementation process.

IMPLEMENTATION REQUIRES WORKFORCE 
SUPPORT
Research has shown that training alone does not result in the required change 
in practitioner behaviour (Fixsen et al. 2005; Herschell et al. 2010). Moreover, the 
performance of practitioners and others taking up a new practice and learning 
new behaviours and skills, has been described as potentially declining as part 
of an implementation process as indicated in the diagram below (Lyon et al. 
2010). This decline is related to the discomfort professionals experience as part of 
taking up new and unlearning old skills and can be a key challenge during early 
implementation stages when the use of a new intervention has just begun. 
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designed to increase the practitioner’s mastery over the skills required to utilise 
the intervention and achieve its intended outcomes. Coaching reinforces 
information learned in the training, keeps it foremost in the minds of the 
practitioner, and provides timely feedback when practitioners are gaining skill 
in the use of the intervention and its tools and instruments. The aim is to keep 
the spotlight on practice, enable learning and reinforce expectations for the new 
intervention to be used as intended. 

The regular follow-up by the coach also serves as a motivation for greater 
accountability by engaging practitioners and encouraging them to be prepared 
(Nadeem et al. 2013). Coaching should be provided in a supportive and highly 
engaging manner. Coaching is transparent and is not offered as a confidential 
process between coach and practitioner.

IMPLEMENTATION BUILDS ON STRATEGIES
While coaching is one particular implementation strategy, there are many more 
in the toolbox of an implementation specialist. In recent years, implementation 
scientists have paid increasing attention to the “methods or techniques used to 
enhance the adoption, implementation, and sustainability of a clinical program 
or practice” (Proctor et al. 2013).

These methods or techniques are commonly referred to as “implementation 
strategies”, 73 of which were included in an expert-informed compilation aimed 
at enhancing the conceptual clarity, relevance and comprehensiveness of 
implementation strategies for use in research and practice (Powell et al. 2015b). 
The table below presents a selection of 10 implementation strategies with 
definitions tailored to early childhood contexts.
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Its key message is that in order to achieve positive client outcomes, the quality 
with which services are delivered to clients needs to be high. This quality 
depends on diligent implementation, as reflected in different implementation 
outcomes, which agencies and communities can prioritise and measure. 

Since this descriptive mapping of implementation strategies was finalised, 
further progress has been made in understanding how implementation 
strategies can be used within local implementation processes. This evidence 
indicates that the use of single strategies seldom is sufficient to achieve 
complex implementation goals (Powell et al. 2014). Instead, the development 
of multi-faceted strategies has been recommended. Moreover, methods have 
been described that can help implementation practitioners and researchers in 
selecting and tailoring implementation strategies to local implementation needs 
and problems (Powell, Beidas et al. 2015a).

IMPLEMENTATION CAN AND SHOULD BE 
MEASURED
Increasing the organisational focus on implementation also implies to consider 
how implementation can be measured and monitored.

To establish a data-based culture in relation to not only clinical but also 
implementation practice implies for an agency or community to define the 
implementation outcomes, it assumes will contribute most to the positive 
outcomes it wants to achieve for children and families.

A central framework for understanding such implementation outcomes and 
how they relate to both the quality with which services are delivered and in the 
final instance client outcomes is presented in the diagram below (Proctor et al. 
2010).
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IMPLEMENTATION CALLS FOR SUSTAINMENT
As highlighted above, sustainment implies to have fully integrated a new 
intervention into the daily routines of an agency or community.

In order to achieve a substantial degree of institutionalisation, questions of 
sustainment requires  attention already during early implementation stages 
(Chambers et al. 2013) as many of its preconditions – such as adequate funding; 
an optimal intervention-context fit; sufficient capacity to train staff, to collect 
data, and to provide ongoing support; or stable stakeholder commitment – will 
need to be considered and/or created before an intervention actually is selected 
or taken in use.

Moreover, considering sustainment is required throughout an implementation 
process because this process will undergo constant changes in most human 
service settings. These changes will make it necessary to constantly adapt 
interventions to changing contexts (Chambers and Norton 2016).

This means sustainment should be a consideration of all stakeholders involved 
in an implementation process from the very beginning. Such sustainment can 
occur at three levels of a service system (Chambers et al. 2013; Moore et al. 2017). 
It may imply to: 

1. Continue to deliver the intervention to clients (an individual level of analysis);
2. Maintain the intervention and/or its activities in an identifiable form, even if 
modified (an organisational level of analysis); 
3. Maintain the capacity of a community to deliver intervention activities within a 
community coalition or similar structure (community level of analysis).

The evaluation questions relevant to raise for each of these implementation 
outcomes are:

• Acceptability: Do practitioners delivering the intervention to clients perceive it 
as agreeable, palatable, satisfactory? 

• Adoption: How extensive is the uptake of the intervention among relevant 
practitioners, teams, or agencies?

• Appropriateness: Do stakeholders perceive the interventions as a relevant and 
compatible fit for the context in which it is delivered?

• Costs: What are the true costs of implementing the intervention, when 
considering costs for both intervention delivery and implementation activities?

• Feasibility: Can the intervention be successfully used within the local context?
• Fidelity: Can the intervention be implemented as intended by its developers? 
• Penetration: Given the number of staff trained in the new intervention, does it 

reach sufficient numbers of clients?
• Sustainability: Can the intervention be maintained over time and become a 

routine practice within the local service setting?

While the measurement of these implementation outcomes often will depend 
on locally available administrative data, some can also be addressed through 
standardised implementation measurements. A few pragmatic implementation 
measures usable in real-world settings have been highlighted in this section, but 
a far broader range of measures exists and are available for use in practice (Lewis 
et al. 2015; 2018).

CHAPTER 11: FEATURES OF EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION



EVIDENCE REVIEW / IMPROVING THE EARLY LEARNING OUTCOMES OF CHILDREN GROWING UP IN POVERTY 153

visible. They suggest that these barriers require a range of creative response, 
including: parent ambassadors, new forms of media, advertising services in 
places frequented by families, translating promotion materials into languages 
of the communities one is seeking to reach, making services responsive to users’ 
needs (e.g. flexible in location and timing), making services welcoming and less 
intimidating, being aware of the stigma attached to a service or setting and 
possible re-presenting or re-branding the service accordingly, and addressing 
barriers associated with lack of effort or perceived inadequacy of resources. At 
the heart of all of these is building relationships of trust.

Boag-Munroe and Evangelou (2012) also identified reasons why families might 
be hard to reach. One concerns involuntary isolation, in other words, families 
whose social contacts might be constrained because they are from minority 
ethnic groups, young mothers, single mothers, fathers and prisoners’ families, or 
because they lack financial resources. Services for fathers might need to employ 
dedicated male staff or put on activities that with which many men are more 
likely to engage (e.g. sport, trips, DIY). Home visits and outreach services might 
be necessary for families who lack transport or live in rural areas. At all times 
it is necessary to work with families holistically, removing barrier(s) to access 
and deploying a range of tools, including human (e.g. other members of the 
community), material (e.g. transport), language (e.g. interpreters) or new ways 
of thinking.  Poor health can also make it harder to access services, whether it is 
chronic and life-threatening illness or less serious but temporarily incapacitating 
conditions. In such cases, there might be a need for home-based services, and in 
the case of mental health provision, it can be helpful to introduce self-help and 
informal social support.

The evidence on the effectiveness of specific interventions and strategies 
successfully supporting sustainment over time is scarce. However, qualitative 
knowledge about factors that make it easier to maintain practices exists 
and points to a broad variety of factors as crucial, existing in the inner, and 
outer setting of the implementation or related to the intervention and/or the 
practitioners delivering the intervention (Hunter 2016; Rodriguez et al. 2018).

Moreover, conceptual models are available for agencies and communities to 
consider when assessing the potential sustainability of an intervention (Hodge 
and Turner 2016; Lennox et al. 2018).

IMPLEMENTATION INVOLVES ENABLING ACCESS TO 
SERVICES
There is a danger of focusing so much on what services are to be delivered 
and how they are delivered that less attention is given to ensuring that the 
right people actually get to receive the service. This concerns both recruitment 
and retention – in other words, helping people to access the service in the first 
instance and then continue to receive it. This issue is particularly salient for 
families from more socially disadvantaged backgrounds, who tend to be less 
likely to access many of the kinds of intervention described in earlier chapters.

In order to help address this concern, Boag-Munroe and Evangelou (2012) 
undertook a systematic review of the literature on hard-to-reach families in 
relation to education, health and social care services. First, they identified 
two main organisational barriers to families using services: (i) setting; and (ii) 
communications, which may relate to a range of factors, including culture, 
language, literacy, use of professional jargon, difficulty in asking for help or 
articulating need and services not being interested or not being sufficiently 
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a need for “outreach and specialist workers; careful, active, attentive listening 
skills; contextualized, holistic, community-based work; and the provision of 
appropriate buildings and facilities” (p.234). Underpinning all of these is the 
importance of building relationships of trust (which requires adequate and 
sustained funding). Key skills needed within services are: communication; 
flexibility; adaptability; contextualised and community-based work; careful 
design of appropriate settings; and relationship building. Many of these themes 
are echoed in a literature review published in the same year but with a particular 
emphasis on engaging parents in parent training programmes (Axford et al. 
2012).

