
A report on the Early Learning 
Partnership Project
Ruth Dalzell, Allan Watson and Kendra Massey  
for the Family and Parenting Institute

RESEARCH & POLICY FOR THE REAL WORLD



A report on the Early Learning 
Partnership Project

Ruth Dalzell, Allan Watson and Kendra Massey  
for the Family and Parenting Institute 

RESEARCH & POLICY FOR THE REAL WORLD



The Early Learning Partnership Project (ELPP) was funded by the Department for Children, Schools 
and Families and the Family and Parenting Institute (FPI) gratefully acknowledges their support.

The Family and Parenting Institute researches what matters to families and parents. We use our 
knowledge to influence policymakers and foster public debate. We develop ideas to improve the 
services families use and the environment in which children grow up.

© The Secretary of State for Education and Skills 2009. All rights reserved. 

Published by the Family and Parenting Institute 
430 Highgate Studios
53–79 Highgate Road
London NW5 1TL

Tel 020 7424 3460
Fax 020 7485 3590
Email info@familyandparenting.org
Web www.familyandparenting.org
Subscribe to our free updates www.familyandparenting.org/keepupdated

Family and Parenting Institute is the operating name
of the National Family and Parenting Institute (NFPI).
NFPI is a company limited by guarantee, registered
in England and Wales.

Registered company number 3753345 
VAT registration number 833024365
Registered charity number 1077444

ISBN 978-1-903615-80-5

Design: www.intertype.com

ii



Contents

 Foreword by Mary MacLeod OBE, Chief Executive,  
The Family and Parenting Institute v

1 Introduction 1

2 Background and context 2

3 Delivery programme 3
 Management of strand 1 3

 Partners, locations and approaches 4

4 Beneficiaries 6
 Family beneficiaries 6

 Hard-to-reach families 7

 Fathers and male carers 8

 Other specific beneficiary groups 8

 Volunteer and staff beneficiaries 9

5 Achievements – individuals and families 10
 Parents’ understanding of children’s needs 10

 Improved parent–child relationships 10

 Increasing numbers of parents reading and playing with their children 13

 Increase in parental confidence 15

 Increased options for addressing discipline and behaviour 16

 Practical help and social support for parents 18

 Parents more able to seek help and advice 20

 Opportunities for parents beyond the project 20

6 Achievements – agencies and practitioners 22
 Engaging families who were harder to reach 22

 Training and workforce development 24

 Opportunities for working in different ways 25

 Stakeholder involvement and project evaluation 26

FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITuTE
iii



7 Wider impact and learning 29
 Strategic and infrastructure development 29

 Outputs from the project 30

  New materials and resources 30

  Conference and seminar presentations and exhibitions 31

  A national dissemination project 31

  Materials that may be made available in the future 31

8 Challenges and lessons learned 33

9 Summary and conclusions 35

Appendix 1 The twelve approaches 37

Appendix 2 Key organisations and contacts 49

Appendix 3 Key references 51

Appendix 4  glossary of acronyms 52

FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITuTEiv

Contents



Foreword

There is a strong body of evidence to suggest that children benefit if their parents believe in their ability 
to learn and succeed, and talk with, play with and read to them. It is also clear that children benefit 
particularly when this is part of their experience in the early years. The highly influential Effective Provision 
of Pre-School Education research project found that, “for all children, the quality of the home learning 
environment in the early years is more important for intellectual and social development than parental 
occupation, education or income”. 

This evidence has led to an emphasis in education policy on parental involvement in children’s learning. 
However, the children who benefit most from this are likely to have parents who do all these things 
‘naturally’, or have access to resources to support their children’s learning, or do not feel excluded through 
lack of confidence or knowledge. 

It is a challenge, then, to find policy routes that do not entrench or at least continue these class and 
income distinctions, further disadvantaging the already disadvantaged. This is a real policy conundrum. 
It would be pernicious to deny opportunities for all children because some children cannot benefit; yet 
policies that increase the marginalisation of children whose parents cannot fulfil these new expectations 
entrench inequality and waste promise. 

The Early Learning Partnerships Project (ELPP) was an attempt to address this inequality of opportunity. 
The focus was on children aged between one and three who were at risk of learning delay. The project took 
a novel approach, exploring ways of helping parents to overcome lack of confidence, lack of knowledge 
or the barriers to involvement with their children’s learning caused by severe difficulties of many kinds.

The task for the project was to fund and encourage the voluntary organisations that are already skilled in 
reaching and working with families suffering disadvantage and difficulty, to try out different approaches 
that might help the parents to create a more positive home learning environment. An active consortium of 
voluntary sector organisations, led by the Family and Parenting Institute, worked with 12 different, known, 
early learning models in 20 locations around the country. At the same time a workforce development 
and training programme was run by the National Children’s Bureau to train front-line practitioners in 
how to promote early learning. The whole project was evaluated by the Oxford university Department of 
Education. 

The work aimed to encourage parents to experiment with play, reading, exploring and singing to stimulate 
their children’s learning and curiosity. Practitioners became enthused and enjoyed the work. Many 
productive partnerships were created; ideas were shared; wonderful resources were created. But most 
exciting were the outcomes for many parents and children who had more enjoyment and fun together, 
which, in turn, had a knock-on effect on their relationships with each other. Some of the work with fathers 
had exceptional outcomes. This was borne out in the evaluation. It showed that parents became more 
confident and could see similar changes in their children and that parents spent more time with their 
children and understood their needs better.

So where do we go from here? This creative and successful foray into providing early learning interventions 
should not be ignored. We must build on the practical experience and research information from this 
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project to create more valuable opportunities for those who too often lose out. I hope this account of 
the project will help to spread knowledge of these approaches that can be so transformative for parents  
and children.

Mary MacLeod OBE
Chief Executive
The Family and Parenting Institute
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1 Introduction

This report aims to present the very positive experiences, the challenges and the lessons learned from 
the Early Learning Partnerships Project (ELPP). The project was funded by the Department for Children, 
Schools and Families (DCSF) over a period of 18 months from October 2006 to March 2008 and 
managed by the Family and Parenting Institute (FPI). The ELPP, which worked through a consortium 
of voluntary sector agencies, aimed to develop good practice in working with parents of one- to three-
year-old children, who were at risk of learning delay, to encourage them to engage with and support 
their children’s learning. The ELPP has proved to be a very positive and enjoyable exercise both for the 
partners running the programme and for the great majority of the families involved, with positive feedback 
from parents and a very enthused and well-integrated group of agencies seeking out best practice.

This report draws on the final reports and case studies from each of the individual projects involved in 
ELPP. It tries to bring to life and celebrate the achievements of the practitioners, parents and children 
involved in this project, acknowledging where challenges were faced and how they were overcome. It is 
not a formal research study but it is intended to complement the evaluation of the ELPP undertaken by 
the Oxford university Department of Education in 2008.

The ELPP was, from the start, based on a strong foundation of knowledge through research about 
children’s early learning, as well as on the evidence base for the delivery models being used. Research has 
consistently confirmed that parents have a profound impact on children’s outcomes. They are children’s 
first and most enduring educators and research suggests that children’s earliest learning experiences 
greatly influence their ability to take advantage of formal learning when it begins. This is profoundly 
important when we consider the need to narrow the gap in educational achievement between children 
from low income and disadvantaged backgrounds and their more advantaged peers. 

One of the most important studies (EPPSE – see appendix 3) notes that “For all children, the quality of 
the home learning environment in the early years is more important for intellectual and social development 
than parental occupation, education or income”. The impact of an early introduction to learning through 
play, song, conversation and development of curiosity has a positive effect that carries on through the 
primary school years. Children usually do well when parents have aspirations for them and demonstrate 
their belief in them. However, parents’ ability to provide an environment at home that supports children’s 
learning can, of course, be affected by multiple and frequently combined factors such as their own early 
experiences, poverty, parental illness, substance misuse and domestic violence. 

Massive investment in the restructuring of children and families services has not yet closed the gap, 
referred to above, between the advantaged and disadvantaged, but a great deal has been learnt from 
evaluations of major programmes about how to reach families most in need and make interventions with 
them most effective. Children who are otherwise disadvantaged, or come from poor families, can benefit 
from pre-school education but some families in need cannot be reached through this route and can 
only be accessed at home. A key message has been that multi-model approaches are needed to tackle 
multiple problems.
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2 Background and context

The ELPP targeted particularly vulnerable groups, including parents who might have found engagement 
with their child difficult and where the child (aged one to three) was at risk of learning delay. The project 
aimed to build on the knowledge emerging from earlier evaluations of interventions with families at risk 
in order to:

d identify, engage and support parents of children at risk of learning delay to develop their ability to 
support their children and improve their outcomes

d support parents who are unaware that young children’s development and future education can be 
enhanced through active engagement in conversation, singing, creative play and exploration of  
their environment

d build knowledge of what works through demonstration projects and shared learning 

d develop the skills of workers in VCS organisations to offer more specific, tested interventions aimed at 
enhancing children’s development

d promote and publicise the learning from the programme. 
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3 Delivery programme

The ELPP was a nationwide project which had three strands operating in parallel. Strand 1 was the 
delivery strand which was managed by the Family and Parenting Institute and is the main subject of  
this report.

Strand 2: The evaluation strand was carried out by a team from the Oxford university Department of 
Education. The Evaluation of the Early Learning Partnerships Project studied the different approaches 
to parental involvement used by the various ELPP programmes across England in order to find out 
more about ways of supporting parents with their child’s early learning. The overall aim was to evaluate 
the different strategies used to involve parents. It examined the role of trained staff and volunteers in 
equipping parents with the skills needed to support their children’s learning at home. See links and 
references in appendices 2 and 3.

Strand 3: The third, workforce development, strand, managed by the National Children’s Bureau (NCB) 
was designed to build sustainability into the Early Learning Partnerships Project by providing specialist 
training, on a large scale, to equip the early years workforce with skills to engage effectively with parents 
and support them to get involved. An evaluation of strand 3 was undertaken. 1 

Management of strand 1 
The delivery strand of the project operated as a consortium, managed by the Family and Parenting 
Institute with nine partners coordinating the delivery of 12 complementary, well-evaluated approaches in 
20 localities around the country.

The partners were:

d Barnardo’s 

d ContinYou 

d Coram 

d Family Action (formerly FWA)

d Home-Start

d Action for Children (formerly NCH) 

d Pen Green 

d Pre-school Learning Alliance (with the National Childminding Association) 

d Thurrock Community Mothers.

The consortium approach was taken in order to capitalise on the knowledge and experience of the 
partners, who between them have had a long history of work with families at risk across the uK. Working 

1 www.peal.org.uk/latest_news/latest_news_stories/elpp_leaflet.aspx
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within the challenging funding environment faced by VCS organisations, the partners have demonstrated 
experience of developing services from the universal to the highly specialised, including:

d early years provision, often in partnership with children’s services and Sure Starts and children’s centres 

d developing family and parenting support services for vulnerable families including home visiting, 
outreach and project-based approaches

d running family centres offering a wide range of services in local communities

d specialist resources for specific groups. 

Families with children at risk of learning delay need support which is flexible enough to be responsive 
to the complexity of their circumstances. The consortium approach allowed for a wide range of skills 
together with a strong foundation of reputation, professional and community links and relationships within 
the localities. The capacity to deliver the project has also been enhanced by the consortium approach.  
A very considerable number of families have been enabled to access customised support through a 
wide menu of services. The considerable experience of the consortium partners has contributed to the  
shared learning.

Partners, locations and approaches 
Each of the lead agencies took on the management and coordination of a range of delivery approaches, 
usually in locations where they had some links or an established presence. The approaches were applied 
either singly or in complementary combinations. 

