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Other submissions cover the extensive literature on the importance of the 
early years for later outcomes.  Hence after a brief introduction I will focus on 
the research where I have been personally involved, i.e., the Effective Pre-
school and Primary Education (EPPE) project and the National Evaluation of 
Sure Start (NESS).   
 
Why should we focus on the early years?  One reason is the accumulation of 
evidence that indicates that the child’s experience in the early years has 
profound consequences for later life.  There are now many studies that 
present a consistent picture indicating that  adversity in early life, such as 
frequently accompanies child poverty,  is linked to: poor adult mental and 
physical health , adult mortality, anti-social and criminal behaviour, substance 
abuse and poor literacy and academic achievement. 
 
To quote two well known social scientists 
Esping-Anderson (2005) 
“If the race is already halfway run even before children begin school, then we 
clearly need to examine what happens in the earliest years.”   
 
And the Nobel prize winning economist James Heckman (2004) 
“Like it or not, the most important mental and behavioural patterns, once 
established, are difficult to change once children enter school.”  
 
Heckman has analysed data from many different studies and produced a 
group showing the relationship between investment and the return to 
investment for different stages of the life cycle. 
 
The graph clearly shows that the return on investment is much higher in the 
preschool years than in the school years, which is higher than for the post-
school years; ie investment in the early years makes sound economic sense.  
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There is reason why Heckman’s graph is the shape it is.  If we look at the rate 
of brain development this is what we see  
 

 
 
The rate of brain development is higher the younger the child and falls off 
rapidly with age.  However if we now insert how most countries have 
traditionally invested in different stages of the life cycle this is what we see 
 

 
Clearly the traditional patterns of spending are exactly the opposite than that 
making most sense from what we know about brain development.  This 
clearly indicates a need to change social policy to increase investment in the 
early years.   
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In considering the evidence of what might be done in the early years there are 
a number of studies that indicate investment in pre-school centres would have 
definite benefits.  For example the Perry Pre-school Project, and the 
Abecedarian Project have shown the possible benefits of high quality pre-
school education years for disadvantaged African-American children, and that 
the value of the benefits are far greater than the cost of pre-school.  These 
American studies clearly demonstrate benefits of preschool childcare and 
education for disadvantaged children.  Also they indicate that it can make 
good economic sense for society.  However they do not tell us about the value 
of pre-school for the general population. 
 
In addition to these studies there has been a lot of research of childcare and 
child development.  I will not give details here but they can be accessed in a 
review of the literature on this website: 
http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/nao_reports/03-
04/268_literaturereview.pdf 
 
In making conclusions from a review of the evidence on childcare, we need to 
distinguish between results for 0-3 years where the research evidence is 
mixed with some studies indicating benefits of early childcare, some indicating 
negative effects and some studies indicating no effects at all.  Whereas for 
children over 3 years the evidence of benefits for children is very clear and 
there are almost universal benefits for children associated with the various 
forms of group-based pre-school provision (e.g. playgroups, day care centres, 
nursery schools) attended by children from 3 years upwards.  Also the 
benefits increase the greater the quality of the pre-school provision (i.e. how 
well the centres serve children’s developmental needs) 
 
The discrepant results for studies of childcare for children 0-3 years probably 
reflects different effects for different populations, different ages, different types 
of children as well as differing qualities of childcare for differing settings and 
differing populations. 
 
EPPE 
The Effective Pre-school and Primary Education (EPPE) Project has 
addressed the question of the longer-term impact of pre-school provision.  By 
pre-school provision I mean group-based provision such as playgroups, day 
care centres, nursery classes, nursery schools, and integrated children’s 
centres.  This longitudinal study of 3000 children has also the effects of 
various child, family and home characteristics upon child development.  The 
results from EPPE up to age 11 are summarised in Sylva, Melhuish, 
Sammons, Siraj- Blatchford & Taggart (2010)21. 
 