Flanagan and Hancock (2010) explored qualitatively how to make health 
services more accessible for the so-called ‘hard-to-reach’, a contested definition 
but taken to include drug users, people living with HIV, people from sexual 
minority communities, asylum seekers, refugees, people from black and ethnic 
minority communities, and homeless people. Among the barriers they identify 
to engaging in mainstream services are location and opening times of services, 
bad experiences in the past, how services are funded and managed (meaning 
that services may not make people aware of or refer them to other services), and 
the narrow demographic of existing service users (making potential new users 
feel like ‘outsiders’). According to the authors, the primary means of helping the 
‘hard-to-reach’ to access services include: respectful treatment of service users, 
establishing trust with service users; offering service flexibility, including flexible 
opening hours and outreach services to encourage engagement; partnership 
working with other organisations (so that information is shared); and harnessing 
service user involvement (e.g. having member helpers on the team). 

The review also noted that some families are hard to engage because of 
voluntary isolation – for instance because engagement with services would be 
threatening or stigmatising (e.g. the person wants to hide something about 
themselves or their lives, or they do not share value system of the services 
concerned). This can affect a range of groups, from asylum-seekers to people 
abusing alcohol or substances. Strategies that might be suitable in these 
circumstances include snowball or chain referral, outreach at places where 
such groups congregate, the use of appropriate buildings and a willingness to 
make repeated attempts to reach the families concerned followed by sustained 
involvement. Other families might have reservations about service engagement 
because they feel anxious about what might happen, are reluctant to ask for 
help (perceived weakness, failure), do not have a perceived need, consider 
services unresponsive to their need, or feel that past expectations of services 
were not fulfilled. Some of the strategies mentioned earlier might be suitable as 
might the use of parent ambassadors.

Boag-Munroe and Evangelou (2012) advised that policy-makers need to 
recognise that engaging hard-to-reach families is a complex challenge that 
requires complex solutions. An implication of this is that staff need to be trained 
and supported adequately and able to build sustained relationships with 
families (because short-term work often leads to disillusionment and weariness 
with services and initiatives). From a practice perspective, interagency work 
is necessary to support families in a holistic way, and the available support 
needs to be diverse (e.g. outside regular office hours and away from a central 
geographic setting) if it is to meet the needs of families who are geographically 
isolated or work office hours. Services need to be alert to multiple complex 
reasons why families do not engage and take responsibility for reaching them 
in innovative ways (including via technology). Amongst other things there is 
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CONCLUSION
This chapter has described a range of elements of good implementation 
practice. Although there will be more detailed requirements for effective 
implementation of specific initiatives, the vast majority of these will be covered 
by the main categories covered here. It is clear that effective implementation 
also requires a supportive and enabling system, which is the subject of the next – 
and penultimate – chapter.
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Earlier chapters of this report have identified types of intervention that are 
effective in improving early learning outcomes and related aspects of school 
readiness. However, even the most promising initiative will have limited 
impact if it is not implemented fully and effectively. Without addressing 
larger organisational and individual practice challenges, as a planned part of 
programme implementation, interventions with a strong evidence base may 
remain unsuccessful.

The following are commonly regarded as key elements of good 
implementation practice:

• Approaching it as a staged process rather than a single event, moving from 
exploration and preparation through to implementation and sustainment

• Building an agency’s or community’s readiness i.e. the willingness 
and ability to take up an innovation and integrate it into daily practice 
implement innovations

• Providing leadership i.e. the explicit buy-in and active participation in 
implementation processes from senior, middle and frontline management 
within or across organisations that implement a new intervention

• Getting individuals, teams and systems to change their behaviour by 
nurturing capacity and motivation and creating opportunities

• Offering workforce support through a combination of one-off training 
sessions and ongoing support such as supervision and coaching (also for 
the early years workforce specifically there is a need to promote working 
in early childhood care and education as a desirable profession, which 

includes developing more rigorous qualifications and applying higher entry 
criteria).

• Monitoring implementation outcomes such as acceptability, 
appropriateness, fidelity and sustainability

• Considering sustainability throughout the implementation process
• Enabling access to services, especially among so-called ‘hard-to-reach’ 

families, by taking practical and relational measures.

Further reading and resources
Early Intervention Foundation (2019) How to Engage Disadvantaged Parents 
in Parenting and Parental Conflict Programmes and Services: An Evidence 
Review. London: Early Intervention Foundation.

Sharples, J., Albers, B. and Fraser, S. (2018) Putting Evidence to Work: A School’s 
Guide to Implementation. London: Education Endowment Foundation.
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/a-
schools-guide-to-implementation/ 

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS
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OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this chapter are:

• to outline evidence on the relationship between implementation quality 
and outcomes

• to summarise evidence on the features of effective implementation of 
interventions and other services
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ENABLING THE SYSTEM-WIDE UPTAKE 
OF EVIDENCE
For a number of years, the debate about how to best enable the uptake 
of research evidence into routine early childhood practices was primarily 
‘programme-focused’. Driven by aspirations to examine the effectiveness of 
these practices with greater scrutiny, a range of programmes were designed that 
underwent the testing procedures known primarily from the medical sciences. 
Following initial efficacy trials, many were implemented in real-world settings, 
where they were further tested for their effectiveness under the less ideal 
circumstances of budget constraints, regular staff turnover, lack of stakeholder 
buy-in and other challenges integral to routine service settings. Examples of 
internationally developed programmes that have been – and still are – part of 
these processes, and which focus at least in part on young children and their 
families, include the Australian Positive Parenting Programme Triple P (de Graaf 
et al. 2008; Hahlweg et al. 2010), programmes of US origin such as Incredible 
Years (Menting et al. 2013) and Nurse-Family Partnership (Mejdoubi et al. 2015; 
Robling et al. 2016) but also UK based programmes such as the Family Links 
Nurturing Programme (Simkiss et al. 2013). By testing, trialling and implementing 
these types of programmes at a larger scale the hope was to increase the routine 
use of evidence in daily service delivery and thereby facilitate a comprehensive 
turn of the early years service system towards establishing evidence-based 
practices.

This optimistic belief in the transformational power of the commissioning 
of programmes has since decreased (Ghate 2015). This is partly because the 
pathway towards replicating positive outcomes achieved in clinical settings 
under less ideal – real-life – circumstances has been shown to be complex, 
leaving considerable room for improving the evidence base for their use and 

adaptation (Baumann et al. 2015; Carnochan et al. 2017) and leading to a 
realisation that evidence-based practice depends on more than the pure and 
technical transfer of programmes to new contexts (Löfholm et al. 2009; Robling 
et al. 2016; Sundell et al. 2015). The change in climate around evidence-based 
programmes is also partly because of their limited uptake, despite widespread 
attempts to promote their use (Horwitz et al. 2014), the effect being to narrow 
their reach to a comparatively small number of children and families overall. 
Hence, the ‘evidence-based movement’ that has emerged in the past two 
decades (Axford and Morpeth 2013) appears to leave many early childhood 
services untouched.

In recent years, scholars operating in the field of evidence-based human services 
have therefore turned towards systems theory to better capture the conditions 
under which the uptake of evidence in daily practice may occur and to identify 
alternative pathways for increasing this uptake (Atkinson et al. 2013; Ghate 
2015; Paina and Peters 2012) – based on principles and practices rather than on 
programmes, and on entire systems rather than on single teams and agencies. 
This view is also represented in this report.

The following therefore provides suggestions for how systems will need to 
change in order to enable the uptake of current best evidence in service 
delivery. In providing these suggestions, systems are viewed as being formed by 
individuals, groups, agencies and organisations, who – in order to achieve positive 
service outcomes for children and families – need to initiate or contribute to 
joint efforts. The system of early childhood services may therefore include the 
following actors (FSG n.d.) : 24
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As a response, place-based approaches informed by the concept of collective 
impact (Kania and Kramer 2011) have been developed, representing efforts 
to acknowledge system dynamics and providing a framework for facilitating 
collective improvement work at a system level. While these have been embraced 
with great enthusiasm across multiple human service sectors, and here have 
demonstrated promising results (e.g. Crimeen et al. 2017; Lankelly Chase 2017; 
O’Dwyer et al. 2007), few high-quality evaluations exist that could provide clear 
guidance on how to best prepare a system and its overarching infrastructure 
to successfully facilitate and support collective change efforts. However, the 
learning about key challenges in previous attempts to work in a place-based 
manner includes insights into why place-based initiatives have often not met 
the expectations of transformational change that motivated their development, 
thereby pointing to areas likely to require the particular attention of all 
stakeholders engaged in a place-based initiative. Amongst these challenges are 
the following (Mechur Karp and Lundy-Wagner 2016): 

1. Developing a shared understanding of collective impact work – with 
differences in interpretations leading to differing expectations around what the 
joint efforts should entail;
2. Maintaining organisational competencies in a coordinated system – where 
stakeholders struggle with aligning the commitment to shared missions and 
goals with a commitment to their own organisational missions and goals; and
3. Using data to support collective impact work – with substantial gaps existing 
between ‘ideal data use’ on the one hand and the knowledge, capacities and 
infrastructure available across participants in a place-based initiative on the 
other.