The approaches delivered (see appendix 1) across the 20 locations of the project are all well established 
and have shown promising results in independent evaluations. They were selected to encompass home-
based and centre-based, individual and group models, targeting a range of groups of parents of children 
aged one to three. The approaches were either used as stand-alone programmes or in a variety of 
combinations, with a view to building knowledge step by step about how to develop parenting support; 
especially for families who have been hard to engage. The geographical locations were selected to 
reflect a balance of urban and rural, relatively high levels of deprivation and potential for the longer-term 
development of support services.
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Figure 1: The partners, locations and approaches

Lead agency Location Approaches used 

Barnardo’s North East (Newcastle)

South West (Bristol)

d Peers Early Education Partnership (PEEP) 
programme

Thurrock Community 
Mothers (ContinYou 
Consortium)

Telford

Thurrock

d Community Mothers Programme 

ContinYou Leeds

Northants 

Bradford 

Croydon 

d Share

Coram Camden

Islington

d Parents as First Teachers (PAFT) 

d One Plus One (Brief Encounters®) 

d PEAL training 

Family Action Southwark

Norfolk (Swaffham)

Sheffield

d Family Action: Newpin Family Play Programme 

d Parents As First Teachers (PAFT)

Home-Start Camden

Croydon

Merton

Westminster

Worcestershire

d One Plus One (Brief Encounters®)

d Bookstart 

d Home-Start: Listening and learning with young 
children

Action for Children North Solihull d Parents As First Teachers (PAFT) 

d Campaign for Learning’s Learning to Learn 
approach

Pen green 
(ContinYou 
Consortium) 

Northants

Leeds

Leicester 

Bradford 

d Pen green Approach: Parents Involved in their 
Children’s Learning (PICL)

Pre-School Learning 
Alliance 

Stoke-on-Trent 

Stafford

Cumbria 

d Peers Early Education Partnership (PEEP) 
programme

d Parents, Early Years and Learning (PEAL)

d I CAN 

d National Childminding Association (NCMA)
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4 Beneficiaries

ELPP delivery strand 1 was aimed at two types of direct beneficiaries:

d parents and children who received services directly through ELPP 

d professionals/volunteers who underwent training aimed at enhancing their own practice and that 
of their work settings. This training was additional to the nationwide training offered through the 
workforce development strand 3.

Not all the families who were contacted took up services, but where they did they could become involved 
in more than one activity, sometimes building up their courage to, for example, join a group activity. When 
all the different family engagements are added together there were in excess of 8,000 interventions 
which benefited more than 7,500 children. This is an enormous number to have achieved over 18 months 
and saw, in addition, over 2,000 staff trained and supported. The figures for each type of intervention are 
given below:

Figure 2: Beneficiary Statistics

Families contacted 9,500

One-to-one support 1,350

Family-based one-off activities 2,450

Longer-term activities 5,250

Staff trained 1,500

Staff supported 1,150

Children benefited 7,600

Family beneficiaries 
Those sites which used the ELPP to provide services directly to parents and children were all, in line with 
the overall aims of the project, directed towards disadvantaged parents with children within the one to three 
age range who were considered to be at risk of learning delay. The concept of disadvantage is complex 
but the overall emphasis was on those parents who were less likely to provide early learning inputs to 
their children because of their circumstances and their experiences. Also included were those who found 
external interventions less easy to accept for various reasons and who are sometimes described as ‘hard 
to reach’. 

Helping children to receive an early input, and therefore a boost to their educational outcomes which they 
might not otherwise get, was a key objective of the project. There was some variation in the way in which 
project sites defined their target groups. Some took a broader approach, aimed at parents experiencing a 
combination of disadvantages whilst some focused on specific groups, such as fathers or asylum seekers.
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Bristol City Council had decided to roll out Peers Early Education Partnership 
(PEEP) groups through all its designated and emerging children’s centres as 
a universal service. The ELPP was tailored to the needs of families with which 
Barnardo’s were already working and was planned and delivered in partnership 
with practitioners already known to families.

Barnardo’s is also funded by Bristol City Council to deliver the Community Family 
Worker service, which is a home visiting service for vulnerable and disadvantaged 
families with children under five. The project worker in this service provided 
referrals to the Barnardo’s ELPP team. Families were identified through three 
area-wide meetings with professional and community groups. The service provided 
an agreed programme to families within specific needs over a six-week period with 
the possibility of a further six weeks of support.

Hard-to-reach families 
‘Hard to reach’ is a contested term which some see as inequitable because it places the onus on those 
being reached rather than on the services trying to reach them. It is nevertheless agreed that the combined 
effect of factors associated with disadvantage and social isolation is cumulative and may push families 
further away from services aimed at supporting them. Many of the project sites aimed to work with 
families who were experiencing a combination of factors, which might identify them as hard to reach, 
or particularly disadvantaged. The full evaluation evidenced the success in reaching families who had a 
disadvantaged profile compared to other relevant samples (see Oxford university Evaluation referenced 
in appendix 3). 

Referrals came mainly through children’s centres, health visitors, voluntary organisations and children’s 
services and sometimes other agencies dealing with specific issues. They may also have been families 
already being worked with, or self-referrals. These groups of parents included those with some of the 
range of difficulties shown in the box below. 

Figure 3: Difficulties faced by some families referred to the project

d Parents with mental health issues 

d Refugees/asylum seekers/parents without English as first language

d Teen/young parents with limited experience

d Families who find it hard to engage with children through play

d Parents living with domestic abuse

d Parents of children with disabilities/developmental delay 

d Parents living in an area with few resources for young parents (including rural areas)

d Parents who are substance misusers

d Parents with significant financial problems

d Parents of a child under four at risk of failing to reach potential on starting school

d Families who had previously had a child on the child protection register or subject to a care order

d Parents who avoid contact with statutory services.
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A specific example of a target group comes from Home-Start who trained volunteers to work with parents 
in Home-Start schemes in two different geographical locations. The target parents were:

d those whose children were at risk of learning delay because the parents did not understand or were 
not aware of the importance of engaging with their children’s early learning

d parents who were overburdened or whose circumstances prevented them being involved with their 
children’s early learning 

d parents who were reluctant users of services and found it hard to access and support.

Pre-School Learning Alliance and NCMA used a combination of PEEP, I CAN and PEAL input to identify 
engage and support vulnerable and hard-to-reach families in Cumbria, Staffordshire and Stoke-on-Trent. 
Because most of the staff involved in the project were already in post, referrals came through established 
routes such as self-referral, through informal conversations with staff at parent and toddler groups, 
schools, portage, extended families and collaborative working. 

Fathers and male carers
Barnardo’s in the North East planned to use the PEEP approach particularly with male carers and 
families seeking asylum. A survey of 35 fathers locally about parenting support had identified a need for 
a fatherhood service and for specialised outreach support for fathers. 

Action for Children in North Solihull focused their work solely on dads and male carers with children 
between one and three years of age, as this was an under-represented group across the children’s 
centres in North Solihull. Action for Children wished to use PAFT and Campaign for Learning (CfL) 
materials to develop three different access points for engagement depending on needs and the service 
users’ confidence. The different access points also had different levels of engagement allowing them 
to initially engage dads and male carers at a more social level such as the photo shoots that they ran, 
leading on to higher level engagement such as a dads’ drop-in, stay and play or potential PAFT work. 
The very ‘hands-on’ or practical services, such as the CfL – Family Learning Works materials and ‘Best 
Coach’ course, or the PAFT approach to child development, proved effective ways of working with dads 
and male carers, offering them an end product and something they were able to take away, which was 
key to engaging and keeping them involved. The development of a website,2 which also provided links to 
other sites, was also used to engage fathers and promote the services of the project.

Coram in London found that fathers were present on 35 per cent of home visits and the focus of the work 
on the child’s learning seemed particularly helpful in engaging their interest and commitment. Specific 
group sessions were also run towards the end of the programme in the Fathers’ Drop-in, which takes 
place in the Parents’ Centre.

Other specific beneficiary groups 
Barnardo’s in the North East wished to engage asylum-seeking families. A substantial number of families 
seeking asylum had been dispersed to Newcastle and a positive indicator was that other services had had 
prior success in engaging these families.

2 http://www.activ-dads.org.uk
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Although Coram, London were aiming their intervention at a broader group of families, it became clear early 
on in the project that the majority of referrals were of children with either language delay or behavioural 
concerns. Seventy-five per cent of families spoke a community language other than English (this is about 
double the number in the local population) – including 40 per cent from the Bangladeshi community (19 
per cent of the population generally).

Coram also particularly wished to target young parents as well as fathers and they aimed the Born to 
Learn home visits at young parents attending their successful Young Parents Project. Engagement of this 
group proved to be quite difficult and although nine mothers aged under18 consented to Born to Learn 
home visits, in only one case were six visits completed.

Pre-school Learning Alliance and NCMA in Staffordshire used I CAN input to support Stoke Speaks Out, 
a multi-agency project exploring the issues underlying children’s language problems in Stoke-on-Trent.

Volunteer and staff beneficiaries 
Home-Start volunteers benefited from the project, in that the aim was to enhance their training and 
provide them with additional knowledge, skills and resources to help them understand the importance of 
parent involvement in children’s early learning, and develop techniques and skills to share with parents to 
help them to engage with their children. 

Thurrock Community Mothers focused on building the range and capacity of the support delivered to 
parents who had a child aged between one and three through:

d designing and developing 25 new early learning cartoon-illustrated resources for Community Mothers 
to share with parents

d developing new approaches for engaging with parents who have difficulties speaking English.

Pen green was funded to complete two rounds of training in the PICL Professional Development 
Programme, across four areas: Leeds, Bradford, Leicester and Northamptonshire. The programme was 
run in 10 settings during each round. In total 151 professionals were trained. The participants were 
recruited from a variety of different settings. In Northamptonshire they were drawn from a wide range 
of settings, including private day nurseries, childminding and childminder coordinators. The programmes 
in the other three areas attracted a higher proportion of children’s centre staff, playgroup leaders  
and teachers.

Pre-school Learning Alliance and NCMA provided training to childminders and staff working in a variety 
of early years settings in PEEP, PEAL and I CAN Early Talk and delivered these programmes to nearly 
1,000 families, 88 practitioners and 29 volunteers.

ContinYou tapped into an existing network of Share practitioners in four areas (Leeds, Northamptonshire, 
Bradford and Croydon) who were able to help identify parents, carers and practitioners to receive training 
in the delivery of the Share and Share Plus training model. 
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5 Achievements – individuals and families

Parents’ understanding of children’s needs 
Most sites reported noticeable changes in parental understanding and behaviour as a result of their input. 
Practitioners from Family Action in Sheffield reported that parents fed back to them that they particularly 
appreciated learning about how children grow and learn and how the activities provided by the project 
worker helped in this.

Feedback from Family Action in Norfolk reflected similar parental experiences:

“I feel I can help my daughter with her development since having the 
home visits” 

Parent, Family Action Norfolk 

Action for Children in Solihull commented that dads involved with their project reported having a more 
balanced and calmer home life, with a more positive relationship with their children, being more willing 
to do things with them and having developed skills to support their children’s development. They used a 
CfL resource called ‘Best Coach’ sessions in their Saturday dads’ group. They reported that dads who 
attended developed their skills to support their child’s learning. The dads also adapted and developed the 
activities in order to further their and their children’s learning beyond the group.

Improved parent–child relationships 
Most striking in all the feedback from the project sites were the many examples of how engaging in 
ELPP activities had improved relationships between parents and children by increasing understanding, 
improving communication or by providing opportunities for parents and children to play, have fun and learn 
together. Often, once parents’ own support needs were met, this freed them up to concentrate on their 
relationship with their children.

“It improved our communication and one-to-one time together. 
I found new ways to engage with her”Parent, Family Action Newpin, Southwark

Family Action Sheffield reported observing improvement in parent–child attachment and improved 
interaction with children that enhanced age appropriate development. In the groups run at Family Action 
Sheffield the use of an activity called ‘Follow my child’ was intended to help parents to interact with their 
children, observe their play and learn more about their development thus enhancing the parent–child 
relationship. The activity was also intended to give children a sense of independence and control, which 
in turn would benefit their development. The activity, which was quite challenging for parents at first, was 
designed so that the child was enabled to choose a play activity and the parents had to follow everything 
that the child was doing and mirror it, including the movements and sounds they made. Parents reported 
back informally at the end of the sessions and in the evaluation at the end of the group that they enjoyed 
this experience and learnt a lot from it about their children and their development. 
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In Norfolk, feedback from health visitors suggested that positive changes had been observed and noted 
beyond the boundaries of the project. 

“The project has provided true early intervention and has had a significant 
impact on attachment and infant mental health” 

Health Visitor, Norfolk 

Family details
Ms K has seven children: the two eldest who are 22 and 24 years of age both still 
live with her. Her next two children were removed when they were both still babies 
because of the violent behaviour of her partner at that time. Both children were 
adopted and Ms K has ‘letterbox’ contact with them. The three youngest children 
were: P aged seven years who has cerebral palsy, D aged three years and H aged 
eight months. Ms K is separated from the father of the three youngest children.