Children whose first language was not English, who had low birth weight, or 
who had 3 or more siblings all did worse on cognitive development.  Girls also 
did better than boys.  Parent education and social class were also important 
influences upon child development and children from poor families did worse.  
However the strongest effect of all was for the Home Learning Environment.  
Where the child had more frequent opportunities for learning activities in the 
home, the child did better on all aspects of child development.  These effects 



were after taking account of all other child parent and home characteristics. 
We summarise these findings by the saying  
“What parents do is more important than who parents are”.   
This reflects the fact that the Home Learning Environment had a more 
powerful effect upon child development than parents’ education or social 
class. 
 
After allowing for all these effects of background factors were considered 
whether attending a preschool centre mattered.  The project established not 
only whether preschool overall had an effect but also which preschool centres 
were having a greater or less effect than others.  The effects associated with 
different child, family and home characteristics, upon literacy are shown in the 
following diagram. 
 

 
In addition the effects of pre-school were evident at the start of primary 
school, as shown in the following diagram for literacy scores. 
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On measures of language, literacy and numeracy the preschool group did 
better.  On average the benefit of preschool was 0.2 of a standard deviation 
above that of the no-preschool group. As well as measuring the effect of 
preschool overall, we had extensive data on the quality of the preschool 
environments from direct observation and also of the amount of time that the 
child had attended preschool.  We found that both quality and duration of 
preschool were important.  Where children had been to preschool for a longer 
duration e.g. 2 rather than 1 year benefits were greater.  Also for any period of 
pre-school, 1, 2 or 3 years, the effects for high quality preschool were greater 
than average quality which were greater than for low quality pre-
school.

 
The benefits of preschool were also evident for social development.  The 
following graph shows the benefits of preschool for several aspects of social 
development at the start of school. 
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Also the quality and duration of preschool affected children’s social 
development. 
 



Comparing the effects of family income and pre-school 
We can compare the effects of pre-school to those of different levels of family 
income, to answer the question whether spending money on preschool had 
greater cost-effectiveness than just giving extra money to poor parents.  We 
analysed the EPPE data to see what developmental benefits were associated 
with different levels of income after allowing for all other factors. These effects 
in terms of months of developmental advantage in literacy are shown in the 
following table. 
 

Income groups 
(comparison group -no earned income)  

Early literacy effect in 
months of development  

£2, 500 to £15000  0.75 months  

£17,5 00 - £27,0000  2.03 months  

£30,000 to £35,000  1.90 months  

£37,500 - £66,0000  3.94 months  

£67,500 plus  6.25 months  

 
We found that for the great majority of parents, those earning between 
£17,000 and £35,000 per annum the developmental benefit compared to 
where parents had no income and were dependant on welfare was around 2 
months.  This developmental benefit is similar to that associated with 1 year of 
part-time preschool. So the government could spend £2,500 on a part time 
pre-school place or increase the income of poor parents by £17,000 pa for the 
same developmental benefit for the children.  Such evidence was influential in 
the provision of a state-funded part-time preschool place for all 3 and 4 year 
old children (Children Act 2004).   
 
Pre-school effects for primary school attainment 
After the children had been at school for 2 years we collected more 
information on their development.  The benefits of preschool were still 
apparent and also the benefits of better quality preschool and a layer duration 
of preschool, as well as more effective preschool.  When children had been in 
school for 3 years all children in England take National Assessment in reading 
mathematics and science.  We used this data to see if the effects of preschool 
persisted.  The results can be illustrated by the following graph. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For all social class groups the effect of preschool was clear, and similar for all 
groups.  However there is a minimum level of attainment that is expected of 
all children.  While all social class groups who received preschool education 
had scored, on average, above the minimum level, for the disadvantaged 
group (unskilled or unemployed) children scored on average, the expected 
minimum if they had not had preschool education.  This indicates that the 
consequences of not having preschool are particularly important for 
disadvantaged children. 
 