Within systems, actors’ actions and decisions cannot be made in isolation – 
they often depend upon and affect each other and therefore require actors 
to coordinate or collaborate. Within this complexity, it is far more challenging 
than in single organisations to work towards positive outcomes for children. 
Merely agreeing on a range of goals and the selection and adoption of single 
programmes – even those highly tailored to the needs of users – will not be 
sufficient because it would mean to ignore or underestimate the dynamics of 
the system into which they are to be embedded (Conway et al. 2017) – where 
they are therefore at risk of having no impact.
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However, it is a reasonable assumption to view system implementation 
leadership as being exercised by system-level leaders heading government and 
non-government entities (Aarons et al. 2014a). These are administrators from 
organisations operating at the local, regional or state level, including policy 
developers, who often take part in processes occurring within both the inner 
and outer context of implementation efforts. In recent years, there has been 
an increasing interest in understanding what factors these leaders describe 
as decisive for the implementation and long-term sustainment of evidence-
based practice (Aarons et al. 2016; Rodriguez et al. 2018; Willging et al. 2015; 
Willging et al. 2018). Across these studies, the following characteristics of system 
implementation leadership emerge:

• Ongoing championship of a change, i.e. acting in a supportive fashion and in 
favour of the innovation, continuously ‘selling’ it to decision-makers

• Strategically and proactively institutionalising the change locally, i.e. securing 
funding; navigating funding interruptions; buffering the innovation from 
outer context changes; embedding the change in planning processes and 
contractual arrangements

• Continuously collaborating across funders, agencies and other key system 
actors to ensure there is 

• trust, openness, respect;
• a productive working relationship; and
• collective responsibility
• amongst system actors.

The above illustrates how the ‘system as is’ will continuously challenge the 
strategies planned and used in a place-based initiative to achieve a different, 
desired state of change. It provides a sense of the complexity of collaborative 
systems change – one which is underestimated still (Clarke and Healy, 2018) and 
therefore requires an explicit approach to leading and facilitating change.

The following sections outline the key features of this approach to system 
change. In doing so, they combine insights from implementation science with 
those from systems thinking, thereby keeping a focus on enabling the uptake 
of evidence in practice and policy (the core perspective in implementation) but 
moving it to a wider systems level.

SYSTEM CHANGE VIEWED THROUGH AN 
IMPLEMENTATION LENS
Viewing the requirements of high-quality implementation practice through 
this system lens raises a number of questions for system leaders, with the 
requirements for system leadership and capacity building for implementation 
and continuous learning and improvement at the forefront of concerns that 
need to be addressed. 

System implementation leadership
With implementation science being a relatively new discipline within human 
services, many of its key concepts – such as implementation leadership – target 
an individual or organisational level of analysis. The degree to which these have 
been translated to apply at a system level or empirically tested within studies 
conducted in larger service delivery settings is still limited. 
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• emphasise relationships that build on shared visions and responsibilities as a 
way to exercise leadership throughout a system. 

This view implies that implementation leadership at a system level cannot 
rely on formal leadership roles alone. Rather, leadership is viewed as a shared 
practice amongst everyone involved and as a quality of the system as a whole – 
with leadership being embraced as an attitude towards the collective work to be 
accomplished.

This capacity can then be used to create an authorising environment for 
developing the infrastructure required to jointly progress towards shared 
outcomes for children, their families and communities. In doing so, system 
leaders can apply multiple strategies, as outlined in the following. 

BUILDING IMPLEMENTATION CAPACITY
In acknowledging that the implementation of evidence-based practice is a 
complex process depending on a broad range of skills and knowledge and on 
the willingness of organisations and systems to invest in building capacities, 
implementation scientists have worked to identify strategies that can assist 
in these processes. While training and consultation are among the traditional 
approaches at the organisational level, system-focused strategies include the 
use of implementation teams, the forming of coalitions and the provision of 
technical assistance or implementation support through so-called intermediary 
organisations. Each of these strategies is unpacked in the following.

Based on the above system qualities, system implementation leaders 
are assigned the following tasks to enable system change and long-term 
sustainment of this change:

• Establishing a mission and vision for the change,
• Early and ongoing planning for sustainment,
• Developing and following a realistic project plan,
• Using multiple implementation strategies to overcome implementation 

barriers and ensure change sustainment even during threats and crises. 

The above describes system implementation leadership as a process which, 
rather than relying on the formal authority of single individuals, is a collective 
capacity developed through a shared understanding of common goals and 
principles. Moreover, due to the complexities of the system itself and the 
implementation process in focus, system implementation leadership requires 
an adaptive capacity (Heifetz et al. 2009) that enables a system to navigate 
challenges and solve problems. Such capacity is not developed overnight. It 
requires systems to move beyond letting leaders gather in steering groups and 
towards a teamed approach enabling system leaders to genuinely collaborate.

The literature on systems leadership echoes this understanding (Ghate et al. 
2013; Welbourn et al. 2013) and describes system leaders as individuals who are 
able to: 
• expand their views and activities beyond the traditional boundaries of single 

roles and organisations;
• use a dynamic and adaptive learning approach to leadership, helping them to 

navigate ambiguity, complexity, uncertainty and risks; and 
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• The Interagency Collaborative Team (ICT) (Hurlburt et al. 2014) used as part of 
improvement initiatives that build on the use of evidence-based treatments 
(Chaffin et al. 2012).

When reviewing core functions identified across all three teams, a picture 
emerges that presents implementation teams as a resource to implementing 
agencies utilising four types of expertise: 

• Programme / practice / intervention expertise – including know-how on 
the role of fidelity for practice outcomes. The different aspects of this type of 
expertise have been highlighted in the table below in green.

• Implementation expertise – including knowledge and skills to support 
providers in their implementation practice through active problem-solving. 
The different aspects of this type of expertise have been highlighted in the 
table below in red.

• Improvement expertise – including how to build and maintain systems to 
monitor and improve service delivery with a focus on outcomes. The different 
aspects of this type of expertise have been highlighted in the table below in 
blue.

• Systems change expertise – including an ability to map the local / system 
context of the implementation process 25  and to identify and engage its key 
stakeholders. The different aspects of this expertise have been highlighted in 
the table below in yellow.

Developing implementation teams
Implementation teams are units that function as a “support structure to move 
selected programs and practices through the stages of implementation in an 
early childhood organization or system” (Metz and Bartley, 2012). They can – as 
single and small teams – support the implementation of just a single programme 
within an organisation. They can also be integrated into multi-tiered structures of 
multiple teams that support the implementation of several interventions across 
a number of entities (Barwick et al. 2011; Brown et al. 2014; Chaffin et al. 2015; 
Metz et al. 2015).

With a literature on implementation teams that is still relatively young, there is 
no single, uniform approach to describing the key functions of implementation 
teams. Of the teams described, some served the implementation of highly 
specialised manualised evidence-based programmes and therefore had a focus 
on ensuring fidelity and avoiding practice drift (Brown et al. 2014). Other teams 
supported the implementation of a more mixed portfolio of evidence-informed 
programmes and practices and therefore also focused on improvement 
processes (Metz et al. 2015). With these differences in mind, an overview of 
potential implementation team functions is provided in the table below. This 
table contains functions defined for three different types of implementation 
teams identified through the child welfare literature: 

• The Community Development Team (CDT) (Saldana and Chamberlain 2012) 
originally developed to support the implementation of Treatment Foster 
Care – The Oregon Model (Chamberlain 2003), a manualised evidence-based 
programme; 

• The Active Implementation Teams (AIT) (Metz et al. 2015), which is one of the 
five frameworks contained in the Active Implementation Frameworks (Metz 
and Bartley 2012); and 
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With these four types of expertise in mind, forming implementation teams 
requires a multidisciplinary approach aimed at involving clinical, therapeutic 
and educational experts with specialist knowledge and skills as well as experts 
in, for instance, facilitation, change management, project leadership and other 
generalist knowledge and skills (Metz et al. 2018).

When multiple teams collaborate to facilitate a change process across different 
levels of a system – for example, the central, local and practice level; or the 
leadership, management and frontline level – different implementation teams 
may have different roles and therefore require different sets of knowledge 
and skills (Barwick et al. 2011; Metz et al. 2015). Moreover, while guiding an 
implementation through different stages, teams will need to emphasise 
different sets of knowledge and skills because the implementation process 
changes character over time (Brown et al. 2014; Chaffin et al. 2015).

Forming coalitions
There is an increasing interest in understanding how community coalitions 
or partnerships can help to build system capacity for the uptake of evidence 
across multiple practice settings and contribute to improved outcomes for 
children, adults, families and entire communities. The labels used to describe 
these approaches are diverse and include “collective impact”, “place-based 
interventions”, “multi-stakeholder alliances”, “systems of care”, or “community 
collaboratives”, some of which may be more linked to social welfare whereas 
others are more commonly used in health. What they have in common is the 
assumption that by bringing multiple community stakeholders together around 
a shared agenda focused on addressing complex socio-economic challenges 
collaboratively, a greater impact may be achieved – an impact that is expected to 
be reflected in positive outcomes at scale.
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functioning of these coalitions. These factors should not be interpreted as 
factors that will enhance service and clinical outcomes – instead, they should be 
understood as characteristics and activities that will help to build and sustain 
a community coalition successfully over time. They were derived from multiple 
sources (D’Aunno et al. 2017a, 2017b; Ferdinand et al. 2013; Hearld et al. 2016; 
Towe et al. 2016) and while representing a shared understanding present across 
publications, they may not represent a fully exhaustive list of factors.