Referral and assessment
Their health visitor who was concerned about D’s behaviour referred the family 
to the ELPP. D had a very short concentration span and would run around and 
be fairly destructive. There had been concerns about both D and P being kept 
strapped in their pushchairs when they were babies. 

Intervention 
The ELPP worker had used activities from Parents As First Teachers to help 
develop D’s fine motor skills, starting at an earlier developmental stage than D’s 
chronological age. She had also used games to help encourage gross motor activity. 
Ms K was worried that D was walking on his toes and the ELPP worker observed 
this. She assisted Ms K in taking D to see the health visitor for an assessment as 
this may be an early sign of cerebral palsy.

The worker has also done some work with Ms K to encourage her to take H out of 
his chair and lay him on his tummy on the floor. He was not able to sit up but it was 
unlikely that this was because he had a physical problem, but probably because he 
spent so much time in a swinging chair. The worker explained that H should be able 
to sit up unaided and be making attempts to move about so Ms K dispensed with 
the chair and was following the worker’s advice. The worker had also taken books 
for both children and was encouraging Ms K to read and talk with both children.

Outcomes
D had just started nursery school which was helping with his social development 
and the worker was helping Ms K to provide the kind of activities that would help D 
develop to the point where he would function at his chronological age and benefit 
from all the activities in school. Ms K was able to see how playing with and reading 
to the children helped their development and she was motivated to continue. 

Figure 4: Case study. Family Action 
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Pre-school Learning Alliance found that simply providing positive interactive experiences for parents and 
children often reaped benefits in relationships.

“The best feeling in the world is to see my child smile” 
Parent, Pre-school Learning Alliance Staffordshire

Figure 5: Case Study. Pre-school Learning Alliance

Family details
Nineteen-year-old young mother with partner who have a two-year-old girl from 
previous relationship and are expecting a new baby.

Referral and assessment
The health visitor referred this family due to behavioural concerns and the eating 
habits of the child. During the first visit the mother interacted with the child and was 
using behaviour management strategies. The mother was very keen for us to visit 
as she felt that she needed support. During the next visit it became very clear that 
there was a breakdown in the relationship between mother and daughter that had 
not initially shown through. The mother had become very focused on the things that 
the child couldn’t do and the bad behaviour and was ignoring the good behaviour 
and positive things about the child. 

The plan was to try and rebuild the relationship between the mother and child through 
positive reinforcement strategies and give them ideas of how to spend special 
time together. The intended outcomes were that the mother would understand the 
importance of children feeling confident about themselves in order to be successful 
learners; and that mother and child would spend special time together, sharing a 
book or playing a game. 

Intervention
The intervention involved helping both mother and child feel good about themselves 
by using praise during the sessions. The mother was encouraged to recognise and 
acknowledge the good behaviour in the child and show the child affection even 
when they were doing nothing in particular. The practical ideas and resources that 
were provided enabled the mother and daughter to spend designated ‘special time’ 
together each day. This included the use of story sacks, painting, playing games, 
and going for a walk. 

Outcomes 
The child’s behaviour improved and she felt more secure in her relationship with her 
mother. She was also happier in her environment and was more willing to listen and 
negotiate different outcomes to different scenarios.

The mother was more confident and secure in her relationship with the child. She 
felt that their environment and home life was more relaxed and this enabled her the 
time to plan more activities for her and her daughter to do together.
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Family details
Family consists of R (29), daughter Z (5) and son B (3). They had been attending 
Newpin for nine months when R and B participated in a Family Play Programme.

Referral and assessment 
R suffers from clinical depression and struggles to engage with her children most 
of the time. B was a very angry child and was always telling people to “shut up” 
and “go away”; he struggled to mix with his peers and had limited concentration for 
activities, as he always wanted to be with R. When they started the programme all R 
did was push B away and tell him to go and play, she never went into the playroom 
with B and didn’t see why play was important to her relationship with B and to B’s 
development. R’s goals were to gain confidence to play with B; learn new ideas of 
things she could do with the children; feel able to sing with the children and get 
help with boundaries.

Intervention
Initially R was very nervous but B was really happy that R was with him in the 
playroom, getting involved and giving him positive attention for a change. When we 
introduced messy, creative play, R got very excited and engaged really well with 
the activities and with enabling B to participate as well. When they did ‘follow your 
child’, although R didn’t enjoy it, she got right down to his level on the floor, doing 
everything he did and playing as he did.

Outcomes
B began to be more confident and able to mix with his peers and other adults; B 
was able to separate more from R and spend time in the playroom without her; B 
stopped telling people to “shut up” or “go away”; his imaginary play developed and 
he was able to sit and draw or paint until his picture was completed. R still struggles 
at times to play with B due to her depression but she does now spend time in the 
playroom with him; is more confident with playing; understands the importance of 
play and does more activities with her children at home. 

Figure 6: Case Study. Family Action 

Increasing numbers of parents reading and playing with their children 
ELPP really paid dividends for many families and children by encouraging them to read together and 
providing them with ideas about how to engage in arts and crafts or other creative activities at home. 
Many parents fed back that they had done more of both since their involvement with ELPP. This had 
made a difference in family relationships and sometimes had other positive spin-offs such as getting dads 
involved more in that side of family life.

Action for Children Solihull ran a storytelling project over a six-week period for 16 dads and male carers. 
Following this, the participants reported that their own confidence, self-esteem and social skills had 
improved and that they had improved interactions with their children, for example, using stories to help 
tackle children’s difficulties. 
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“I learnt many things, the most important thing is to find time to play with 
the boys, taking them to the library, and reading as well as give them 
attention. They thought it all had been given to baby. I feel more confident 
now and am going to study for a qualification” 

Parent, Coram

Community Mothers working with parents in Telford reported that, as a result of focusing on early learning 
during visits by Community Mothers, there was an observable increase in parents undertaking more 
activities such as trying out new games to help their children learn, reading with them, helping them to 
talk, visiting the library, attending rhyme sessions at the local children’s centre and attending language 
and speech groups.

“I am pleased with the words my son is saying. He understands what we 
are saying to him. I am proud of his achievements” 

Parent, Telford Community Mothers’ Project

Home-Start reported that the ELPP helped their volunteers to try out practical ways of making books with 
parents and have fun, and to consider barriers that stop parents getting involved. 

ContinYou reported from their Share project in Leeds, where they did creative activities such as ‘magic 
sack’, puppets work and ‘treasure box’, that children and parents enjoyed spending quality time together 
in an organised or unorganised way, learning and playing together and that they were able to encourage 
parents to spend special time at home doing positive activities. They reported success in using the Share 
model to engage parents within their settings and that as a result parents felt more able to play and 
engage with their children.

One parent commented that she and her child had enjoyed: 

“Making the feely box cutting a hole in the top of the box. C enjoyed 
decorating the box, using lots of glue and sparkly bits and also trying to 
guess what’s in the feely box” 

Parent, ContinYou Share project Leeds

Some of the children’s centres involved in the Leeds Share project took referrals from health visitors and 
social care to support young mothers with post-natal depression and for guidance and advice as to how 
to stimulate their young children through structured activities and play. A parent from the Share group 
in the Croydon project shared how during the week her chosen activity had been ‘listening and working 
together’, and as a result she had spent time with her child and her partner putting together a large 
Thomas the Tank Engine train set that they had never got round to assembling in the past.

One parent at the ContinYou Share groups in Croydon fed back that doing the session had made her go and 
buy extra collage materials so that her child could decorate lots more. She had never bought art materials 
for her child before. Another parent from the same group described how she had taken her children out and 
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collected natural materials to make a collage with. Her child talked a lot about the berries, twigs and leaves 
and had participated in gluing them on when they got home, studying the leaves and texture. 

Family Action in Sheffield commented that games designed to encourage physical contact caused some 
uneasiness at first but that gradually everyone relaxed and enjoyed them. They found that over time mums 
became more confident in their ability to initiate positive play and their discussions demonstrated their 
understanding of the value of this. They also ran a dads’ group where dads reported really enjoying craft 
activities and learning a lot about the importance of play for children.

Parents in the Family Action Southwark and Norfolk Newpin groups reported similar experiences: 

“I like the way the workers follow the child’s lead and show interest in 
what the children do. It has taught me ideas of how to help my child. I 
liked the way we used the Lycra cloth and the different things we did with 
it, e.g. rocking train ride” Parent, Family Action Southwark 

Increase in parental confidence 
A strong theme in the final project reports was an observed increase in the confidence of parents 
and a reduction in their expressed anxiety, particularly about their skills as parents and about their  
children’s development.

Practitioners in Telford and Thurrock found that feedback from parents tended to focus on how their 
self-confidence had increased through accessing useful tips and information and through the informal, 
friendly nature of the visiting. Prior to the project two-thirds of parents stated that they had no time for 
relaxing or eating properly and a third were unsure about how to handle children’s behaviour. When 
visiting finished 82 per cent of parents said they did have time for relaxing and only 7 per cent still felt 
unsure about how to handle children’s behaviour.

“My community mum has helped with all stages with both my children. 
I cannot thank her enough” 

Parent, Thurrock Community Mothers

Thurrock Community Mothers use a cartoon-based approach to teaching new information and skills. 

Parents commented on this positively:

“They were a funny way of learning about important subjects”Parent, Thurrock Community Mothers

Coram reported a considerable increase in parent confidence and commented that an important way 
of increasing parents’ confidence was in reflecting back to them how much they were helping their 
children’s development. 
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Family Action found that in their projects parents fed back how much the help and support of the projects 
had helped them in their confidence and in dealing with challenging situations: 

“When I first met you lot I was a complete mess. I was a single mum. I felt 
stuck but with your help me and my son got through it” Parent, Family Action Norfolk

These improvements were encouraging for practitioners as well:

“A mother of boy 26 months and girl six months living in women’s 
refuge, realising she is doing things right. She now knows she is a  
good mum!” Staff member, Family Action, Norfolk

ContinYou reported that in Leeds they set up a Share group with a targeted group of parents because 
they had identified a need for extra support. One of the mums had extremely low self-esteem and multiple 
family issues. She had to be persuaded and coaxed into attending but she came every week and received 
a lot of support from the other group members. The project staff felt really hopeful that attending the 
group would boost her self-confidence once she realised the fun activities were helping her children too. 

A parent from a Croydon Share group who had suffered from agoraphobia reported that attending the 
group had helped her to develop the confidence to take her child out independently for the first time. 
She said she felt a real sense of achievement and the group really praised her. Her son had taken some 
pictures with a camera provided by the project and he really enjoyed it.

Home-Start reported that building parents’ confidence and involvement with their children could lead to 
additional unexpected developments and benefit for the whole family, for example, greater pride in the 
home, involvement of the wider family and circle of friends and in one case buying a table for the craft 
activities led to a family starting to eat meals together. 

Increased options for addressing discipline and behaviour
Although the main focus of the ELPP was on parents understanding their role in promoting their children’s 
learning, some parents were, inevitably, preoccupied by issues around discipline and needed help and 
input to understand and apply appropriate positive discipline techniques.

Family Action in Sheffield and Norfolk observed improved understanding and practice by parents of 
positive discipline techniques, which in turn led to increased feelings of competence and confidence in 
their parenting abilities:

“It helped me understand that sometimes D is just exploring and pushing 
boundaries and not just being naughty” 

Parent, Family Action Norfolk



FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITuTE 17

Achievements – individuals and families

Family Details
C and T have been housed in local area recently. T has family living in area. C has 
family living a short distance from them. N is their first and only child. 

Referral and assessment 
Self-referral by mother, seeking support in managing child’s behaviour.
Identified issues at assessment:
d T and C have few local friends/community links
d Both parents report that they find it a challenge to keep N’s attention for any 

sustained period
d Both parents have learning difficulties. They find it difficult to prioritise N’s 

safety needs
d N presents as a highly aroused, loud and active child
d Support needed to engage N in activities that are age appropriate. (Range of 

toys in the home and yet N appears to wander around the house playing with 
household objects and touching his parents’ possessions.)

d Concern that T’s and C’s lack of consistency in parenting may lead to more 
sustained and serious behaviour issues in the future

d T’s and C’s learning difficulties may impact on N’s development
d Previous concerns from health professionals about T’s and C’s 

parenting capacity.

