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INTRODUCTION  
 
The earliest years are one of the most important developmental periods in a child’s life. What happens 
here has a direct link to future economic wellbeing, educational attainment, relationships in adulthood 
and health.1   
 
Before a child reaches five they will have begun to learn how to communicate, recognise and manage 
emotions and become familiar with many physical actions, like walking and grasping objects.2   
 
There are a number of critical factors that influence a child’s development in these areas including their 
health, their mothers health and wellbeing, whether they attend a high quality childcare setting, parenting 
style and learning activities in the home – more commonly known as the home learning environment.3 
 
Whilst each of these influences are worthy of an in-depth discussion this briefing focuses on one 
important element: the home learning environment.  
 
Before a child arrives at the school gates the majority of their time will be spent with their mothers, 
fathers, sisters, brothers, grandparents, guardians and wider families.4 This makes the interactions 
between children and their caregivers very important and the focus of much research.  
 
Various studies have sought to identify which activities make a positive long-term difference.5 We now 
know things that happen at home, such as reading books with children, reciting nursery rhymes, painting 
and drawing are all important elements of the home learning environment.6  
 
However, there are big differences in the quality of the home learning environment between 
disadvantaged children and their peers.7 There are also growing inequalities in the amount of time 
parents from low and high income families spend with their children on developmental activities, like 
reading and playing.8  
 
Addressing these disparities is important because there is a direct link between activities in the home 
environment in the early years, child development at age five and educational success at secondary 
school.9  
 
As the Government considers how they can improve life chances for the most disadvantaged children, 
Success starts at home makes the case for why the home learning environment should be a focus for 
government as part of improving parenting support and provision.  
 
 

FAIR BY FIVE  
 

By the time children reach primary school there are large 
disparities in development between children from different 
backgrounds. Our report Start as you mean to go on 
highlighted the scale of the gap between children from more 
disadvantaged backgrounds and their peers by age five.10 
 
Action for Children’s Fair by Five campaign is calling on 
government to make child development a national priority by 
2020. We want to see government set a goal for reducing 
the gaps between different groups of children and reducing 
inequalities in the early years.  
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CURRENT POLICY CONTEXT   
 
The Government has made improving life chances a key focus of this parliament. Ministers have spoken 
of their desire to do more for disadvantaged children and break cycles of intergenerational poverty.11  
 
The Life Chances Act 2015 introduced key measures to monitor government progress. These include:  

 Number of children getting five GCSE 

 Number of children living in workless households 

 Number of children in low income households  
 
The Government has committed to launching a Life Chances Strategy, which was likely to include 
greater support for families in the early years. An announcement was expected immediately after the EU 
Referendum in June 2016.12 However, with the David Cameron announcing he would be stepping aside 
progress on publishing the life chances strategy is unclear.13  
 
David Cameron has said government, and the incoming Prime Minister, would continue to implement 
legislation announced in the Queen’s Speech.14 This would include new life chance indicators to monitor 
government progress on improving prospects for disadvantaged children and supplement measures 
currently laid out in the Act.15 The Government also recently launched an £80 million life chances fund, 
with a funding stream within this dedicated to the early years.16 
 
There have been suggestions that Theresa May will make life chances one of the early priorities of her 
Premiership.17 But we are awaiting confirmation of whether this will include publishing the life chances 
strategy which is needed to provide coherence and direction and prevent the agenda fragmenting.  
 

EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT  
 
The Institute of Health Equity has summarised the large body of evidence to explain that young children 
develop across a number of interdependent and reinforcing domains including communication and 
language, social and emotional and physical.18 
 

1. Communication and language 
In the early years a child’s language skills develop rapidly and are crucial to how they engage with the 
world around them.19 For very young children communication begins with babies turning towards sounds 
they recognise and making gurgling noises. As infants, children begin to develop an understanding of 
sounds and associate them with voices they hear regularly.20  
 
As children get older they will learn to point to items when asked, listen with interest to their parents 
reading to them and go from simple words to constructing sentences.21  
 

2. Social and emotional  
There is a growing evidence base to suggest the social and emotional skills developed in the early years 
are important to future outcomes.22 
 
Infants and toddlers will seek attention from parents, enjoying cuddles, making eye contact and learning 
to play with others.23 They will gradually learn to explore the world around them, learn to express their 
feelings such as being happy and sad.24 In the later preschool years more relational or social emotions 
emerge as children learn that their words and actions can hurt others feelings.25 
 