While this assumption informs a broad range of publications advocating 
for community coalitions (Kania and Kramer 2011), the evidence testing this 
assumption is still relatively weak (Hearld et al. 2016; Roussos and Fawcett 2000; 
Zakocs and Edwards 2006). While this evidence acknowledges the potential for 
increased information exchange and resource pooling (Palinkas et al. 2012), it 
does not allow for assigning community coalitions a clear and direct effect on 
the outcomes achieved for the recipients of services within a community. The 
lack of this evidence may be due to multiple factors: the interest in community 
coalitions is relatively new still, and evidence production has therefore been 
limited. Furthermore, existing studies point to multiple methodical and 
methodological barriers that will have to be removed before robust evidence can 
be produced: the range of existing theoretical models explaining the linkages 
between collaborative structures at a community level and changes in outcomes 
is still limited (Hearld et al. 2016; Trujillo 2018), and further theory development 
is required to sufficiently test the basic assumptions that underpin the advocacy 
for coalition building. Research taking place at the community level also 
presents challenges for clearly defining the intervention to be tested, and the 
unit of analysis, and for maintaining internal validity while involving community 
partners as stakeholders in the research process (Belin et al. 2018). Moreover, 
measuring community changes depends on agreements on indicators to be 
measured. Often, such indicators are lacking and require collective effort before 
they can be identified and agreed upon (Roussos and Fawcett 2000). Finally, 
outcomes achieved at a community level will often first emerge after relatively 
long periods of time (Hearld et al. 2016; Roussos and Fawcett 2000) and at times 
outlive the partnerships that were formed to work towards them.

The above limitations notwithstanding, there is some agreement across the 
community coalition literature on the factors that contribute to the operational 

CHAPTER 12: SYSTEM CHANGE



EVIDENCE REVIEW / IMPROVING THE EARLY LEARNING OUTCOMES OF CHILDREN GROWING UP IN POVERTY 166

effectiveness of these frameworks for positive end-user outcomes is limited, 
they may still provide valuable guidance for the formation, operation and 
maintenance of community coalitions. For example, the extensive efforts in the 
US to establish systems of care led to the production of comprehensive manuals 
aimed at guiding multiple service agencies and other stakeholders through the 
multiple steps involved in building such systems (DeCarolis et al. 2007; Pires et al. 
2008).

In addition, the literature on learning collaboratives when used at a community 
level (Bunger et al. 2014; Hanson et al. 2016) may provide further insights into 
the processes needed for community coalitions to be successful. Preliminary 
evidence from the first community-wide studies testing learning collaboratives’ 
potential to change practitioner behaviour indicates that these structures may 
help in improving the quality of implementation processes (Bunger et al. 2014; 
Nadeem et al. 2016). 

While these operational success factors may appear simple, their 
implementation often presents challenges – this is partly because coalition 
building requires resources in the form of time, staff and know-how (Towe 
et al. 2016) and partly because coalitions typically operate in an unregulated 
inter-organisational domain in which, for example, governance structures and 
collaborative cultures are not well-established and have to be developed first 
(Glisson and Schoenwald 2005). The latter means that ‘coalition leadership’ can 
be challenging to establish among coalition partners because in most cases they 
would be used to locate this leadership in single entities rather than utilising it as 
a shared capability (Towe et al. 2016). Moreover, inter-organisational collaboration 
taking place within coalitions may be hampered by role ambiguity, power 
struggles and competing priorities (Aarons et al. 2014b), and the term ‘coalition’ 
may, therefore, be an oversimplification of often highly complex processes that 
require skilful negotiation and facilitation.

Finally, coalitions – just like organisations – depend on continuity and stability 
but often face vulnerabilities when experiencing staff turnover, shifting policy 
agendas and other factors that interrupt their functioning (Towe et al. 2016). 
It may therefore be of value to examine frameworks and conceptual models 
developed to guide coalition partnerships in maintaining their efforts over time, 
and the tools that exist to support this coalition building.

In a recent realist review (Crimeen et al. 2017) that focused on place-based 
interventions in health, four frameworks were identified aimed at enabling the 
creation of coalitions and development of partnerships for the implementation 
of place-based interventions. These are briefly characterised in the table below, 
together with three approaches known to support a coalition-based approach 
in the field of social care. As highlighted previously, while the evidence on the 
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Grant 1989) and in society by enhancing the opportunities of civic engagement 
(Weiss, 1990). Later publications emphasise the role of intermediaries for capacity 
building through partnerships in multiple ways (Oudshoorn 1997; Lopez et al. 
2004; Sanyal 2006; Mitra et al. 2010), whereas their role for an increased uptake 
of evidence in policy and practice has become more prominent in recent years 
both in the peer-reviewed (Albers and Mildon 2017; Bell and Head 2017; Dixon 
2017; Franks and Bory 2015, 2017; Haynes et al. 2018; Howe et al. 2017) and the 
grey literature (Franks 2010; O’Connor and Walker 2012; Schorr et al. 2010).

This more recent literature also includes first attempts to describe and survey 
intermediary activities, with research by Franks and Bory (2015) providing the 
most current information. Their work is based on an intermediary framework 
that includes seven core functions:

• Consultation activities
• Best Practice Model development
• Broker / facilitator of evidence-based practice
• Quality assurance and continuous quality improvement
• Outcome evaluation
• Training, public awareness and education
• Policy and systems development

This description mirrors the five core functions of Centres of Excellence (COE) 
identified by Mettrick and colleagues (2015), who summarised the conversations 
from a learning community of representatives from 11 COEs established in the 
US by different states in recent years. This group highlights: (1) Implementation 
Support for EBPs/Promising Practices/Service Delivery Models; (2) Research, 
Evaluation, and Data Linking Capacity; (3) Partnership Engagement and 

Utilising intermediary organisations
A third approach to building system-wide implementation capacity is to utilise 
the knowledge and expertise of intermediary organisations. In occupying a 
brokering role between policy, practice and science, intermediaries constantly 
translate, transport and transfer best evidence across these three systems (Albers 
and Mildon, 2017).

The interest in bridging the gap between science and practice and enhancing 
the uptake of evidence in community services has risen substantially across 
different areas of the social service sector in the past decade. As the number 
of evidence-based programmes and practices available to practitioners and 
organisational leaders has grown, the need to identify mechanisms that can 
support and facilitate the implementation of these programmes and practices 
in real-world settings has become more prevalent. One such mechanism is the 
‘intermediary organisation’. While the evidence base for these organisations is 
still sparse, and the terminology used to describe them not always clear and 
aligned, the emerging literature about intermediaries provides initial insights 
into their types, functions and roles.

Different terms describe different types of intermediaries, with the most 
common being ‘backbone organisation’, ‘purveyor’ and ‘intermediary’. While 
backbone organisations are an integral part of the ‘collective impact’ framework 
developed by Kania and Kramer (2011), the term ‘purveyor’ is closely linked to the 
move toward evidence-based practice that has taken place in human services 
since the 1990s and therefore can be found in some of the early publications 
within implementation science (Fixsen et al. 2005). The term ‘intermediary’ itself 
has a longer history and a broader use, in that literature dating back to the 1980s 
discusses these organisations as key players in corporatism (Müller-Jentsch 1988; 
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and perceived social support outcomes (O’Mara-Eves et al. 2013) and thereby 
make a clear case for the benefits of community engagement. However, similar 
to other concepts that have emerged across systems and implementation 
science, the literature on co-creation is ambiguous, and a large part of the most 
recent research activity in the field is still focused on clarifying key terminology 
and defining streams and boundaries.

The most prominent trend in this research is to view co-production as an activity 
that engages consumers, clients or service recipients in the development of 
products or services (Galvagno and Dalli 2014; Voorberg et al. 2014). The focus 
here is on providing end-users with participatory access to intervention design. 
Principles that have been shown to be of importance to this type of engagement 
are as follows (De Weger et al. 2018):

• Ensure staff provide supportive and facilitative leadership to citizens based on 
transparency;  

• Foster a safe and trusting environment enabling citizens to provide input;  
• Ensure citizens’ early involvement;  
• Share decision-making and governance control with citizens;  
• Acknowledge and address citizens’ experiences of power imbalances between 

citizens and professionals;  
• Invest in citizens who feel they lack the skills and confidence to engage;  
• Create quick and tangible wins;  
• Take into account both citizens’ and organisations’ motivations.  

Collaboration; (4) Workforce Development Activities (including training and 
coaching); and (5) Policy and Finance Expertise as the most characteristic 
functions of a COE.

Empirical studies of the value that intermediaries add to the quality of service 
implementation and outcomes is in its infancy, with few study protocols 
indicating that research in this area might be underway (Chuang et al. 2011). 
In the absence of such evidence, the development and/or utilisation of 
intermediaries should be based on the definition of clear goals for their role and 
use and on continuous monitoring of their contribution to the implementation 
of services and client outcomes (Franks and Bory 2017).