Intervention
d Discussions with parents about what they would like to get out of the PAFT 

programme and what they would feel comfortable doing with their child in  
their home

d Play sessions in the home to increase parents’ understanding of age appropriate 
play and positive interaction with N

d Practical behavioural strategies to cope with N’s temper tantrums and outbursts;
d Support for parents to access local services/community links (including ‘Follow 

my Child’ sessions) 
d Emotional support in their parenting; helping to reassure both parents about 

their ability to look after N and provide practical suggestions and solutions
d Engaged health professionals to contribute to multi-agency support to family 

and in turn encourage family to access support.

Outcomes 
d N has access to a greater range of activities and has had the opportunity to mix 

with other children, appropriate to his stage of development
d Both parents show greater confidence in ability to interact in a positive way 

with N
d Family members are accessing more local services, events and making more 

links with the wider community
d T and C are willing to take on board advice about parenting and have put some 

tips into practice. This has required sustained repetition and adaptation to allow 
for their learning difficulties.

Figure 7: Case Study. Family Action
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Practical help and social support for parents 
Many of the parents involved in the ELPP were facing multiple challenges in their lives which had 
an impact on their readiness and ability to engage in their children’s learning. These included social 
isolation, financial difficulties, relationship difficulties and domestic violence. Engaging in the ELPP often 
created a gateway to practical help and support for these parents and clearly also created social support 
opportunities for them.

Family Action Sheffield noted that parents appreciated practical things like being helped to attend a local 
toddler group or having a visit at a place and time that was convenient for them. 

Action for Children in Solihull found that after a six-week storytelling project, as part of the ELPP, dads 
had better social support networks and felt happier and more confident in themselves as parents.

“To be honest I was finding it difficult to socialise after an 18 month child 
custody … by which time I was a bit of a hermit. Over the past several 
months now I have befriended a number of people, joined a football team, 
returned to educational training and been a speaker at three conferences. 
All through the dads’ group” 

Dad, Action for Children, Solihull

A practitioner from Croydon ContinYou described how at one session, during an icebreaker activity, 
parents started to share personal information about themselves. Some of the information shared included 
experiences of domestic violence, relationship break-up, rape, depression, suicidal feelings, and court 
proceedings. The session was very deep and parents were very supportive of each other. Despite there 
being a wide cross-section of parents, they really showed interest in each other. 

Family details
Mum aged 20 years (expecting second child) and partner (father to new baby but 
not W). W, two-year-old daughter, who occasionally spends short periods of time 
with paternal grandmother where her birth father visits her.

Referral and assessment 
A health worker referred the family. Mum had expressed concern over W’s language 
development. Health worker agreed that W’s language skills were delayed and also 
had some concerns over mum’s methods of managing W’s behaviour. 

An initial visit clearly demonstrated that W’s home life was somewhat chaotic with 
issues surrounding mum’s health, her on/off relationship with her present partner 
and with W’s father and his family, housing problems – threat of eviction as well 
as housing conditions being less than adequate, financial problems and a pending 
court case.

W’s language was clearly delayed with only five clearly recognisable words. W’s 
attention span was very limited and interaction between W and mum appeared 
during the visit to be limited to negative instruction.                                       c

Figure 8: Case Study. Pre-school Learning Alliance 



FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITuTE 19

Achievements – individuals and families

Intervention
ELPP worker and mum agreed to focus during the weekly visits on supporting W 
to secure a small number of words using photo cards, i.e. pictures of people, pets 
and objects in the home. 

It was also agreed to look at behaviour management and positive reinforcement, 
with a focus on reducing the long wordy explanations/negotiations presently used 
with W. 

It was acknowledged that mum had a difficult task because of all the other 
difficulties she was facing and the worker planned that this intervention would 
not become a further burden and would offer some ‘respite’ and be a ‘happy hour’ 
during the week.

PEEP Learning Together Folders were utilised and each session would generally 
involve:
d a safe play activity for W that allowed talking time with mum
d an activity that was done together (which utilised everyday items from around 

the home)
d singing and looking at books together
d a suggestion of what mum (and partner) could do with the children before the 

next session, leaving any materials that were needed to facilitate this.

In this case the intervention lasted several months due to several major issues 
within the family – including the birth of a new baby. It was also felt that this family 
would benefit from more long-term involvement.

It was recognised early on that W would benefit from a more structured routine: 
regular meal and bedtimes, for example. In addition, regular attendance at a toddler 
group was promoted. It was felt that mixing with other young children would allow 
W to experience language modelled by others and also ensure W had to make 
herself understood to others. 

A PEEP group was planned at the same venue as the local toddler group but at a 
different time. As there were only a small number of families attending (12) and as 
the ELPP worker with whom mum had established a relationship was leading the 
session, mum felt able to attend with W.

This proved to be very successful as W eventually settled well in to the routine of 
the group joining in all activities, and mum after a time attended regularly, including 
some attendance with her partner.

The double intervention of home visits and group attendance over an extended 
period of time clearly worked for this family.

Outcomes 
Mum gained in knowledge and understanding of W but also in confidence. This 
increase in mum’s personal confidence, coupled with the knowledge that such 
activities are important for W’s development, also had the positive impact that she 
would more willingly attend the local toddler group, which had previously been an 
issue for her.                                                                                                c
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W developed an interest in books. The first book left by the ELPP worker was 
destroyed before the next week’s home visit. Mum was upset by this and explained 
that she didn’t let W have books because she just destroyed them all. The worker 
decided to continue loaning books explaining to mum that to begin with she should 
keep the book for a quiet time together only and gradually over time leave the book 
available for W to access herself. By the end of the worker’s involvement W had a 
small ‘library’ at home of appropriate books bought by family members. During one 
of the later group sessions it was noticed how W sat and held a book during ‘book 
time’ and turned each page making ‘comments’ on the illustrations.

In addition, mum saw real value in W’s ‘play’ as an important way in which she would 
learn a whole range of things, and actively offered more opportunities for play.

Parents more able to seek help and advice 
A number of the ELPP final reports noted that as a result of parents’ involvement with their service they 
had gained enough confidence to attend other services or seek help appropriately for difficulties that they 
were experiencing.

Coram reported that 51 per cent of the parents they worked with accessed new services following  
their intervention. 

A health visitor who had referred to Family Action Norfolk commented: 

“I have found the families referred increasingly willing to engage with a 
variety of other services” Health Visitor, Norfolk

Opportunities for parents beyond the project 
Several of the approaches used in ELPP had an inbuilt expectation that parents would be supported 
through the programme to gain training or accreditation for themselves in the future, and in one or two 
cases would be trained to volunteer with other parents.

Action for Children in Solihull reported taking five people through the volunteer process, two of whom 
were fathers who had attended their service. The dads have developed a range of skills and are 
now looking at career routes involving work with children and families. As part of this process Action 
for Children developed DVD interviews with these fathers, which will be made available as part of a  
resources pack.

ContinYou in Leeds reported that the work they were doing empowered parents to work towards 
accreditation. Each group had between two and six parents/carers who were completing portfolios, with 
support from the group practitioners, although ContinYou reported that the parents required very little 
support in this task.
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Figure 9: Case Study. Barnardo’s

Family details 
B was very recently separated from his wife (the children’s mother). He is isolated, 
a substance user and depressed. The only time he sees an adult is when the health 
visitor comes to visit or mum drops the children off. He sees few adults during the 
course of a week. B is very protective of his children, especially his son. He does 
not trust men due to a negative experience whilst growing up. 

Referral and assessment 
The health visitor for the area referred B to the PEEP service. B made a request for 
support in finding ways to create play ideas for his two children, F, two years and 
E, three years. The health visitor and worker made the initial visit and B agreed to 
the sessions.

Intervention 
They began the next week. During the weeks that followed dad was reluctant to 
participate or sneaked out for a quick smoke through an opened kitchen window. 
Singing is a big part of PEEP and getting parents to sing, especially if the tune is 
not familiar, is challenging.

Several weeks into the visits it was clear that the little boy was not talking apart 
from occasional shrieks. He walked around with a dummy in his mouth, and his 
sister who is one year older and very bright has a wide vocabulary and dominated 
the sessions. She was always vying for attention. Dad adores F and to make matters 
worse E is the spitting image of mum. There was evidence that E was talking about 
the sessions to her mum and dad between visits.

The sessions always started the same way, i.e. the welcome song, in which each 
person is welcomed by name, plus three other songs, two that have been learnt 
together and one selection from the children. One day as the worker arrived to do 
the session F shouted out [the worker’s name] quite clearly. Dad and worker were 
surprised. That day they made flour dough for an activity and the worker introduced 
them to dumplings, Caribbean style. F really enjoyed getting messy with the flour 
and stayed engaged for a longer period than usual. 

Outcomes 
Since that time F continued to talk, mostly repeating two and three syllable words. 
Although he still used his dummy, he did so less. He took part in singing and 
action songs and enjoyed storytime especially when he was allowed to turn the 
pages. B has now asked for information about a toddler group that he can take the  
children to.
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6 Achievements – agencies and practitioners

Engaging families who were harder to reach
As noted in Chapter 4’s discussion of beneficiaries, families who were hard to engage were targeted 
because their children, if they had a difficulty, could be at greater risk of missing out on early learning 
opportunities. Some of the approaches to making contact are described below.

The Family Action project in Sheffield engaged with fathers through the Family Action Newpin group for 
dads. They did this by staffing the group with a male and female worker. Dads said they wanted to get a 
better understanding of what it meant to be a good father, to gain confidence with their small children. 
Dads felt that they had gained in confidence by the end of the project and they particularly enjoyed being 
in a small group, learning from each other. They enjoyed undertaking craft activities and they gained an 
appreciation of the importance of play in their children’s lives as a result of the group. The staff noticed 
that they had grown in confidence; they were keen to learn about what their children needed to help them 
to develop. Staff felt it was particularly useful having a male worker to challenge unhelpful beliefs. 

Family Action in Norfolk reported that they had succeeded in their aim to make services easy to reach for 
vulnerable families by delivering the project within a community-based service with established credibility 
and reputation. This meant that basic needs could be addressed alongside the higher level needs of play 
and education. They took an integrated and respectful partnership approach, having flexible, needs-led 
and accessible interventions available, and skilled enthusiastic staff that have benefited from shared 
training opportunities using well-researched intervention models. They engaged a significant number of 
young parents; several parents of children with disabilities and parents with learning disabilities or mental 
health problems and those who had experienced domestic abuse. Many of their parents had very low 
incomes and had left school early (i.e. before 16). 

ContinYou in Leeds gave a number of examples of how they had been able to engage parents who may 
not traditionally have been easy to reach. One mother suffered from agoraphobia, but through contact 
from the outreach worker was encouraged to attend parent and child sessions. For the first two months of 
attending the stay and play sessions the outreach worker walked over to her house to collect her as she 
found it very difficult to walk along with her son. Another mother was very nervous about starting anything 
new as a result of having been in a very abusive relationship, which had resulted in a court order against 
her partner; mum suffered from obsessive-compulsive disorder and didn’t want to be like this around her 
child. 

Barnardo’s South West, who used PEEP in Bristol in partnership with the City Council, reported engaging 
with disadvantaged and vulnerable families who were not being reached by mainstream services: these 
included young single mothers, fathers, Somali and Asian families, homeless families and parents with 
learning difficulties. These families were identified through locality-based meetings with professionals 
and community groups. The services were planned and delivered in partnership with practitioners either 
already known to the families or who knew the area well and thus supported the engagement of families. 

Home-Start in rural Worcestershire and inner London targeted parents who were unaware of the 
importance of engaging with children’s learning, whose circumstances had prevented them from being 
involved, and who may have been reluctant users of services or who found it hard to access support. 

Action for Children in North Solihull focused their project solely on dads and male carers with children 
between one and three as this was an under-represented group across the children’s centres. They 
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engaged over 500 male carers during the lifespan of the project including a photo exhibition of positive 
dad and male carer photos, Saturday groups for dads, story-telling project, different groups and activities. 

The Thurrock Community Mothers project identified the potential of new ways of working with parents 
who have difficulties speaking English. The purchase of a ‘Quicktionary’ pen, a handheld portable 
language scanner, which translates and reads foreign languages, has shown potential as a means 
of initial communication with these parents. One-to-one and group activities with these parents also  
showed potential.

Pre-school Learning Alliance and NCMA found that group work with single teenage mums, using singing 
with their children as a starting point to develop communication, proved to be an effective approach.