3. Physical attributes 
Children’s physical development plays a big role in supporting development in other areas.26 
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Early physical development is often one of the domains most easily recognised in babies and infants. 
Infants will quickly learn to sit up, reach for objects and eventually learn to grasp them. By the time a 
child is 15 months old, many would be able to walk by themselves.27 Children will broadly follow the 
same sequence of learning different movements, but it can occur at different rates for different 
individuals.28 
 
Each of the above domains are important and mutually reinforcing.29 They have a huge influence on 
future economic wellbeing, relationships, educational attainment and health.30   

 

INFLUENCES ON EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT 
 
The Department for Education has listed the critical factors that can influence the developmental 
domains listed above. 31 These include: 
 

1. Child health  
Research from Michael Marmot and University College London found that what happens in the early 
years, even during pregnancy, has a lifelong effect on a range of outcomes.32 Our likes and dislikes for 
different tastes are set in the early years.33 This has implications for what want to eat as we grow. A 
preference for foods with high sugar, salt and fat contents will have negative implications for child health, 
obesity and educational attainment.34 
 

2. Maternal health  
Mothers play a crucial role in the early years. Their wellbeing, especially mental health has been found to 
be strongly associated with a child’s behaviour, social and emotional development.35 Children who 
experience prolonged exposure to a mother with mental health problems were particularly likely to have 
poor behavioural, emotional and social outcomes.36 Research has highlighted how these early problems 
can have an immediate impact on a child’s transition to school and subsequent attainment.37 
 

3. High quality early education 
Research found attendance at a higher quality childcare setting resulted in a positive impact on language 
ability, and on the parent-child relationship.38 This compares to attending a lower quality setting which did 
not significantly improve children’s cognitive or social development.39 By age 11, children who attended 
high-quality preschools significantly outperformed their peers on literacy and numeracy tests.40 
 

4. Parenting style  
From the very earliest months of a child’s life the emotional, nurturing bond between children and their 
caregivers is established.41 The attachment to primary caregivers gives children a secure base to explore 
the world around them, recognising and seeking out a parent or caregiver when they are upset, hungry, 
or seeking comfort.42 The quality or security of their attachment has a significant bearing on their future 
emotional and social development43 and is linked to emotional understanding and range of social and 
school readiness outcomes.44 
 
Research has also shown that warm, authoritative parenting is important in developing good behaviours, 
giving children confidence, sense of wellbeing, stimulate brain development and capacity to learn.45 
 

5. The Home Learning Environment 
Parental involvement in a child’s education from an early age has a significant effect on education 
achievement. This is not just limited to the primary school, but has an impact into adolescence and 
adulthood.  
 
Although interpretations of the home learning environment can differ between practitioners and parents,46 
research from leading academics has identified parent-child activities that correlate to better 
developmental and educational outcomes.47 These are:  
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 Reading to children 

 Playing with letters and numbers 

 Teaching children nursery rhymes and songs 

 Painting and drawing 

 Taking children to the library 

 Taking children on visits 

 Arranging for children to play with their friends at home. 
 
Together, these activities have a significant impact on child development, attainment and social 
behaviour from the earliest years right through to age 11.48  
 
The home learning environment also has an important influence on educational attainment at Key Stage 
3 and Key Stage 4.49 Students with a more positive early years home learning environment were almost 
three times more likely to achieve the benchmark measures of achieving five GCSEs at grades A*-C 
including English and maths50 increasing the likelihood of earning significantly more over their lifetime.51 

 

A FOCUS ON THE HOME LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
 
Successive governments have focused more on the role of childcare as a priority for early years policy.52 
In part, because childcare offer the additional benefits of supporting parents to overcome barriers to 
employment.  
 
However, various studies have highlighted the home learning environment as the single most important 
behavioural factor influencing children’s outcomes at age three and five because of its influence on 
cognitive and non-cognitive development.53 Evidence suggests the home learning environment accounts 
for between 16 and 21 per cent of the school readiness gap between low and middle income children.54  
 
The home learning environment also has a greater influence on a child’s intellectual and social 
development than parent’s occupation, education or income.55 A home learning environment that is 
supportive of learning can counteract the effects of disadvantage in the early years.56 
 
Greater attention is needed to address the disparities in the home environment of children from different 
backgrounds.  
 