ENABLING CO-CREATION
Embedding the uptake of evidence within systems rather than in single 
organisations also implies that all steps involved in an implementation 
process need to be taken based on the involvement of multiple individual 
and organisational actors collaborating based on trusting relationships. 
This realisation has led to a growing interest in co-creation, co-design or co-
production in implementation and the mechanisms that help to facilitate such 
processes across different parts of an implementing system. Co-creation belongs 
to a range of community engagement strategies that often are presented in 
the form of a hierarchy ranging from ‘informing communities’ at the bottom 
level to full ‘community control’ at the top level of the hierarchy. Within this 
understanding, co-creation is located at the medium level. While earlier 
systematic reviews assigned community engagement positive effects on social 
capital and community empowerment but less on health outcomes (Milton et 
al. 2012), more recent systematic reviews identify clear indications of community 
engagement also affecting health behaviours, health consequences, self-efficacy 
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intervention, and early childhood special education (Chien et al. 2013). This led to 
the development of a theoretical framework (presented below) describing how 
collaboration might contribute to improved outcomes at different levels of a 
service system.
 

Less prominent is the literature that presents research as the key focus of co-
production and which relies on the engagement of a broader set of stakeholders, 
in other words not only end-users but also providers and others involved in the 
research process (Greenhalgh et al. 2016). 

Even more sparse is the literature discussing the processes of co-creation related 
to system-wide implementation and improvement processes in real-world 
settings and including provider organisations, other community stakeholders 
and the end users of services. In this sparse knowledge base, co-creation is 
described as taking place when stakeholders are deeply involved in identifying 
all dimensions of service challenges and in designing and implementing 
solutions that address these challenges. In this scenario, co-creation builds 
on mutual accountability, the triangulation of resources, and purposeful, 
transparent communication among those involved in the uptake of evidence in 
practice, be it programme purveyors, service providers, funders or policymakers. 
The focus – rather than on products or research – is on developing, installing and 
maintaining the infrastructure that is necessary for enabling evidence-based 
practice at the system level (Metz 2015; Metz and Albers 2014). Clear guidance 
on how to achieve this type of co-creation is yet to be developed. Some insights 
may be gained from previous efforts to conceptualise and facilitate systematic 
system-wide collaboration. For example, in 2010, the US Office of Planning, 
Research and Evaluation (OPRE), part of the Administration for Children 
and Families at the Department of Health and Human Services, initiated 
work focused on state-level collaborations in early education, particularly 
collaborations among child care, Head Start, pre-kindergarten (pre-K), early 
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Within this framework, the harnessing of conflict is recommended to be viewed 
as a positive and engaging force. Whether this framework can be directly 
translated to operational implementation settings is unclear. However, in the 
light of previously highlighted challenges integral to coalition formation and 
collaboration, the above principles of successful co-creation appear relevant to 
consider also in non-research settings.

ESTABLISHING A DATA-INFORMED IMPROVEMENT 
CULTURE
Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) has been a standard in healthcare since 
the 1990s and has slowly gained attention in other human service sectors in 
recent years. CQI is a process characterised by three key features: ‘systematic 
data guided activities’, ‘designing with local conditions in mind’ and ‘iterative 
development and testing’ (Rubenstein et al. 2014: 8). Its purpose is to identify 
and analyse strengths and weaknesses / barriers and facilitators that exist within 
a given service setting and to use a structured and data-informed approach to 
problem solving and the removal of barriers.

Note that while ‘collaboration’ is not identical with co-creation, its features 
overlap to a degree that makes it relevant to consider the contributions of this 
framework to an enhanced understanding of how shared efforts to create 
system-wide change may affect the different levels of this system and thereby 
lead to changes in end-user health and wellbeing.

Within the field of implementation science, implementation teams have been 
described as instrumental to co-creation because a key part of their role is the 
coordination and management of implementation stakeholders at multiple 
levels of a service system (Metz et al. 2015). However, it remains unclear how 
these responsibilities are best fulfilled (Albers et al. 2017). The guidance provided 
in a systematic review focused on co-creation related to research practice 
(Greenhalgh et al. 2016) may therefore represent the current best evidence on 
key characteristics of successful co-creation:

1. A systems perspective: Research takes place between multiple interacting 
entities that are emergent, adaptive, and operate in non-linear, at times 
unpredictable, ways 
2. Research is viewed as a creative enterprise oriented towards design and with 
human experience at its core 
3. Research is a dialectical process that integrates competing perspectives into 

a. the programme frame, 
b. stakeholder relationships,  
c. programme governance (including power-sharing measures),
d. programme facilitation.
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While CQI has long been applied to well-defined work processes within 
organisational settings, such as hospitals, GP clinics and similar health service 
settings, it is less common to see it applied from a systems perspective. This is 
reflected in a recent systematic review of studies assessing the impact of CQI 
processes when applied in child welfare and protection (Zuchowski et al. 2017). 
This review included eight studies, all of which reported CQI outcomes at the 
organisational rather than the system level, albeit some of the initiatives reported 
related to large-scale systems reform in especially the US. At this level, included 
studies consistently reported improvements, especially for organisational 
implementation processes, pointing to the potential of CQI for service 
enhancement. The review also concludes that for CQI processes to be successful, 
its application depends on “a clear articulation of aims/objectives, proposed 
mechanisms of change, and short-, medium-, and long-term outcomes” (ibid., 
p.7).

While these requirements can often be met fairly easily at the level of the 
single organisation, it is far more complex to transfer them to the processes 
and interactions taking place across multiple agencies that are part of a service 
system and often also include policy organisations. Currently, scholars aim 
to facilitate this transfer through theoretical / conceptual studies that involve 
the development of frameworks suggested to be of support when building 
system-wide CQI structures (McCalman et al. 2018; Schalock and Verdugo 2012). 
Empirical examples of the effects that a system-wide CQI model might have 
when applied to the existing services embedded into a given community are 
rare still – especially in child welfare where the move towards evidence-based 
practice has so far been driven by programme implementation rather than 
systematic efforts to improve existing (and often home-grown) practices and 
services.

Several frameworks and models have been developed to support the continuous 
cycles of CQI (Taylor et al. 2014), one of which is the well-known and widely used 
Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycle, at times also named the Deming Cycle (Kahan 
and Goodstadt 1999). Its basic structure is depicted below.
 

ACT

STUDY PLAN

DO
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WIDER SYSTEM CONDITIONS SUPPORTIVE OF THE 
UPTAKE OF EVIDENCE
A transformation like the one described above is only possible under highly 
supportive broader system conditions that include cultural as well as structural 
factors.

Viewed from a cultural perspective, a place-based initiative will need to take 
into account the norms, beliefs, values and basic assumptions present within a 
system and its different individual and organisational stakeholders  (Easterling 
and Millesen 2015). This means that, as part of a community intervention, culture 
will inescapably immerse into and affect all processes, including the building 
of relationships, the forming of coalitions and partnerships, the development of 
visions and goals and the meaning assigned to constructs – such as ‘outcomes’, 
‘evidence’, ‘implementation’ – to name just a few examples. Under ideal 
circumstances, the dominant culture within a diverse community already is 
aligned with the goals and ambitions driving a place-based initiative. However, 
experience from previous initiatives document that this is not always the case 
(Pettman et al. 2013) and that substantial work has to be put into influencing 
and forming culture such that norms and values can change towards supporting 
local innovation (Easterling and Millesen 2015). To enable such change, scholars 
warn against viewing interventions as something that can be ‘tailored to’ 
the culture of a community. Instead, they recommend taking a “culturally 
situated” perspective through which culture is understood as “a fundamental 
set of defining qualities of community life out of which interventions flow” 
(Trickett et al. 2011). Hence, any approach taken at the local level should reflect 
both the needs but also the expertise, resources and aspirations of individual 
communities.

Applying CQI at a system level will therefore depend on a community’s ability to 
jointly articulate:

• goals/aims for practice and service improvement processes
• the mechanisms of change anticipated to contribute to implementation, 

service and outcome improvements in the short and long term
• shared implementation, service and clinical outcomes
• indicators at different levels of the service system that can adequately inform 

key stakeholders about progress made
• ways to measure these indicators based on existing data and new data to be 

collected 
• structural and other changes that will need to be made to support the 

development and maintenance of a system-wide CQI system (e.g. sharing of 
data, pooling of resources)

• processes for regularly monitoring data and integrating data into decision 
making

• strategies for troubleshooting and problem-solving required as a consequence 
of regular data monitoring (at the individual, organisational and system level)

In addition to the above ‘hard aspects’ forming systems of continuous quality 
improvement, communities will also need to consider the ‘soft aspects’ 
required for all stakeholders to enable system change (Hart et al. 2015). Data 
will only make a difference when they can contribute to a change of behaviour 
in individuals, groups, organisations and the entire system. Data – and the 
expectation for these to be actively used in all aspects of service delivery – 
therefore depend on strong facilitation through change management, a data-
informed culture and proactive, knowledgeable, supportive and perseverant 
leadership (Aarons and Sklar 2014).
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• Depends on more than philanthropic and public funding – in order to be 
sustained, it needs to also include addressing barriers to local economic 
growth and be connected to larger economies and market forces.