Figure 10: Born to Learn group at Coram

Group details 
At Coram Parents’ Centre there were six people visiting families at home, including 
two Bengali speakers and two Arabic speakers. The families being visited were from 
a diverse range of backgrounds with children of various ages from one to three. 

Referral
These families had come to the project via the drop-in, self-referral or referral from 
Safeguarding, Sure Start or the health visiting teams. Early work with teenage 
parents suggested that for a number of reasons it was taking about four times as 
much work to complete successful visits with them as with others. The reception 
from all the parents had been enthusiastic with comments like, “It’s really helped me 
think of things to do with him”; “She has really enjoyed me playing with her more”; 
“I didn’t know he could do that”.

Intervention 
Two different types of group were tried. A child psychologist was invited to talk to 
the parents and children about popular topics such as toilet learning, behaviour and 
issues related to food and eating. The sessions were informal and in a playroom in 
the drop-in which was set up so parents could talk while their children played. This 
opened the session up to parents who would not access something more formal 
with a crèche. The sessions proved popular, with parents suggesting new topics for 
future groups.

There were also practical sessions with parents and children where play areas were 
set up in the drop-in with activities parents could easily replicate at home, such as 
matching socks, throwing rolled up socks into the laundry basket and water play 
ideas for the bath using empty yoghurt pots etc. Each area was supported by a 
member of staff or posters explaining what children could learn from each activity, 
as well as relevant handouts. 

Outcomes 
Many parents were genuinely surprised at the play opportunities using everyday 
objects. One parent said, “You don’t need toys at all”; another, “This is great! I run 
out of ideas of things to do”. More of these groups have been planned in the future 
as well as some in our Bangladeshi drop-in.



FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITuTE24

A report on the Early Learning Partnerships Project

Training and workforce development 
Training for staff and volunteers in one or more of the models being applied formed a significant part of 
the project in most areas.

In rural Worcestershire and inner London, Home-Start used the ELPP to offer an additional three-module 
package of training to local Home-Start schemes, to further enhance the skills and experience of the 
volunteers in supporting parents to become more involved in their children’s learning.

Module 1: One Plus One adapted their Brief Encounters® training model for volunteers to use with 
families to focus on family relationships and attachment. The training helped volunteers to recognise 
early signs of relationship distress, use active listening to respond appropriately in their interactions with 
parents and children, and to respond to parents’ existing and newly emerging needs. 

Module 2 consisted of ‘Listening and learning with children’, a session based in part on the Coram ‘Listening 
and learning with young children’ materials The module was designed to enhance communication and 
encourage listening, highlight different ways of talking and listening, help volunteers understand the 
importance of listening to children and the importance of parent–child attachment, and how to promote it.

Module 3, which was delivered in partnership with Bookstart, consisted of an introduction to Bookstart 
ideas and resources and aimed to strengthen volunteers’ ability to engage parents’ enthusiasm, build 
confidence and find fun and inexpensive ways to help them read and play with their children. 

Later in the project a single training session for all Home-Start volunteers called ’Enjoy and Achieve 
with Home-Start’ was developed. Following this, Home-Start is providing additional training and support 
for volunteers and has a greater understanding of the theoretical base for parent–child interaction and 
learning. 

Pen green Research Training and Development, working with Thurrock Community Mothers and ContinYou, 
provided two professional development programmes for 10 settings in Leeds, Bradford, Leicester and 
Northamptonshire. The programmes, based on a model built up over 23 years’ experience, enable staff 
in children’s centres and other early years settings to create more and better opportunities for parents to 
become involved in their children’s learning. 

The ‘Parents Involvement in their Children’s Learning’ programme is described as not being an off-the-
shelf or manual-based programme but rather one which is a way of working and which involves respecting 
the knowledge of parents about their own children and working with parents in a knowledge sharing 
approach. The programme involves learning through experiencing, reflecting, knowledge sharing and 
connecting (building a learning community). Two days’ training input is followed by guided practice 
within the participants’ own setting carrying out work with the staff team and an individual child study. 
A third day is then spent reflecting on the experience of guided practice and creating an action plan for 
their own future development. The first two days’ training was located geographically in each of the four 
areas and the third day was at Pen green. Participants on the programme were offered National Open 
College Network (NOCN) accreditation at level 2 in ‘Theories of child development’ and levels 2 and 3 
in ‘Observing a child’s development’. There were also opportunities offered to gain 10 credits at level 4 
through the production of a portfolio for the child study.

“It has given frameworks for enabling positive dialogues for working with 
parents” 

Practitioner, Pen Green training, Northamptonshire
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“Very useful as I understand all four concepts and can relate them to 
practice – confident to hold training sessions with practitioners. Changed 
certain practice” 

Practitioner, Pen Green training, Bradford

“Video/child study very useful for me as a practitioner and for staff and 
families – celebrate and understand child’s development and adult role”Practitioner, Pen Green training, Northamptonshire

Feedback from participants two to three months after the training suggested that tangible changes in 
practice were impacting on parents. Participants reported improved quality of observations across the 
staff team, improved quality of documentation of children’s learning and improved parental involvement in 
the form of discussion and shared documentation.

The feedback from one participant who had undertaken a child study explained how her practice had 
benefited from the training. 

“I found it very interesting to watch a child closely and look for particular 
concepts and use these on other children when observing” 

Participant, Pen Green training

Pre-school Learning Alliance and NCMA created a comprehensive programme of training for practitioners 
and childminders in Staffordshire and Cumbria. The workforce in these two locations received two days 
training in PEEP, two days in PEAL and I CAN Early Talk which focuses on young children’s speech, 
language development and communication. In Staffordshire, after training, childminders were involved in 
rolling out the methodology to parents of children in their care. 

Coram trained staff from their children’s centre in PAFT at the start of the programme. Practitioners 
from Coram particularly mentioned enjoying learning about brain development in children and about how 
much the parents’ own learning styles and ways of responding to their children impact upon children’s 
development. One practitioner noted that she was surprised to discover how much repetition affects brain 
development. Another commented that they were able to use their new knowledge as an observation tool 
when working with parents and children together, and as a tool for talking to parents about their children.

Thurrock Community Mothers identified a need for more in-depth training about supporting early learning, 
and this has led to development work on a unit for the Community Mothers Programme in relation to the 
new Working With Parents qualification.

Opportunities for working in different ways 
Added to the training achievements were the positive experiences of shared work with colleagues in 
other partner agencies and in other local services. 
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“Improved multi-agency approach to family support with agencies coming 
together to share information, review progress and coordinate interventions 
on a regular basis” 

Project Manager, Family Action Norfolk 

Family Action also found that opportunities that were created for the three Family Action ELPP sites to 
meet up regularly were a real positive and provided a forum to update, discuss issues and share practice.

Thurrock Community Mothers found that networking with their ELPP partners, Pen green and ContinYou, 
provided new insights into how they could extend and develop their work. A Community Mother who 
attended an ELPP networking event commented:

“I was inspired by the parents who spoke at the conference. They had so 
much insight and awareness of their own children’s development”Community Mother, Telford

A different learning experience for many practitioners, resulting from using the Early Learning Programmes, 
was that they found themselves working closely with parents for the first time and getting to know parents 
as well as they knew the children.

Coram staff commented that they had a great opportunity to get to know parents and to observe the 
impact of their interaction with their children. One commented that she realised she had a lot to learn 
about working with children and families together. A key message that a number of workers took away 
was of the importance to children of praise and encouragement from parents. One worker commented 
that children are ‘parent addicts’ in that children are constantly trying to attract their parents and if they 
take an interest in them their faces light up. 

Stakeholder involvement and project evaluation 
There were three levels of stakeholder for ELPP: the delivery organisations, the practitioners and the 
families. Involvement of stakeholders is essential to successful project development for many reasons, 
not least by ensuring that projects are targeted at meeting local needs and establishing appropriate 
objectives. Stakeholders also have a key role to play in evaluation of projects by contributing to the 
development of useful measurement tools and by providing feedback on their experience of services. 

There was no standardised evaluation methodology3 in use by stakeholders across the project sites and 
therefore a variety of approaches were used by projects with differing levels of complexity and, perhaps, 
effectiveness.

d Barnardo’s South West involved parent stakeholders throughout the delivery of the pilot by running 
taster sessions and gaining feedback from participants on these. Parents were also involved in an 
ongoing assessment of the benefits of the programmes and in planning their sessions with the project 
worker. Barnardo’s North East planned and evaluated sessions with parents and sought feedback 
from local partners, which fed into service development. Barnardo’s South West commissioned an 

3 This is a reference to the partners in the delivery strand 1. The Oxford university Department of Education 
evaluation had a clear methodology for their study which is detailed in their report.
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early years specialist with extensive experience of PEEP to do an evaluation of their service using an 
assessment tool that was already in place. This recorded parents’ feedback and outcomes for parents 
and children. Feedback from partner agencies was also an important part of the evaluation. 

d ContinYou ensured that Share-trained practitioners spoke to local community groups and other agencies 
as a way of reaching more parents and children and also to ensure there was a cohesive approach in the 
area. There are now ongoing networks of Share practitioners able to support local needs. 

 ContinYou is producing an overall evaluation of their projects and also included feedback from parents 
and practitioners. Part of their evaluation was commissioned and part embedded from the outset. Each 
area also collected its own feedback and evaluation, which will be fed into the overall evaluation.

d The Norfolk site developed an evaluation model in partnership with a researcher from Norwich City 
College, based on an approach called the SOuL (Soft Outcomes universal Learning) Record, which 
has been developed over four years, to support voluntary sector organisations in evidencing their work. 
It uses a solution-focused scaling principle and is divided into three key areas: Parent/child relationship; 
Child development/Neuroscience; Community support/resources. Families complete this at the 
beginning, middle and end of the work and the results are collated to produce a graphic demonstration 
of change. Family Action Norfolk also used the Newpin evaluation questionnaire for regular group 
sessions, a satisfaction questionnaire for one-off activities, client satisfaction questionnaire for overall 
service provision and a referral satisfaction questionnaire. Family Action report that the findings from 
these evaluation activities have helped to provide evidence of: 
 enhanced parent/child attachment
 increased parental awareness of developmental milestones and their role in enhancing their child’s 

learning 
 improved multi-agency approach to family support
 increased parental confidence in accessing early years provision and having the language to do so
 improved understanding in the sector of the importance of parental involvement 
 enhanced links with the wider community. 

d Thurrock Community Mothers is a working model of user participation and involvement through the 
recruitment of experienced volunteer mothers who have the skills to support other local parents with 
young children. Participatory evaluation is built in to the delivery of the project. Thurrock Community 
Mothers complete an evaluation in partnership with parents during visit 8. These were completed for 
58 parents, 95 per cent of whom said they found the visiting useful.

d A comprehensive database and monitoring system was already in place. Structures and standardised 
data collection instruments were used, including a before and after approach to collecting and 
analysing impact data. Other interactive methods were used to capture the more individual and unique 
perceptions of participants. Methods used included: 
 beneficiary registration and needs assessment questionnaires
 coordinator referral records 
 detailed data collection through the home visiting process 
 parent user questionnaires
 programme activity profiles
 recording how parents accessed the support
 issues worked on by parents and goals. 

 A focus group was also held with Community Mothers volunteers during the programme, which aimed 
to find out more about the issues faced by families. 

d As a well-established project in the Kings Cross area of London, Coram was already embedded in a 
wide range of partnerships and supportive working arrangements with representatives from the local 
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community, the local authority and voluntary sector. The ELPP used these connections; it did not seek 
to change them. There are parent and community representatives in the parents’ forum, the advisory 
group and the charity’s governing body. These all showed interest in the progress reports provided to 
them about the ELPP. 