 Research has shown children in low income families have poorer quality home learning environments 
than their more affluent peers.57 

 

 Children in low income families receive on average, 40 minutes a day less parental engagement in 
developmental activities that children living in high income families.58 This is a gap which is 
widening.59  

 
By not addressing this disparities government will struggle to see an improvement in child development, 
school readiness and later education attainment amongst disadvantaged and low income children.  
 
There is a growing body of evidence that suggests supporting parents to provide a positive home 
learning environment should be part of any wider approach to improving outcomes for children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.60  
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WHAT EFFECTS THE HOME LEARNING ENVIRONMENT? 
 
Research with parents found many already undertake some of the common activities considered part of 
the home learning environment with their children.61  
 
But there are disparities between families with a range of factors playing a role.  
 

 Parent’s occupation, income, education and home crowding accounted for up to 51 per cent of the 
difference between positive and negative home environments.62   

 

 Research has also found that parent’s lack of time, English as a second language and parental 
confidence are big challenges.63 

 

 Some studies have found that parents tend to do less at home when their child starts an early 
education place as they believe children’s learning needs will be met through their time in childcare.64 

 
There is also less known about which approaches and government policies are effective in 
simultaneously improving different dimensions that constitute a good home learning environment.65  
 
Despite these obstacles, the overwhelming importance of the home learning environment means that it 
cannot be overlooked in any approach to improving life chances.  
 

WHAT CAN BE DONE? 
 

Promoting the home learning environment through parenting programmes 
Research has shown that it is possible to engage even the most vulnerable parents in activities and 
plans to promote the home learning environment.66 A range of programmes designed to support parents 
include giving them ideas and strategies to improve the home learning environment. For example 
initiatives such as Bookstart, a national programme providing families with young children books, seeks 
to address the lack of time spent reading in low income families.  
 
There is an emerging evidence base that is helping to identify approaches and programmes that can be 
delivered to support families improve the home learning environment. A recent review by the Early 
Intervention Foundation, one of a number of What Works Centres, highlighted the small number of 
programmes specifically targeted at improving the home learning environment. One of the few 
programmes found was the Trafford Early Home Learning (EHL) Programme which helped parents 
develop a positive home learning environment through fun play and learning activities.67 The programme 
had positive feedback from parents but requires further evaluation to gauge the impact of the programme 
over a longer period.68  
 
Evaluations of how to parenting support provision can improve the home learning environment has 
suggested that a good starting point is to consider how key aspects of the home learning environment 
can be weaved into other day-to-day tasks parents undertake.69 When asked about what activities they 
considered part of the home learning environment, parents included things such as helping with 
domestic chores and a wide range of outdoor activities.70 This approach would help overcome problems 
such as a lack of time and low parental confidence.  
 

The role of early education  
Activities at home can complement what children are learning in early education settings and combine to 
have a greater impact.71 There is good evidence to suggest that early year’s providers can play a big role 
in supporting parents to improve their home learning environment.72 Home visits, inviting parents into 
childcare settings and children’s centres and collaborating on strategies that can be implemented at 
home have all been highlighted by practitioners as being beneficial.73  
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Promoting information and public campaigns 
There is also room to consider how government could use existing communication channels, such as 
Public Health England’s Start4Life information service, to share information, suggested activities and 
raise parental awareness of the home learning environment. This could be complimented with proactive 
messaging campaign, through mass media, targeted at disadvantaged areas. 
 

Digital innovation  
To increase the reach of any push on improving the home learning environment, government needs to 
consider how the increasing use of digital platforms, such as mobile apps, can be harnessed. There is 
emerging evidence that electronic applications can lead to positive change in parental behaviours in 
areas such spending time with their children on beneficial development activities.74  
 
Any approach to improving the home learning environment cannot overlook the role income, occupation 
and parental education play. The Government will need address the wider range of influence, in 
particular income.  
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WHAT SHOULD GOVERNMENT DO?  
 
 

 

 

  

1 
 

Publish the life chances strategy including the expansion of parenting provision with a 
focus and commitment to improving the home learning environment amongst 
disadvantaged families.  

1.  

 

Review existing frameworks and resources for early years practitioners to consider how 
they can be strengthened to maximise their role in improving the home learning 
environment.  

2.  

 

Use funding earmarked for the early years in the life chances fund to enable the 
development of new digital approaches to supporting parents, especially those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.  

 

Commission a review of what works in improving the home learning environment to 
develop a robust evidence base and enable piloting of new approaches.  

 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

Through the life chances strategy address the wider influences on the home learning 
environment. This should include steps to address low incomes and poor physical 
environments.  
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