CONCLUSION
This chapter has identified five key ingredients of system change efforts 
designed to enable the uptake of current best practice in service delivery: system 
leadership; building implementation capacity; involving multiple individual 
and organisational actors; a data-informed improvement culture; and highly 
supportive broader system conditions that include cultural as well as structural 
factors. These will need to be addressed by actors embarking on efforts to 
change the local service system so that, in line with evidence marshalled in 
earlier chapters, it better supports the early learning of young children living 
in poverty. In addition, stakeholders involved in place-based initiatives have 
to pay attention to cultural and structural factors present in the wider system 
surrounding their initiatives. Meaningfully re-designing these, integrating 
them with local contexts and utilising them as opportunity structures, will 
be important for community transformation that benefits children and their 
families.

This requires a culture of patience – because in order to address disadvantage 
and achieve positive long-term population-level outcomes, time and 
commitment is needed to enable communities to own problems and have 
the support to address them. Furthermore, it requires a culture of courage 
because system-wide innovation, i.e. initiating and doing something that is new, 
unfamiliar and challenging, will inevitably lead to mistakes and a temporary 
decrease in efficiency that systems have to accept and embrace as learning 
opportunities that can help them progress towards their shared goals.

Viewed from a structural perspective, a place-based initiative needs to be 
embedded within and supported by a wider infrastructure (the ‘macro context’ 
or ‘outer setting’) that includes funding and extended governance at regional 
and central levels. This learning is mirrored in multiple publications that – 
based on year-long experience with place-based initiatives – have summarised 
key learnings for governance, including considerations for the funding and 
sustainment of place-based initiatives (Australian Social Inclusion Board 2011; 
Ferris and Hopkins 2015; Walsh 2017). Together they reflect that the maintenance 
of system-wide change and community-wide transformation

• Hinges on a willingness and ability of government(s) to break down silo-based 
operations and coordinate efforts across jurisdictions, departments and units

• Is more likely when vertically integrated into government policies that 
create conducive environments and supportive conditions for place-based 
initiatives, including through policies and regulations, funding streams and 
commissioning and procurement practice

• Requires collaborative structures that also enable the combining, aligning, 
blending or braiding of different funding streams, be these public, 
philanthropic or corporate.
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Optimism about the transformational potential of commissioning evidence-
based programmes has decreased, leading to a focus on how systems need 
to change in order to enable the uptake of current best evidence in service 
delivery.

One response to the complexity of the issues that interventions for children 
and families often seek to address, and the multiple actors (parents and 
service providers) involved in pre-empting or responding to those issues, has 
been the emergence of place-based initiatives to achieve collective impact. 
Initial evidence for their impact is promising but also highlights challenges 
that need to be addressed if they are to function optimally.

A key factor is system leadership, which needs to have several characteristics, 
including:

• ongoing championship of change, and 
• strategically and proactively institutionalising the change locally

System leadership is thus a collective capacity rather than relying on the 
formal authority of single individuals and is more about an attitude towards 
collective work than a formal role.

Another key factor in enabling the uptake of evidence-based practice in 
service delivery is building implementation capacity. System-focused 
strategies for doing this include:

• the use of implementation teams
• the forming of coalitions, and
• the provision of technical assistance or implementation support through 

intermediary organisations.

Embedding the uptake of evidence within systems rather than in single 
organisations implies that all steps involved in an implementation process 
need to be taken based on the involvement of multiple individual and 
organisational actors. This has led to a growing interest in:

• co-creation, co-design or co-production, and
• the mechanisms that help to facilitate such processes across different parts 

of an implementing system.

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS
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A data-informed improvement culture is needed to support the update of 
evidence-based practice in service delivery through a continuous quality 
improvement approach. Until now, this has been applied less commonly at a 
systems level, but it is possible to identify factors that will facilitate it, both:

• ‘hard’ (e.g. shared implementation, service and clinical outcomes), and
• ‘soft’ (e.g. supportive leadership when it comes to data-driven behaviour 

change).

Finally, stakeholders involved in place-based initiatives need to pay 
attention to the cultural and structural factors present in the wider system 
surrounding their initiatives.
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OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this chapter are:

• to draw on evidence from the report and set out how the early learning 
of children in poverty can be improved by addressing proximal and distal 
factors, and by addressing the effects of poverty directly and indirectly 

• to summarise important implementation and system change 
considerations that will affect the success of efforts to improve children’s 
early learning

• to draw the key messages together in a simple theory of change that is 
designed to inform local place-based efforts to improve the early learning 
of children in poverty
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CHAPTER 13: TOWARDS AN EARLY YEARS TOOLKIT

INTRODUCTION
Chapter 1 set out the four main questions that this report seeks to answer:

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

This chapter summarises the main messages for these questions, focusing in 
turn on how the effects of poverty can be addressed both directly and indirectly 
– in the case of the latter, separated into proximal and distal factors – and then 
addressing implementation and system considerations. It concludes by drawing 
the main messages together in a simple theory of change that can be used to 
underpin place-based strategy aimed at improving the early learning of children 
in poverty. It goes without saying that, as this review has shown, there are no 
quick fixes and more research is needed in a range of areas but in particular on 
how interventions that address some of the distal factors identified in this review 
benefit children and specifically their early learning outcomes. An important task 
in the Early Learning Communities will be to monitor activity and outcomes.

POVERTY
About one in three children in the UK live in poverty. There is strong evidence 
that children from poorer backgrounds do worse than their better-off peers 
on a range of early learning and development outcomes, including language, 
communications and numeracy specifically but also related elements of school 
readiness that help children to be effective learners, notably social-emotional 
skills. This makes them less ready to start school, a gap in attainment that – left 
unaddressed – only widens as they get older.

Poverty needs to be addressed directly because it has direct effects on children’s 
early learning and development, whether by making parents more stressed or 
by making it harder for parents to afford things (such as learning opportunities). 
This primarily requires policy-level responses, such as introducing a proper living 
wage or welfare-to-work initiatives. There is good evidence that child well-being 
is better in countries with more generous welfare systems and a more equal 
distribution of income and wealth, and some evidence that policy-level anti-
poverty measures reduce poverty and improve children’s life chances. While 
more local actions, such as debt counselling, are also considered to be desirable, 
there is less evidence for their effectiveness in reducing poverty per se (in part 
owing to a lack of relevant studies), although they may help to alleviate the stress 
associated with poverty.

The harmful effects of poverty on children’s early learning and development can 
also be addressed indirectly. This can be achieved in part by pulling levers that 
are proximal to children’s early learning and development: what parents do with 
their children in the home setting, what early childhood education and care 
settings do with children, and the interaction between these contexts. In other 
words, it is necessary to support the adult caregivers with whom children spend 
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provision and school, reading with and to them, and introducing mathematical 
concepts into everyday activities. There is also strong evidence that the home 
learning environment, which includes parent-child interactions but also material 
learning resources, has an effect on children’s early learning outcomes over and 
above the effect of parent education and family income. As one study put it, 
what parents do matters more than who they are.

Evidence for how to support parent engagement and the effects on children’s 
early learning outcomes is weaker by comparison but there are areas of promise. 
For example, when parents are given tips and support with how to support their 
children’s learning, including via text message and over the summer holidays, 
it can have positive effects on what they do with their children but also their 
children’s learning outcomes. Home visiting or group parent education can 
be an effective adjunct to pre-school, but it needs to be sufficiently intensive 
and focus on active learning rather than simply conveying information. Other 
interventions shown in robust studies to be effective in improving parent-
child interactions and children’s language development, in particular, include 
family literacy interventions. There is also evidence for the effectiveness of 
group-based interventions to help parents support their children’s learning, 
and parent-implemented language interventions for young children with 
language impairments. Further, some group-based interventions for parents are 
effective in improving parenting skills and in turn the behaviour of children with 
difficulties in this respect.

There is also strong evidence that early childhood education and care can 
improve children’s early learning and development, especially for those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Crucially, its positive effect on these outcomes 
is independent of the home learning environment (although of course it can 

most time interacting in the early years, since it is through such interactions 
that they learn. Other indirect means of addressing the effects of poverty are 
distal to children’s early learning and development, meaning that their effect 
on outcomes is mediated by their effect on parents, whether in utero or via 
parenting practices. The following two sections explore these sets of factors 
respectively. In all instances, there is a socio-economic gradient to these factors, 
such that poorer children are disadvantaged relative to their better-off peers.

PROXIMAL FACTORS
The effect of poverty on children’s early learning can be moderated to some 
degree by seeking to improve aspects of parenting.

There is strong evidence that the way in which parents think of and interact with 
their children from the perinatal stage onwards affects children’s development, 
in particular their behaviour and social-emotional competencies, both of which 
affect their ability to be successful learners, especially on reaching school. This 
is because children who become securely attached have a strong base from 
which to explore the world, which is foundational to early learning. A variety of 
interventions have been shown to be effective in robust studies in promoting 
more sensitive and responsive parent-child interactions, especially in at-risk 
families, and in turn improving attachment, attachment-related outcomes 
and various social-emotional competencies. However, additional elements 
specifically to promote children’s cognition may be needed to have an effect on 
cognitive outcomes.