 Detailed records were kept of progress on home visits including a summary of progress made at 
the final visit. A local project evaluator also visited some families and others took part in the national 
evaluation.

d Home-Start was initially concerned that the strand 2 evaluation was not starting at the same time 
as the delivery and that this delay may affect the results of data collected. They addressed this by 
appointing an external consultant to advise on the collection of information in order to be able to 
produce a final internal report, and they modified their existing monitoring and evaluation system to 
collect information they thought would be helpful for the Oxford evaluators once they started their 
work.

d Action for Children tried to put dads and male carers at the centre of their work throughout the project. 
Each activity, group, trip and mini-project was developed and managed with dads and male carers. In 
the words of the project manager:

“The project would not have been as successful if we had not listened to 
the needs and views of our target group” Project Manager, Action for Children 

 Early processes, such as deciding potential services, venues, times and publicity, heavily involved the 
dads and male carers. This ensured that the dads and male carers owned the project and therefore 
were happy to attend activities, spread the word and publicise services, which led to greater and 
sustained engagement. Through the working with dads and male carers’ network, meetings developed 
for professionals working with dads in the area and the project had a positive impact on local service 
delivery and strategy.

d Pen green undertook a detailed internal evaluation of the separate cohorts of the training programmes 
provided. This included data collected on numbers of people trained, and profiles of participants 
across the cohorts, including gender and ethnicity. The participants were invited to provide evaluation 
feedback on the initial two-day training and after day three. Trainers also held review meetings after 
every training event and adapted the programme based on their discussion.

d Pre-school Learning Alliance and NCMA reported that they had developed much improved relationships 
with partner agencies, especially health visitors, because the work they were doing was complementing 
their role. The two programmes run by Pre-school Learning Alliance and NCMA required different 
levels of partnership working. In the shorter home-based programme multi-agency information sharing 
was required, whereas the longer-term programme required a higher degree of interagency working 
due to the complex needs of the families.

 The evaluation undertaken by Pre-school Learning Alliance and NCMA consisted of feedback sheets 
being completed by parents and workers. The childminders providing PEEP input completed evaluation 
sheets of each session with a colleague and parents were asked to complete an evaluation after a 
block of six sessions. Parents receiving I CAN input from the childminders in Staffordshire completed 
evaluations after watching the DVD again four weeks after implementing strategies, to record whether 
they had worked and what benefits had been observed.
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7 Wider impact and learning 

Strategic and infrastructure development
The ELPP has created additional opportunities for raising the profile of this way of working within local 
interagency planning forums and, in some cases, increased training and learning opportunities, thus 
contributing to local infrastructure and workforce development. 

d ContinYou reported that the Share project has become embedded into early years training and delivery to 
staff in Leeds, Bradford and Croydon. In Northamptonshire it has been offered as a tool that practitioners 
can use as part of extended services. In Croydon, the strategic lead for early years work has been able 
to offer Share training to early years workers who have successfully piloted the Share programme.

d Action for Children ensured that dads and male carers featured prominently in the Children and Young 
People’s Plan, The Parenting Strategy and Children’s Centre service delivery plans. Action for Children 
instigated the establishment of a network of practitioners who worked with dads and male carers in 
Solihull with a view to providing an arena for practice sharing, identification of gaps in service and 
impact on borough-wide service development. It became apparent in Solihull that there was some 
confusion about who was delivering which service for fathers. This led to a partnership approach to 
creating one brand for dads’ work in Solihull called ‘Activ-dads’, which enabled the bringing together of 
all the work under one banner or mini-organisation through which all activities for dads were promoted. 

 Local dads and project workers have been involved in speaking at local and national conferences and 
there is evidence that this has had an impact on services locally and regionally. 

d Thurrock Community Mothers forged close links with the midwifery service with a view to establishing 
pathways for engaging with parents at risk of poor outcomes at an early stage. At a local level, Thurrock 
Community Mothers report improved strategic links with local authorities and children’s centres, 
particularly enabling nurseries to identify parents with language difficulties and signposting them to 
the project. One-third of all referrals to the project were self-referral as a result of outreach activities 
or after hearing about the project via word of mouth. Many other agencies made referrals into the 
project including health visitors, children’s centre staff, breastfeeding supporters, midwives, women’s 
refuge workers, homeless hostel staff, adult education colleges and gPs’ surgeries, thus suggesting a 
heightened profile for parenting and early learning input locally. 

d Quotes from partner agencies working with Family Action in Norfolk clearly demonstrate the impact 
the project has made locally:

“Positive contribution to the families I have referred and persevered with 
families with more complex social/emotional needs” 

Health Visitor, Norfolk 

“It has provided an extra level we can offer families – particularly those 
who have been difficult to move forward” 

Home-Start Co-ordinator working in partnership with Family Action Norfolk 
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 Despite best efforts, it was hard to find a route in to influence local policy and strategic planning. 
However, it was still possible to develop good partnership working with voluntary sector partners 
through commissioning them as delivery partners in ELPP.

d Home-Start schemes were able to demonstrate the value of the work of the scheme to current and 
potential funders and the project gave Home-Start an opportunity to:
 build partnerships with other lead agencies in the project, with external partners, One Plus One and 

Bookstart and internal partners to the locally based Home-Start schemes
 gain greater experience of managing a large project and further develop Home-Start uK’s project 

planning processes
 review and build on the Home-Start monitoring and evaluation processes
 contribute information and experiences from this project to the newly formed Home-Start 

Research Forum
 develop another module for volunteers’ ongoing training
 gather feedback from families, reaffirming the Home-Start model.

d Working closely with PEEP coordinators from the local authority enabled Barnardo’s South West to 
strengthen their link with children’s centres and disseminate information about delivery and practice 
issues with the wider Early Years sector. The project also linked into emerging locality panels that 
raised the profile of the service with agencies working with families with young children. 

d In Staffordshire, the children’s centre has valued the childminder project there run by the Pre-school 
Learning Alliance/NCMA so much that it has committed to supplying a room and associated costs to 
continue the programmes, as well as funding two members of staff to be trained as PEEP practitioners. 

Outputs from the project 
Despite the short length of the funding period there is evidence of the development of a number of 
outputs as a direct result of the project. These have tended to fall into four categories:

d new materials and resources 

d workshops, seminars, displays and conferences

d a national dissemination project

d material that may be made available in future. 

New materials and resources 

Home-Start developed volunteer resources, for example ‘Let’s find out! Listening and Learning with 
Children’, activities to involve children and their parents together through play and promotional materials. 
They created one single module for training called ‘Enjoy and Achieve’ and this was delivered to all 337 
Home-Start schemes. They also created an internal evaluation report and summary report. 

Barnardo’s South West designed parent-/user-friendly leaflets for each area of Bristol using the PEEP 
approach, library facilities and community-based parent and child groups. They designed an assessment 
and planning form which parents were involved in and developed many pictures to support the work.

Pre-school Learning Alliance and NCMA practitioners created treasure baskets and resources such as 
photo cards. In addition, materials developed by I CAN and PEEP were made available to a wide range of 
people connected with the project. 
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Conference and seminar presentations and exhibitions

Action for Children developed a rolling exhibition of positive dads and male carer photos that are available 
for use across the borough to promote the positive impact of fathers. The photos will shortly feature in 
every children’s centre to further promote fathers’ work. They have run a number of training workshops 
in the Solihull area to promote Dads’ Work and also made presentations with dads at around 20  
conferences nationally. 

Barnardo’s South West held a local conference to share good practice following which Bristol City 
Council asked Barnardo’s to support children’s centres in their goal of reaching more isolated and  
vulnerable families. 

A display about the Pre-school Learning Alliance/NCMA project was set up at the NCMA AgM and a 
workshop was delivered about the project.

All the projects took part in an internal information sharing day on 1 February 2008 in London where 
they presented updates on their experience of the project, along with helping each other by discussing 
achievements and barriers to progress that they have come up against. 

The dissemination of the learning from this ELPP has been prolific, with every lead organisation 
constantly creating or taking opportunities to inform other statutory and voluntary organisations, and 
the wider client group, of the importance of this basic but impactful approach to giving children from 
disadvantaged contexts a better chance. This was already happening when, in June 2008, the projects 
had the opportunity to present their work at a national conference (Early Learning Matters – Successful 
Strategies for Engaging Parents) with the Rt Hon Beverley Hughes as the keynote speaker. The event 
was a celebration of the work and was targeted at key commissioners from around the country. The 
feedback from the audience about the project and the ideas presented was overwhelmingly positive. 

A national dissemination project

Following the conference there was another phase of planned dissemination undertaken by the FPI, 
the CfL and the NCB – the strand 3 team, in a coordinated effort to drive the message to an even 
wider audience. The FPI ran two lunchtime seminars for commissioners and other appropriate staff in 
Birmingham and Leeds, placed articles in the trade press and updated and refreshed their website. It also 
started work on a booklet for parents on the value of early learning which provides examples of activities 
for getting started. The CfL pulled together all its positive experiences and materials around working 
with dads, referred to elsewhere in this report, and created a Toolkit which will be produced online and 
in a hard copy version with additional material. It also chose to tackle the dissemination of the ELPP by 
running policy seminars across the uK to discuss where the ELPP can fit into current practice. It has also 
dedicated an edition of its newsletter entirely to ELPP and took opportunities to present the message at 
conferences and events.

The NCB has added ELPP-specific material to its PEAL website to ensure that the messages of the 
ELPP get to all those specifically interested in workforce development through PEAL.

Materials that may be made available in future 

Thurrock Community Mothers developed 25 new cartoon-based information materials for use with parents 
as a result of the ELPP. These covered a variety of topic areas relevant to the ELPP agenda, including: 

d raising parent awareness of the importance of their key role as their child’s first teacher 

d observing children and understanding how they learn
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d positive approaches to building children’s confidence during learning activities

d encouraging parents to create their own ideas

d recognising differences in child behaviour and development

d coping with an active child and finding a quiet time for learning activities

d routines and diversions

d building learning opportunities into everyday household chores

d parents and children learning together (where the parents have basic skills issues)

d tips for promoting early counting skills

d cheap stimulating alternatives to expensive toys

d ideas for enabling children to learn parts of the body

d introducing children to drawing skills

d ideas for indoor games and activities that make learning fun 

d scrap books

d sharing the family workload

d family outings as learning adventures.

In partnership with CfL, Action for Children also developed three ‘Best Coach For Your Kids’ workbooks to 
support learning. These resources were aimed at dads and male carers in terms of format and approach, 
e.g. coaching tactics. They do not, however, say they are specifically for dads, so they can be used  
more widely.

CfL and Action for Children are creating a resource pack for working with fathers which will be available 
in an online version and in a hard copy format. 

ContinYou developed new resources for parents to use with their children aged one to three called Little 
Badgers resources. 

Home-Start created, and had printed, a pack of ‘snap’ cards for families under their Enjoy and Achieve 
title that provide lots of simple images for a parent and child to discuss. These are not currently  
publicly available.
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Important lessons learned during the ELPP will no doubt contribute to a growing body of knowledge 
about how parents can most effectively be engaged in their children’s early education. We know from 
other time-limited national projects involving the voluntary and community sector, and indeed the statutory 
sector, that some commonly occurring challenges can create obstacles to the successful delivery of 
project objectives. These are frequently related to the length of project funding and to issues around the 
recruitment and retention of staff. It is heartening to see that, in this case, some creative approaches were 
used by the partner organisations to address challenges as they emerged. 

Some common themes arose across the different sites, particularly the importance of needs’ assessment 
of families and tailoring the programme to their particular needs and also, very strikingly, the importance 
of acknowledging and addressing the complex and overwhelming needs of some parents before being 
able to engage in work around children’s early learning. Below is a list of the key challenges and lessons 
that were learnt across the whole project:

Engaging …

d It can be difficult for parents who have all sorts of other issues going on in their lives to engage in 
programmes. These families also require support with issues other than their children’s learning. If this 
support can run alongside the input being provided around children’s early learning then the path is 
much clearer for them to take up and engage in supporting their children’s learning needs.

d Perseverance in repeating visits to parents who weren’t at home, particularly the ‘hard to reach’, paid 
off in engaging them. 

d Some groups continue to be very hard to engage with. Travelling families is one – the transient nature 
of their lifestyle means that visits are interrupted. Ad hoc interventions in partnership with others tend 
to be most effective.

Identifying needs …

d A narrow focus on early learning should be avoided. The inability to connect with children’s learning 
is often linked with disadvantage, social exclusion, mental health and low income. Pressing practical 
concerns will dominate, e.g. eviction and domestic violence. 

d It is important to carry out an initial assessment for all families and then to tailor the programme to 
meet their individual needs. 

d The parents most likely to withdraw from services are lone parents, depressed parents, the socially 
isolated and those with complex difficulties.

Style of intervention …

d A gentle and consistent approach is essential in engaging vulnerable families and there is a need to 
be alert to opportunities, whilst waiting for the right time for families to seek support. 

d A focus on play and development rather than parenting per se seems less stigmatising for families 
who are wary of outside intervention.
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d With learning delay it is important to offer encouragement and praise with the little things that the child 
does and focus on the positives, introducing realistic activities as the parent feels more confident with 
the child’s play and learning. 