The EPPE study was able to identify the most effective preschools who 
produced the most developmental benefit for children.  We undertook case 
studies of the most effective and average preschools to investigate what 
processes were associated with particularly effective preschools.  In these 
case studies the researchers did not know which preschools had been 
identified from the quantitative analyses as effective or ineffective.  These 
case studies identified 5 areas that were particularly important.  
1. Quality of adult-child verbal interaction. 
2. Staff knowledge and understanding of the curriculum. 
3. Staff knowledge of how children learn. 
4. Adult’s skills in helping children resolve conflicts. 
5. helping parents to support children’s learning at home. 
 
In order to continue to investigate children’s development we thought that it 
was important to be able to take account of the effects of the primary school 
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upon the children in the study.  Therefore we devised a way to measure the 
effectiveness of primary schools. 
 
In England all children take a National Assessment in reading, mathematics 
and science at age 7 and age 11.  Also schools keep records of child 
characteristics such as: 
Eligibility for free school meals (indicator of poverty) 
Special educational needs 
Whether English is first language 
Ethnicity and also  
The child’s postcode. 
 
Using the child’s postcode we could get data on the area where the child lived 
such as the level of economic, health, educational and deprivation as well as 
data on the population living in the area.  This data existed for over 600,000 
children a year in over 15,000 primary schools. 
 
We were able to analyse the child’s progress from age 7 to age 11 in English, 
mathematics and science as a function of the child’s characteristics and the 
area characteristics of where the child lived.  Using this multi-level analysis we 
were able to measure the effectiveness of each primary school in England, for 
3 successive years.  We had schools where children did better than expected, 
- effective schools and schools where children did worse than expected – 
ineffective schools.  Also the effectiveness of a school could be analysed for 
children of different levels of ability.  We found that being in an effective 
school had a bigger influence on low ability pupils than for high ability pupils. 
 
Once we had these measures of school effectiveness we could analyse 
children’s development in terms of child, family, home learning environment, 
pre-school and school factors. 
 



 
The following graph shows the relative size of effects (standard deviation 
units) of a range of variables upon children’s achievement in mathematics at 
age 10. 
 

 
 
Social class, mother’s education, family income and the Home Learning 
Environment (measured at age 3-4) are the strongest influences upon 
children’s attainment.  However preschool effectiveness and primary school 
effectiveness are also important influences and are very similar in their 
importance and account for about half as much variance as home factors.  
While the effects displayed are for mathematics attainment, similar results 
emerge for literacy, and there are also substantial effects upon children’s 
social development.  For brevity I have detailed results for just one outcome. 
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There also appear to be interactions between the effects of some of these 
predictor variables.  For example pre-school and primary school effects 
appear to interact.  We can look at the effects of different combinations of 
preschool and school. 
 
In the following graph we see the effects associated with different 
combinations: 
E.g. low quality preschool with low, medium and high effective school 
Medium quality preschool with low, medium and high effective school  
High quality preschool with low, medium and high effective school. 
 
 
 

 
 
For children who have no preschool, the effectiveness of the school is very 
important.  This is also true for children who went to a low quality preschool; 
as is shown by the differences in effects for low medium and high effective 
school.  For children who went to a medium quality preschool, the 
effectiveness of the primary school is still important but less than for children 
who went to a low quality preschool. 
 
For children who went to a high quality preschool the effects are very similar 
for each level of primary school effectiveness, with children attending low 
effective school attaining similarly to those who went to high effective schools.  
This indicated that the quality of preschool education is very important and 
can protect children from the consequences of less effective primary schools.  
 
In summary we can conclude that there are 3 key elements of a Child’s 
environment for educational success. 
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2. Good preschools 
3. Good primary schools. 
Other things being equal, those children with all 3 will outperform children with 
2 who will outperform children with 1 who will outperform children with 0. 
 