There is strong evidence that parents’ engagement in their children’s learning 
contributes to positive early learning outcomes. Aspects of this include having 
high expectations, talking with children about what they are doing in early years 
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significant number of centre-based interventions that can be implemented in 
pre-school or school settings have also been shown to improve social-emotional 
skills, which, as shown in Chapter 1, are important for the more cognitive and 
academic learning outcomes.

DISTAL FACTORS
A number of distal factors affect the well-being of parents and their children, 
with the cumulative effect of adversities proving particularly harmful.

There is strong evidence that a mother’s physical health during pregnancy 
affects the developing foetus in multiple ways, with behaviours such as smoking 
and alcohol and substance use potentially contributing to poor birth outcomes, 
which in turn are related to later health and development (cognitive and 
social-emotional) difficulties. Several forms of intervention (psychosocial and 
pharmacological) are recommended to address these problems, with varying 
levels of evidence for their effectiveness on the issue in question (but a lack of 
evidence on how children benefit from them).

There is strong evidence that maternal mental health difficulties during 
pregnancy can have similarly harmful effects, while depression and anxiety 
after the baby is born can adversely affect both a mother’s and a father’s 
interaction with their baby (with harmful effects on child outcomes as seen 
above). Although there is a lack of evidence for how to prevent perinatal 
maternal mental health problems, various forms of early intervention have 
been shown through robust studies to improve maternal mental health in the 
perinatal period, including home visiting, telephone peer support, web-based 
interventions and interpersonal therapy. If the mental health problems are 
known to be adversely affecting parent-child interaction, then intervention to 
support that relationship is important too (it cannot be assumed that improving 
mental health on its own will be sufficient).

and should support the latter). However, the effectiveness of such provision 
is positively associated with its quantity and quality. It is better, assuming the 
quality is at least adequate, for children to spend longer in early childhood care 
and education (measured in months rather than sessions or hours). Children also 
do better in high-quality settings, which relates to both structure and process.

Regarding structural quality, it is better if there are low staff-to-child ratios, 
smaller class sizes and staff who are suitably qualified and trained (especially 
in the curriculum and how children learn). In turn, getting the elements of 
structural quality right supports process quality, in other words the modus 
operandi of provision. Important cross-cutting features of this include: building 
warm, interactive relationships with children; offering instructed learning; 
high engagement with parents (see above); and viewing educational and 
social development as complementary. But there are also aspects of process 
quality specific to given early learning outcomes. For instance, communication, 
language and literacy outcomes benefit from a rich language environment and a 
dual emphasis on language comprehension and decoding, while numeracy and 
pre-numeracy skills are more likely to improve when practitioners understand 
young children’s mathematical development and are better able to help them 
as a result.

There is also promising evidence, mostly from the US, for two-generation 
programmes in which children receive high-quality early child education and 
care and parents are supported to promote their children’s early learning 
and development – effectively addressing both proximal factors in tandem. A 
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being (its effect on language, communication and other cognitive outcomes is 
less clear owing in large part to a lack of relevant studies). There is less evidence 
on the effectiveness of interventions to address these kinds of problems, to a 
large degree because they necessarily require policy-level responses which are 
harder to evaluate, and there is little if any evidence on how addressing such 
issues affects children’s early learning outcomes specifically. However, initiatives 
to improve housing quality have been shown to improve health outcomes, and 
there are evidence-informed approaches to planning and developing child-
friendly and/or health-promoting neighbourhoods.  

IMPLEMENTATION
Several interventions with evidence of effectiveness in addressing proximal 
and distal factors relating to children’s early learning have been identified, 
and in some cases – more so for the proximal factors – there is evidence that 
interventions can improve early learning outcomes. However, in order to have 
positive effects, there is strong evidence that interventions generally need to 
be implemented well. This applies to any of the aforementioned means of 
supporting children and parents in the early years. Put another way, unless 
concerted efforts are made to, for example, secure agency and practitioner 
buy-in to an intervention, provide strong leadership for the new initiative, 
train and support practitioners in delivery of the intervention, and monitor 
implementation outcomes such as acceptability, appropriateness and fidelity, 
the effectiveness will be diminished or even lost altogether. 

It is therefore critical that proper attention is paid to the implementation 
processes described in Chapter 11. Although empirical testing of such efforts 
is limited still, they are commonly referred to in the implementation science 

Healthy children are better learners, so it is also important that children receive 
good nutrition. There is strong evidence that for the youngest this means 
breastfeeding as far as possible, with a variety of individual, group-based and 
online interventions shown through robust studies to be effective in supporting 
breastfeeding. Promoting children’s healthy nutrition as they get older requires 
a multidimensional and holistic approach involving both behavioural and 
environmental support.

There is strong evidence that violence at home, whether from domestic abuse 
or child maltreatment, can be very harmful for children’s early learning and 
development, whether through poor birth outcomes, neurocognitive deficits 
(for instance to executive functioning or self-regulation) arising from stress, or via 
its adverse effects on parents’ capacity to interact positively with their children. 
A range of interventions have been found through studies of varying degrees 
of robustness to be effective in preventing domestic abuse but also – more so – 
helping mothers and children who have been exposed to such violence to be 
safe and addressing the adverse psychological effects they have experienced 
(albeit there is less evidence pertaining to pre-school children). There are also 
interventions proven to help prevent or intervene early in child maltreatment 
and address its adverse consequences, although the evidence is stronger for 
effects on risk and protective factors rather than abuse per se.

Beyond services there are also more contextual factors that affect children’s 
early learning and development, whether directly or, again, via their impact on 
parents. For instance, there is strong evidence that poor housing has harmful 
effects on children’s learning, health and safety directly, while overcrowding 
can adversely affect parents’ mental health and, in turn, their interaction with 
children. The wider environment, or neighbourhood, also affects children’s well-
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discrete programmes the emphasis is on how the early learning system needs to 
change in order to enable the uptake of current best evidence in service delivery. 
This is not to say that programmes should not be implemented, but rather that 
doing so should not be the overriding goal. Indeed, the report points to a range 
of ways in which existing practice could be improved, as well as to areas where 
there is scope for innovation.

In order to enable change in the early learning system, it is important that there 
is strong collective leadership, championing change and proactively seeking to 
institutionalise the change locally. It is also necessary to build implementation 
capacity, for instance through implementation teams or coalitions, or by using 
intermediary organisations to provide technical assistance and implementation 
support. Changes will often need to be co-designed, or co-produced, with 
multiple individual and organisational actors, including actual or potential 
service users but also practitioners, managers and commissioners. A continuous 
quality improvement approach needs to be embedded, such that changes 
to practice and systems are driven by local data but also those changes are 
monitored and adjustments made as necessary. Finally, actors involved in place-
based system change initiatives need to pay attention to the structural and 
cultural factors present in the wider system.

literature as key elements of good practice. Moreover, these facets of good 
implementation dovetail to a large degree with aspects of structural and process 
quality in early years settings (see above) and commonly accepted features of 
nurseries and schools that are adept at supporting parents’ engagement in 
their children’s learning, for instance a leader who prioritises such activity and 
integrates it into setting improvement plans, and training for staff in how to work 
with parents.

It is also important that careful attention is paid to enabling families to access 
and engage fully with services, especially for those who are sometimes regarded 
as ‘hard to reach’, many of whom will be from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Failure to do this will result in poor take-up of the service, or take-up by the 
‘wrong’ people (i.e. those who do not really need the service in question, or at 
least who need it less), both of which lessen the possible impact, waste precious 
resources and, potentially, further widen existing socio-economic inequalities. 
Concerted practical and relational strategies are therefore needed to support 
the participation in services of families in poverty and those who are otherwise 
socially disadvantaged. It is worth noting that whereas there is good evidence 
of the barriers to engagement in services experienced by such families, there is 
less evidence on the effectiveness of approaches to addressing those barriers, 
suggesting that there is scope for evidence-informed innovation in this area.

SYSTEM CHANGE
While much of the evidence for effectiveness concerns evidence-based 
programmes, it is important that rather than focus on how to implement 
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attending to wider issues would be short-sighted and arguably achieve less than 
a more holistic, system-wide, approach (see also Center on the Developing Child 
2016). Based on the evidence reviewed, therefore, an attempt is made in what 
follows to sketch out a theory of change to improve early learning outcomes for 
children in poverty. It comes with the important caveat that this will need to be 
applied – and therefore adapted – in context according to local needs, priorities 
and resources. 

EARLY LEARNING OUTCOMES
The ultimate outcomes of interest are speech, language and communication, 
literacy and pre-literacy, and numeracy and pre-numeracy of children in the 
early years (defined here as 0 to 8 years), with a particular focus on children who 
are living in poverty. Children from poor or disadvantaged backgrounds are less 
likely to do well on these outcomes, a gap that only widens as they get older. The 
aim is to reduce this attainment gap.

These outcomes are connected, and they also connect with a wider set of child 
outcomes, including social-emotional skills and physical well-being (again, there 
is a socio-economic gradient for these). For example, children who have better 
social-emotional skills are more likely to do well academically. Collectively, these 
outcomes are regarded as key elements of school readiness. 