Moving forward …

d Parents are interested in information which suggests they can have impact on children’s learning 
outcomes. 

d Volunteers are the ones who are best placed to develop an informal trusting relationship with families, 
when they have been trained with skills and techniques to engage parents and children in learning. 

d This type of project can be a gateway to other services being accessed. 

d Building parents’ confidence and involvement with their children can lead to additional unexpected 
developments and benefit for the whole family, for example, greater pride in the home, involvement of 
the wider family and circle of friends. In one case, buying a table for the craft activities led the family 
to start eating meals together. 

d Case study write-ups have been able to consolidate and celebrate work with parents.

Different approaches …

d Working with dads and male carers, linking storytelling projects to local football teams has been a 
major success and helped a large number of children with their learning, in particular literacy and basic 
key skills such as imagination and speaking and listening. Recruiting male workers also helped to 
engage fathers along with the offer and promotion of couple work. 

d Video-based material has enabled participants to use key concepts to analyse children’s learning and 
to facilitate knowledge sharing with parents. There is also evidence of improved quality of observations 
in the settings. 

d Outreach is critically important – vulnerable families are more likely to be engaged in a place they 
feel comfortable and familiar with such as health centres, clinics, homeless families accommodation, 
community groups and in people’s own homes.

d Addressing the issue of language delay in the context of families who didn’t speak English presented 
challenges, but working closely with a speech therapist and capitalising on diversity in teams helped.

d It is important to have an ongoing assessment tool, which involves parents recording progress over 
time. Parents and practitioners appreciate this. 

Practical issues …

d Barriers arose because of the short-term nature of the funding, as projects found themselves less able 
to engage with seriously disadvantaged families due to anxiety about not being able to support them 
in the long term. 

d The project proved the value of working collaboratively with other volunteer organisations and 
professionals, bringing out expertise and knowledge towards a shared outcome for children and their 
families, helping children to get the best possible start in life.
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9 Summary and conclusions

d The Early Learning Partnerships Project was funded by government between October 2006 and 
March 2008 to encourage parents of one- to three-year-olds to engage in their children’s early 
learning, and therefore give them a chance of better educational outcomes when they enter school.4 
There is evidence that in this way the gap between the advantaged and disadvantaged in benefiting 
from education can be narrowed.

d It has been run successfully as a consortium of voluntary sector organisations managed by the FPI. 
The consortium approach to the project seems to have brought many benefits and has capitalised 
on the track record, knowledge, experience and enthusiasm of the partners, leading to unexpected 
benefits such as joint training, shared learning and problem solving.

d The voluntary sector consortium had nine partners coordinating the delivery of 12 complementary, 
well-evaluated approaches in 20 localities around the country. As well as the delivery of the project 
there were two other parallel strands, one being the Oxford university Department of Education 
who carried out an evaluation, and the other focusing on workforce development and managed by  
the NCB.

d Families involved in the project engaged in a range of participative interventions aimed at increasing 
parents’ involvement in their children’s learning, including group work, one-to-one work in centres 
and at home and in some cases, intensive family support. There is a great deal of evidence from 
parents that they and their children enjoyed and appreciated the project activities and have developed 
a greater understanding of the factors that influence healthy child development. 

d Whilst the interventions in the project were focused on children’s early learning, many parents involved 
in the project were experiencing complex and multiple challenges in their lives. A flexible approach was 
required in order to address the immediate and practical needs of these parents so that they could be 
receptive to addressing their children’s learning needs.

d The project created formal and informal opportunities for workforce development and learning. Formal 
opportunities were offered through the delivery of training in particular models such as, for example, 
PAFT, PEEP and PICL and informal, through the cross-fertilisation of ideas and experiences that 
occurred from the opportunities for learning and working together that were afforded throughout the 
project lifespan.

d The short timescale of the project, not surprisingly, made the achievement of objectives very challenging 
and may have militated against accessing some of the hardest to reach families. Nevertheless the 
achievements within the short timescale are impressive. Longer-term funding would have increased 
the possibility of more careful preparation and the likelihood of embedding new processes and 
approaches beyond the funding period. 

d Many new resources and materials have been developed within the project in response to the needs 
of particular groups. Some of these have been made more widely available, such as new cartoon 
resources and a toolkit for working with fathers. 

4 http://eppe.ioe.ac.uk/
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d It was easier for projects to gather direct evidence of the benefits to parents and changes in parental 
behaviour. The dynamic nature of children’s development between the ages of one and three means 
that it was harder to gather direct evidence of change for children which could be attributed directly to 
the project’s intervention. If there were to be future, similar projects it might be helpful to set up more 
robust systems for observing and recording children’s progress, so that this could be disseminated for 
the benefit of practice and workforce development. 

d Many of the project delivery partners were already well integrated in the areas where they were working. 
However, there is evidence, particularly where the focus was around training, of the project providing 
opportunities to raise the profile of early learning and parenting support and embedding ELPP in 
local strategies. A longer timescale for the Early Learning Partnerships Project would have made 
this process easier and wider and would have helped in developing sustainability for the participating 
projects.

d It is important that the lessons learned from this pilot about effective approaches to parental engagement 
in early learning should be disseminated in order to ensure that the value of early learning in giving 
children a better start in education informs local strategy and policy.

d The ELPP has been a stimulating and, overall, very positive experience for all of those involved in it and 
many thousands of parents, young children and professionals have trained, learned and benefited. 

This quote from a practitioner in Cumbria sums up the spirit of the project excellently:

“Following a series of home visits mum became more confident at singing 
with the boys at home and managed to fit this into her daily routines. She 
also enjoyed attending the group session and became more confident 
in what both she and the boys could achieve by playing together. Mum 
demonstrated a clearer understanding of how children learn language and 
was more equipped to value her sons’ achievements, however small, and 
offer praise and encouragement appropriately” 

Practitioner, Cumbria Pre-school Learning Alliance/NCMA project
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Appendix 1 The twelve approaches

Bookstart and Bookstart Plus

Bookstart is a national programme which aims to encourage parents to share and enjoy books with 
their children. Bookstart works through locally-based organisations to give free packs of books to 
babies and young children, with guidance material for parents and carers.

Bookstart is based on a belief that sharing books with babies and toddlers is a wonderful way to 
increase language skills and help them understand the world around them. Parents are their child’s 
most important teachers, shaping the way they learn. The intimacy of book sharing can strengthen 
the bond between parent and child. Research also shows that babies and toddlers who love books 
begin reading sooner and go on to fare better at school in all areas of the curriculum. Bookstart 
delivers the first pack of books to children aged around eight months old and additional packs are 
given to toddlers between 18-30 months and again at three years old.

The Bookstart Plus pack aims to boost a child’s language building and listening skills with fun and 
engaging books and materials. The Bookstart Plus pack includes:

d a bright-coloured nylon satchel with the Bookstart Bears logo

d two books

d a colouring pad

d a pack of crayons

d a ‘Numbers are Fun!’ bedroom frieze

d a set of ‘Bookplates’ – colourfully illustrated stickers for children to place in their books, saying, 
‘This book belongs to …’ thus encouraging children to build their own book collection.
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Campaign for Learning: Family Learning Works materials

Training and materials for practitioners in the ‘Family Learning Works’ programme for supporting 
parents who are working, primarily in low-paid jobs.

Family Learning is defined by CfL as being about families enjoying learning together. The National 
Family Learning Network embraces the rich diversity of Family Learning. Family Learning has key 
distinctive features and can include:

d encouraging family members to learn together

d parents/carers and children learning together

d parents/carers learning separately in order to engage in learning with children or other 
family members

d children learning separately in order to share learning with other family members.

Family Learning provision offers a wide range of opportunities for families. It ranges from informal 
services to structured and accredited learning.

Why is Family Learning important?

d It encourages children and adults to feel good about learning.

d It improves literacy and numeracy skills.

d It helps parents to understand how their children learn.

d It enables parents to better support their children’s learning.

d It increases parenting skills.

d It enables parents to re-engage with their own learning and personal development.

d It provides opportunities for further study.

d It supports the Every Child Matters agenda.

d It supports the extended services agenda.
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Home-Start: Listening and Learning with Children 

Based in part on the Coram model ‘Listening to Young Children’, the Coram approach aims to 
strengthen the relationship between parents and children and enhance communication, self-
esteem and confidence. It is recognised for its excellence in supporting early years professionals 
to enable young children to participate routinely in the services they receive. Focusing on training 
for early years professionals, the approach helps staff see the world through the eyes of young 
children. The scheme ensures that children can make a ‘positive contribution’ to their learning, 
social care and health care.

The Home-Start module ‘Listening and Learning with Young Children’ was designed to:

d enhance communication with and by children and to encourage adults to listen to them

d look at ways to help parents and children talk and listen to each other

d help volunteers to appreciate the importance of listening to children

d understand the importance for a child of positive parental attachment and responsiveness, 
exploring what may get in the way of this and how volunteers could help

d introduce the volunteer’s reflective diary.
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I CAN

I CAN is a children’s communication charity which works to foster the development of speech, 
language and communication skills in all children with a special focus on those who find this hard, 
i.e. children with speech, language and communication needs (SLCN).

I CAN provides evidence-based programmes that:

d create communication-friendly settings for children in their early years; deliver specialist therapy 
and education for children with the most severe and complex difficulties

d help professionals from across the children’s workforce to better support children’s communication 
needs through training and information services

d help parents access the information that they need to support their child.

Early Talk helps pre-school children develop the communication skills they need for learning by:

d ensuring communication-supportive learning environments for all children

d securing effective early intervention for children with a speech, language and communication 
disability in inclusive settings

d providing advisory support and information for parents

d delivering structured professional development, information and advisory support for early years 
practitioners in partnership with children’s services

d making a significant impact on meeting the needs of children with a mild to moderate speech 
and language difficulty, enabling local therapy services to focus resources elsewhere.

The Department of Health funded independent research into I CAN’s Early Talk provision. 
Published in January 2006 it found that I CAN’s model provided better outcomes for children with 
a communication disability, especially those children with severe and complex needs, and that it 
was a cost-effective model of provision in comparison to other services evaluated.
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Family Action: Newpin Family Play Programme 

Family Action: Newpin Family Play Programme has been used by Family Action since 2004 as 
part of the family support services offered to families where there are mental health issues and/or 
difficulties in the parent–child relationship.

Background
The Family Action: Newpin Programme began in 1981 in guy’s Hospital in response to parental 
isolation and depression. Continued evaluation has shown a significant improvement in parents’ 
ability to recognise and meet their children’s needs.

The programme offers:

d an attachment-based peer support model

d group play and learning opportunities for a parent/carer and child over a 12-week period

d a positive experience of playing together for parent/carer and child

d a group experience that is carefully structured to enhance attachment, raise parental self 
esteem, and improve the parent’s ability to mirror their child’s feelings.

Each programme is attended by between four and six parents, each with one child although extra 
children can also attend with help from a worker. The programme lasts for up to 12 sessions. Each 
session includes an activity that encourages physical contact between parent and child, messy play, 
creative play, physical play and books. ‘Follow your Child’ is also part of each session: activities are 
provided for the children and the parents are asked to allow their child to take the lead as long as 
it is safe. It must be emphasised that most of the families who experience Newpin do so as part of 
a programme of holistic family support offered by Family Action staff, or in partnership with other 
agencies with agreement by the parents.
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One Plus One (Brief Encounters®)

Training and resources for workers on Brief Encounters® model for supporting practitioners to 
work with relationship problems.

In recent years government policies have driven the development of a wider family-centred approach 
for professionals who work in a range of sectors including health, education, social care, legal and a 
whole host of other areas. There is now compelling evidence that how parents get on together – or 
don’t – influences children’s lives. How parents relate to each other not only affects the health and 
wellbeing of the family, but all other family relationships including those between parent and child 
and between siblings.

Brief Encounters® was designed to meet the needs of frontline practitioners working with clients 
with relationship problems. It is now widely used by professionals working with a range of family 
issues within varied contexts. using the guidelines and boundaries of the training, practitioners gain 
confidence to listen without becoming overwhelmed, to offer effective support and to encourage 
clients to seek their own solutions. The Brief Encounters® training is the essential foundation to 
other training provided by One Plus One. The longer course has been independently evaluated and 
is also accredited through the Royal College of Nursing.