Conclusions from EPPE 
1. From age 2 all children will benefit from pre-school education. 
2. The quality of preschool matters. 
3. The duration of preschool matters in the early school years. 
4. Part-time preschool has equal benefit to full-time. 
5. For medium and high quality preschool the benefit persist until at 
least the end of primary school. 
6. High quality preschool can protect a child from consequences of 
attending low effective school. 
Sure Start 
In 1998 a UK government review concluded that disadvantage among young 
children was increasing and early intervention could alleviate poor outcomes. 
It recommended a change in service design and delivery, proposing that 
programmes should involve all relevant bodies, and be area-based, with all 
children under four and their families in an area as clients. Among other 
reasons, such an approach was regarded as a means of avoiding the 
stigmatization often associated with services targeted at putatively at-risk 
children and families while simultaneously fostering community development 
as well as individual child and family functioning.  In July 1998, the then 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown, introduced the Sure Start Local 
Programme (SLLP) initiative that was to focus on the 20% most deprived 
areas, which included around 51% of children in families with incomes 60% or 
less than the national median (official poverty line).[1] 
 
A typical programme included 800 under-fours, and 250 SSLPs were planned 
by 2002, to support 187,000 children, 18% of poor children in England under 
four.  Community control was exercised through local partnership boards 
comprised of various local stakeholders, including health, social services, 
education, private and voluntary sectors, and parents [2].  Up until 2006 
funding flowed from central government directly to individual programmes, 
which were independent of local government.  While evidence from 
programmes with unambiguous protocols were used to justify SSLPs [3-5], 
SSLPs did not have a prescribed “protocol”. All programmes were expected to 
provide: (1) outreach and home visiting; (2) support for families and parents; 
(3) support for good quality play, learning and childcare experiences for 
children; (4) primary and community health care and advice about child health 
and development and family health; and (5) support for people with special 
needs, but without specific guidance as to how.  
 
The speed and amount of funding was often overwhelming in a sector 
previously starved of support.  Only 6% of the 1999 allocation was spent in 
that year. Despite this slow start, and without any information on the success 
of the initiative, the Treasury expanded SSLPs from 250 programmes in 2002 
to over 500 by 2004.  Thus SSLPs became a cornerstone of the campaign to 
reduce child poverty.   



 
National Evaluation of Sure Start (NESS)  
This evaluation started in 2001, and from the outset diversity posed 
challenges in that there were not several hundred programmes delivering one 
intervention, but several hundred unique interventions. Government decisions 
ruled out a randomised controlled trial, hence a quasi-experimental design 
with consequent limitations was used to compare SSLP populations with 
equivalent populations not residing in SSLP areas.  The early evaluation work 
up to 2005 has been summarised [6] with detailed reports available at 
www.ness.bbk.ac.uk. An independent review of the methodology and early 
findings is available.[7] 
 
Communities and Change: SSLPs were based on the premise that children 
and families could be affected by the programme directly, and indirectly, via 
community changes engendered by the programme.  Community 
characteristics were tracked over five years.  Some improvements were 
detected, but these could not be causally and conclusively linked to SSLPs.[8]   
Nevertheless, SSLP areas became home to more young children, while 
households dependent on benefits decreased markedly. Some aspects of 
crime and disorder also improved, with less burglary, school exclusions and 
unauthorised school absences. Moreover, children from 11 upwards 
demonstrated improved academic achievement.  Reductions in emergency 
hospitalisations of children (0 to 3) for severe injury and for lower respiratory 
infection suggested improved health care. Also the percentage of children 
identified with special educational needs or eligible for disability benefits 
increased over 2000-2005, suggesting improved health screening. 
 
Early Effects on Children/Families: A cross-sectional study of children and 
families in SSLP- and non-SSLP areas provided mixed findings.[9, 10]  There 
were some main SSLP effects, but most effects varied by subgroup.  
Specifically, three-year-olds of non-teen mothers (86% of sample) in SSLP 
communities had fewer behaviour problems and greater social competence 
as compared with those in comparison communities, and these effects for 
children appeared to be mediated by SSLP effects of less negative parenting 
for non-teen mothers. Adverse effects emerged, however, for children of teen 
mothers (14% of sample) in SSLP areas in terms of lower verbal ability and 
social competence and higher behaviour problems.  Also children from 
workless households (40% of sample) and from lone-parent families (33% of 
sample) in SSLP areas scored lower on verbal ability than equivalent children 
in comparison communities. 
  