INTERMEDIATE OUTCOMES AND ACTIVITIES
In relation to the early learning outcomes cited above, young children’s 
development occurs primarily through interaction with others, in particular 
parents and other adult caregivers. In order to improve those outcomes, 
therefore, considerable effort needs to be invested in two main areas. These 
might be considered to be proximal factors given their proximity to the early 
learning outcomes.

A THEORY OF CHANGE
It will be clear from the report as a whole and this chapter thus far that there is 
no silver bullet to improve the early learning of young children in poverty. The 
factors that contribute to poverty and poor early learning outcomes for children 
in poverty are complicated and interacting. In addition, the known effectiveness 
of interventions varies. Add to this the difficulties of implementing services well, 
and doing this in the context of a service system populated by multiple players 
who often have competing interests, not to mention the vagaries of different 
contexts in which this work needs to happen, and it becomes clear that the 
challenge addressed in this report is complex.

For these reasons, there are no easy answers to deceptively simple questions 
such as ‘What is the one thing we should do?’ or, equally challenging, ‘Should 
we do this or this?’. To give an example, if someone asks ‘Should we focus on 
home learning environment or domestic abuse?’, it might seem obvious to 
advise the former: the evidence is clear on the benefits or a positive home 
learning environment for children’s early learning, and there is some evidence 
that interventions can help to improve what parents do with their children at 
home and, in turn, those children’s early learning outcomes. In contrast, there are 
no known studies that demonstrate how addressing domestic abuse improves 
children’s early learning outcomes. So far, so simple. However, what if it is 
pointed out that: domestic abuse contributes to poor maternal mental health, 
which in turn makes it harder for mothers to interact sensitively with their 
children; and both domestic abuse and mental health problems are associated 
with poverty, which in turn has a direct impact on children’s cognitive and other 
outcomes; and there is evidence for the effectiveness of certain interventions to 
prevent or address domestic abuse? It quickly becomes apparent that focusing 
exclusively on promoting a positive home learning environment without 
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• low staff-to-child ratios
• smaller class sizes
• staff who are suitably trained (especially in the curriculum and how 

children learn)

Early childhood education and care settings also need to exhibit features of 
practice associated with positive outcomes for:

• Communication, language and literacy, such as:
• prioritising high-quality interactions with children
• using stories or characters to encourage children to articulate their own 

thinking
• promoting shared reading and helping parents to read effectively with their 

children
• Numeracy and pre-numeracy, such as:

• small group work
• balancing guided instruction with direct teaching and child-led activities
• helping early years professionals to understand and assess children’s 

mathematical development so that they can intervene better

Investing in both of these areas – support for parents and centre-based activities 
– is important because the home learning environment and high-quality early 
childhood education and care both exert an effect on children’s learning that 
is independent of the other. While all children stand to benefit, there is some 
evidence that the most disadvantaged children benefit the most. Moreover, 
interventions for both can improve the social-emotional competencies that are 
associated with positive learning outcomes. Parents of children from socially 
disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to take up free part-time early 

The first is what parents do with their children in order to support their learning. 
If children’s caregivers interact with them in a responsive and sensitive way 
they are more likely to become securely attached and to develop strong 
social-emotional skills, both of which provide them with a firm foundation for 
exploring the world and learning. Moreover, if they grow up experiencing positive 
interactions with their parents in a stimulating home learning environment, in 
which they are read to regularly, exposed to mathematical concepts and given 
access to material leaning resources, they are more likely to develop well in terms 
of their language, literacy and numeracy. Various types of intervention have 
been shown to be effective in averting or addressing problems with attachment 
(e.g. video feedback, parent-infant psychotherapy), promoting children’s social-
emotional skills (e.g. targeted group-based parent interventions) and supporting 
parents with their children’s learning (e.g. intensive home visiting, family literacy 
programmes, sending tips and advice via text message, and extra support for 
families who need it most).

The second area for investment concerns what happens in early childhood 
education and care settings. Children are more likely to develop well on the 
outcomes of interest if they spend a considerable amount of time (measured in 
number of months rather than number of sessions per month) in settings where:

• day-to-day activities are characterised by:
• warm, interactive relationships between staff and children
• instructed learning (for example, in vocabulary, reading and writing)
• high engagement with parents (see above)
• a complementary emphasis on educational and social development

• the organisational infrastructure supports and enables such provision, 
through:
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There is a mixture of universal and targeted interventions with evidence of 
effectiveness in terms of preventing or addressing problems in all of these 
areas, even if intervention effects on early learning outcomes are not necessarily 
known.

The second category of distal factors concerns the economic situation of the 
child’s family. In particular, poverty has an adverse effect on children’s early 
learning (covering all aspects of school readiness) both directly – through its 
effect on what parents can afford for or do with their children – and indirectly – 
through its effect on parents’ stress and, in turn, aspects of their parenting (see 
above). Important indirect means of addressing poverty have been outlined 
above, but it can also be addressed directly through national policy and, albeit to 
a lesser extent, local initiatives.

The third category of distal factors concerns the physical environment in which 
children grow up, in particular their house and neighbourhood. Improving the 
quality of both of these has the potential to impact positively on children’s early 
learning and related aspects of their well-being indirectly – through its effect on 
children’s health and parents’ well-being and interaction with their children – 
but also potentially directly.

In part owing to the status of the evidence, the activities outlined in this section 
are likely to involve a mix of evidence-based interventions, evidence-informed 
improvement of existing services, and local evidence-informed innovation. 
Changes will be needed to both the early learning system and the wider system.

education, so efforts are needed to help such families access provision. Efforts 
are also needed to improve the pay, status and qualifications of the early years 
workforce, as doing so will enhance the quality of provision.

The early learning of children in poverty can potentially be further promoted by 
attending to a set of distal factors (named as such because they are more distant 
from the outcomes in that their effect on children is mediated by parents). These 
factors are important because, when ignored, they make it more likely that 
children have a poor start in life and/or they adversely affect parents’ care for and 
interaction with their children, particularly if they accumulate. Both can have 
adverse effects on children’s early learning that are direct or indirect (i.e. through 
their effect on children’s physical health and social-emotional well-being). In all 
cases the factors have a socio-economic gradient, such that each one is more 
likely when the family is disadvantaged.

These distal factors fall into three broad categories. The first category concerns 
parent well-being and parenting. Thus, children will get off to a better start in 
life, and/or parents will be better able to support their children’s learning, if the 
parents:
• Have good physical and mental health (including avoiding unhealthy 

behaviours)
• Have positive relationships with their respective partner (including no 

domestic abuse)
• Parent positively (including sensitive and responsive interaction in infancy, and 

providing good treatment and care)
• Provide suitable nutrition, both in infancy (breastfeeding and suitable 

weaning) and as children grow older (breakfast and a healthy balanced diet) 
and encourage physical activity
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INPUTS: IMPLEMENTATION AND SYSTEMS CHANGE
All of the services provided in order to address the factors identified above are 
more likely to be effective if they are implemented well, which will require 
attention to issues such as: 

• building readiness for implementation
• providing strong leadership
• offering workforce training and support
• monitoring implementation outcomes.

Since more disadvantaged families are more likely to find it hard to access 
or engage with services, concerted practical and relational strategies will be 
needed to support the participation of these parents and their children.

Finally, in order to enable the uptake of evidence in daily practice the system 
needs to enable and support change, which will require attention to the 
following:

• analysis of local needs and services
• strong collective leadership
• building implementation and workforce capacity
• involving multiple individual and organisational actors (including partnership 

arrangements and co-designing changes)
• developing a data-informed improvement culture
• local cultural and structural factors
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There is strong evidence that children from poorer backgrounds do worse 
than their better-off peers on a range of early learning and development 
outcomes, including language, communications and numeracy specifically 
but also related elements of school readiness that help children to be 
effective learners.

The harmful effects of poverty on children’s early learning need to be 
addressed both directly – which primarily requires policy-level responses, 
such as introducing a proper living wage or the introduction of welfare-to-
work initiatives – and indirectly.

The latter can be achieved in part by addressing proximal factors: what 
parents do with their children in the home setting, what early childhood 
education and care settings do with children, and the interaction between 
these contexts.

Other indirect means of addressing the effects of poverty are distal to 
children’s early learning, meaning that their effect on outcomes is mediated 
by parents, whether in utero or via parenting practices.

Addressing distal factors can give children a better start in life and have a 
positive impact on parenting and the home environment, although more 
overt efforts to address parent-child interaction are also likely to be needed.

There is evidence for the effectiveness of various types of intervention in 
addressing the identified proximal and distal factors and, in some cases, 
improving children’s learning outcomes. However, in order to have positive 
effects interventions generally need to be implemented well. Moreover, 
considerable efforts are needed to enable families from disadvantaged 
backgrounds to engage fully with services.

In order to enable change in services for children in the early years such 
that they better reflect evidence of what is effective in improving learning 
outcomes for children in poverty, there is a need for strong collective 
leadership, greater implementation capacity, co-production with multiple 
individuals and organisational actors, and mechanisms that enable 
continuous quality improvement.

A theory of change explaining how evidence-based activities can contribute 
to children’s early learning outcomes if supported by appropriate systems 
change is presented with a view to informing local strategic efforts in this 
space.

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS
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