At the end of this training course participants should be able to:

d draw on a working knowledge of relationships, i.e. the stages and changes through which they 
develop, common problems and a basic understanding of how couples and parents interact

d recognise many of the ways in which couple and parental problems appear and be more able to 
make an early intervention

d use an effective approach for working with parents called Brief Encounters® using good 
listening skills and a simple counselling model

d respond more confidently and competently to support parents who have relationship difficulties 
whether married, cohabiting, as step-parents or parenting alone.
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Parents As First Teachers (PAFT)

A research and evidence-based parent education and family support programme for families with 
children pre birth to five years.

This programme: 

d offers regular long-term support to enhance parent–child attachment, on a weekly basis where 
necessary 

d supports learning through sharing age appropriate child development information with parents

d helps parents to observe their own child

d addresses parenting concerns

d engages the families in activities that provide meaningful parent–child interaction

d provides an opportunity to identify developmental delay.

This programme was developed in the uS in the 1970s and has been successfully making 
a difference in the uK over the last 10 years. The Sure Start publication Children’s Centres 
Practice Guidance (December 2005) lists Parents as First Teachers among the small number 
of programmes regarded as evidence based, and of sufficient quality, to contribute to the support 
through home visiting that children’s centres are required to provide.

PAFT uK is an international affiliate of Parents as Teachers, which was established in the uSA 
in the 1980s. Parents as Teachers has other international affiliates in Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand, China and germany. Parents as First Teachers also offers tailor-made training courses on 
a range of issues related to working with 0-five-year-olds.
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Parents, Early Years and Learning (PEAL)

PEAL training is based on the belief that parents are a child’s first and most enduring educators 
and that supporting parents’ engagement in their children’s learning is an effective way to make 
a difference to children’s lives and outcomes. PEAL training and resource materials have been 
produced, based on the key elements of the PEAL model: authentic relationships, communication 
and partnership.

Through NCB partner organisations, the training is being offered to those working in children’s 
centres, private and voluntary nurseries, pre-school settings and to childminders. Practitioners work 
in groups of up to 20, led by an experienced trainer. Exercises are designed to take practitioners 
through a process, reflecting on what it’s like for parents and what support can be offered. They 
look at how their own attitudes may help or hinder engagement. Examples of what others are doing 
are shared, skills are practised and plans made for using the learning in everyday situations.

PEAL training supports settings to meet the requirements of the Early Years Foundation Stage 
and children’s centres practice guidance to work in partnership with parents to enhance children’s 
learning and development.

Participants complete a day’s preparation activities in their own settings and then attend a facilitated 
training day that explores the underpinning research, examines the nature of relationships with 
parents, considers how to overcome barriers to involvement and highlights examples of successful 
practice. All participants receive a PEAL resource box, which includes the pre-training activity 
booklet, the training guide, the reader DVD, CD ROM and 28 practice example cards. Participants 
can seek accreditation at level 3 through City and guilds upon submission of a portfolio.
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Peers Early Education Partnership (PEEP) programme

An early learning intervention, which aims to contribute towards improving the life chances of 
children, particularly in disadvantaged areas. It concentrates on supporting parents and carers in 
developing three particular aspects of learning with their children:

d literacy and numeracy

d self-esteem

d development of learning dispositions.

The PEEP learning together programme focuses on how to make the most of the learning 
opportunities in everyday life at home – listening, talking, playing, singing, sharing books, and having 
fun. PEEP supports parents and carers in their role as the first educators of their children. It works 
with adults about their children’s very early learning and also supports parents’ and carers’ own 
lifelong learning. The underpinning principles of PEEP are that it values parents’ own knowledge 
and experience of their children, works with them as equal partners, takes a non-judgemental 
approach to families, values diversity and creates a safe environment for parents and carers to 
share experiences.

The PEEP approach recognises that:

d parents and carers are children’s first and most important educators

d self-esteem is central for learning

d children learn through play and interaction. Singing, stories and books are extremely important 
in the education of children, beginning at birth

d learning works best when the world is understood from the child’s point of view

d relationships are at the heart of learning – adults with children, children with adults, children with 
children – and that they need time to develop.

PEEP has been independently evaluated by Oxford university on three separate occasions. Key 
messages from these studies were that parents involved with PEEP rate highly on the quality 
of their care giving, have a greater awareness of how to help their children’s learning and that 
children made greater progress in literacy, vocabulary, writing, and understanding confidence  
and self-esteem.
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Pen Green: Parents Involvement in their Children’s Learning (PICL)

A three-day training course for staff in children’s centres, in both leadership and home support 
roles. The training in the Pen green Framework for Involving Parents encourages practitioners to 
consider this way of working in many different contexts. It is a knowledge sharing approach where 
practitioners honour the knowledge in the home. This programme has been successfully developed 
by a wide range of people working with children and families including children’s centres, nursery 
and family support teams, childminders, play workers, fathers’ group leaders, private nursery teams, 
play group workers and home visiting teams.

Because it can be hard to be a catalyst for reflection and change as a single worker in a work 
setting, the model requires two people from each setting to attend the training so that they can 
support each other and engage effectively with their staff team.

This programme brings together three elements:

d sharing theoretical frameworks

d using video as a catalyst

d engaging in a dialogue.

There are two days of initial training, held at Pen green. During these two days participants reflect 
on their own attitudes towards working with parents and consider the theories of, Involvement 
(Laevers, 1979), Well-being (Laevers, 1979), Schemas (Athey, 2007) and Pedagogic Strategies 
(Pen green, 2005).

Participants then conduct work in their own setting, reflecting on their own experiences using 
video, and working with the staff team. Participants are also asked to carry out a child study on one 
family in their setting. Telephone tutorial support is provided by the Pen green centre.

Participants then return to Pen green for a third day’s training, after two months, to reflect on their 
work and to think about how to extend their ideas to include more families.

Over the last 10 years Pen green has worked with 24 local authorities in the uK. Many areas, 
such as Devon, have employed network support workers to develop the programme locally, with  
great success.
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Share and Share Plus

Share is a programme to help families with children aged three to 13 years to share time 
together and have fun. Share can be run in numerous settings, including schools, nurseries, 
community centres, libraries, museums and more. Share can only be delivered by a trained 
Share facilitator.

Share aims to:

d improve the educational attainment and achievement of children

d motivate parents to take an active interest in their children’s education

d increase parents’ understanding of the vital role they play in their children’s learning

d enable parents to gain accreditation for what they learn as they support their children’s learning

d develop effective management and organisation of parental involvement in schools/settings.

Share does this through sessions with a trained facilitator and activities that families take away to 
complete together.
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Thurrock Community Mothers: Community Mothers Programme

The Community Mothers Parent Support Programme (CMP) was first developed in the uK in 
Thurrock in Essex in 1991. It is a preventative initiative that offers parents with young children living 
in less advantaged communities a high-quality home visiting programme, delivered by carefully 
recruited local experienced Community Mothers. Other programmes have developed across the 
uK based on the Thurrock model. Many have close operational links to frontline primary health care 
and children centre services. 

Visits are structured but non-prescriptive and are based on principles of mutual respect, avoiding 
dependency and promoting self-help. The model uses a community development approach by 
recruiting Community Mothers from the same communities as the parents who are supported. The 
aim is to build on local community strengths and skills based on principles of capacity building and 
empowerment. Parent support groups complement semi-structured home visiting.

use of the materials is intended to support the following key support processes:

d enabling the development of early parenting skills

d sharing useful information, tips and ideas about a wide range of parenting and health issues 

d focusing on solutions to difficulties enabling parents to find their own way forward

d gradually nurturing the parents’ confidence, self-esteem and coping skills by enabling them 
to recognise their own strengths, abilities and personal achievements (as opposed to the 
Community Mother as ‘expert’ adviser)

d raising parents’ awareness of the value and importance of their parenting role and its impact on 
their children’s health, learning and development. 

A home visiting booklet is used with each parent visited to support the delivery of semi-structured 
home visits. This assists focus and direction to the visiting process and the parent is encouraged to 
identify ‘tasks to work on’ at the conclusion of each visit. Innovative cartoon-illustrated information 
materials are informal prompts that open up discussion about child development, supporting early 
learning, and a range of other parenting and health related issues. By completing a development 
diary for each child, the parent is also encouraged to reflect on their own involvement in their child’s 
developing skills. 
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(correct at date of project, 2008)

Organisation Name Website / Email Addresses Phone

Barnardo’s www.barnardos.org.uk

John Leicester john.leicester@barnardos.org.uk 020 8498 7446

Anne goymer anne.goymer@barnardos.org.uk 0117 9415841

Jacqui Sirs jacqui.sirs@barnardos.org.uk 0191 281 5024

PEEP www.peep.org.uk

Peter Silva info@peep.org.uk 01865 395145

ContinYou www.continyou.org.uk

gaye Warwick gaye.warwick@continyou.org.uk 07795 176533

Pen Green www.pengreen.org

Barbara Riddell Barbara.riddell@talk21.com 07765 242165

Kate Hayward khayward@northamptonshire.gov.uk 01536 443435

Thurrock 
Community 
Mothers 

Celia Suppiah communitymothers@btconnect.com 01375 858512

Coram www.coram.org.uk

PAFT  www.parentsasfirstteachers.org.uk

Pam Holtom pamholtom@parentsasfirstteachers.org.uk 01844 345847

PEAL www.peal.org.uk

Joyce Connor  jconnor@ncb.org.uk 020 7843 6000

One Plus One www.oneplusone.org.uk

Penny Mansfield pm@oneplusone.org.uk 020 7553 9530

Family Action 
(formerly 
FWA)

www.family-action.org.uk

Howard Jones howard.jones@fwa.org.uk 020 7241 7613

Rose de Paeztron rose.depaeztron@fwaprojects.org.uk 020 7254 1468

Home-Start www.home-start.org.uk

Karen Ritchie karen@hssheffield.co.uk 0114 2788377

Sue Everitt severitt@home-start.org.uk 01763 249668

Kay Bews kbews@home-start.org.uk 0116 2339955

Bookstart www.bookstart.co.uk

Rosemary Clarke rosemaryclarke@dsl.pipex.com 01905 641 529

Action for 
Children 
(formerly 
NCH) 

www.actionforchildren.org.uk

Jan Stoll jan.stoll@actionforchildren.org.uk 0121 3554615

Caroline Leahy caroline.leahy@actionforchildren.org.uk 0121 3554615
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CfL www.campaign-for-learning.org.uk

Juliette Collier jcollier@cflearning.org.uk 0121 773 3133

PLA www.pre-school.org.uk

Michael Freeston Michael.Freeston@pre-school.org.uk 020 7697 2547

Pat Styles pat.styles@pre-school.org.uk 01772 423 538

I CAN www.ican.org.uk

Eva March emarch@ican.org.uk 0845 225 4071

NCMA www.ncma.org.uk

info@ncma.org.uk 0800 1694486
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1 The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project (1996-2003) monitored 3,000 
children’s intellectual and social behavioural development between the ages of three and seven 
years: http://eppe.ioe.ac.uk/ 

2 The extension project, Effective Pre-School and Primary Education 3-11 (EPPE 3-11) (2003-2008), 
built on this work, following the same sample of children to the end of Key Stage 2 (age 11):  
http://eppe.ioe.ac.uk/ 

3 The project is currently tracking the children into secondary school, up to the end of Key Stage 
3 (age 14). It is now called the Effective Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) 
project: http://eppe.ioe.ac.uk/ 

4 The Activ Dads Website: http://activ-dads.org.uk 

5 Oxford study. Supporting parents in promoting early learning: Early Learning Partnerships Project: 
www.dcsf.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/RRP/u015140/index.shtml 

6 Supporting Parents to Engage in their Children’s Early Learning:  
www.familyandparenting.org/Filestore//documents/ELPP/Supporting_parents0708.pdf
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Appendix 4 glossary of acronyms

Acronym Full name

CfL Campaign for Learning

CMP Community Mothers Programme

ELPP Early Learning Partnership Project

EPPE Effective Provision of Pre-School Education

EPPSE Effective Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education

NCMA National Childminding Association

PAFT Parents as First Teachers

PEAL Parents, Early Years and Learning

PEEP Peers Early Education Partnership

PICL Parents Involvement in their Children’s Learning

PLA Pre-school Learning Alliance

TCM Thurrock Community Mothers
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