Variability in programme effectiveness: The methodology allowed estimates of 
each SSLP’s effectiveness for each assessed outcome and thus investigation 
of why some programmes might have been more effective than others. 
Toward this end, varied qualitative an quantitative data on 150 programmes 

was used to rate each SSLP on 18 dimensions of implementation.[11, 12]  
Programmes rated high on one dimension tended to score high on others, 
and better implemented programmes appeared to yield greater benefits.[13, 
14]. 
 



Changes to SSLPs: As early evaluation findings indicated that SSLPs were 
not having the impact hoped for, and evidence from another project, Effective 
Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE)[15], showed that integrated 
Children’s Centres were particularly beneficial to children’s development, the 
government decided to transform SSLPs into Children’s Centres.  An Act of 
Parliament transferred control of the SSLP’s Children’s Centres to Local 
(government) Authorities, which ensured that Sure Start Children’s Centres 
(SSCCs) became embedded within the welfare state by statute, making it 
difficult for any future government to eradicate. Thus from 2006 SSLPs 
became SSCCs with a more clearly specified set of services and guidelines, 
and were controlled by local government rather than central government and 
local partnership boards. 
 
Later results: Longitudinal Study of Children & Families: Randomly-selected 
9-month-olds seen in the cross-sectional study were followed up at ages 3 
and 5 years.  Comparisons of children and families in SSLP areas with those 
in similar non-SSLP areas revealed beneficial effects for children and families 
living in SSLP areas when children were 3-years old on 7 of 14 outcomes.[16, 
17]  SSLP children showed better social development, exhibiting more 
positive social behaviour and greater independence/self-regulation than their 
counterparts in non-SSLP areas.  This result was partially a consequence of 
parents in SSLP areas manifesting less negative parenting, as well as offering 
a more stimulating home learning environment. Also families in SSLP areas 
reported using more child and family-related services than comparison 
families.  
  
The results for children aged 5 are about to be released18. 
 
Conclusions from NESS 
The longitudinal findings differ markedly from earlier findings. Whereas earlier 
the most disadvantaged 3-year-old children and their families (i.e., teen 
parents, lone parents, workless households) were doing less well in SSLP 
areas, while somewhat less disadvantaged children and families benefited 
(i.e., non-teen parents, dual parent families, working households), the 
longitudinal evidence at 3 years indicates benefits for all sections of the 
population served.  The age 5 results are shortly to be released. The 
contrasting results probably accurately reflect the contrasting experiences of 
children and families in SSLP areas over time. Whereas the 3-year-olds in the 
early stages were exposed to ‘immature’ programmes—and probably not for 
their entire lives—the children and their families in the longitudinal study were 
exposed to better developed programmes throughout the children’s entire 
lives. Also programmes had the opportunity to learn from the earlier phase of 
the evaluation, especially with respect to greater effort to reach the most 
vulnerable households. Thus differences in the amount of exposure to 
programmes and the quality of SSLPs/SSCCs may well account for both the 
initial adverse effects for the most disadvantaged children and families and 
the subsequent more beneficial effects for almost all children and families 
living in SSLP areas.   
 



Sure Start has been evolving and ongoing research has partly influenced this 
process.  Later developments have clarified guidelines and service delivery 
considerably.  It is plausible that the improved results in the evaluation of 
SSLPs/SSCCs reflect actual changes in the impact of the programmes 
resulting from the increasing quality of services, greater attention to the hard 
to reach, the move to children’s centres, as well as greater exposure to 
services.  The results are modest but suggest that the value of SSLPs/SSCCs 
has improved.  The identification of the factors associated with more effective 
programmes has informed recent improvements in SSCCs and may be part of 
the reason for the improved outcomes for children and families now found for 
Sure Start. 
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