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This overview examines the evidence for 
the importance of early communication 
between babies and their parents.  
It describes some of the processes of 
early communication and outlines ways in 
which language develops. It explores the 
impact of socio-demographic factors, the  
importance of the home learning and 
early communication environment and 
their influence on language development 
and a child’s readiness for school. 

The review follows the development of 
current knowledge built from the testing 
of theories through small-scale studies 
exploring particular aspects of  
communication and language to UK 
longitudinal studies of large cohorts of 
children exploring key influences on their 
life chances.

How does parent-baby communication 
and language develop? 
The early development of human  
relationships and communication
involves complex processes. The 
following sections introduce key theories 
and evidence from empirical research. 
The last decade has seen the emergence 
of a clearer picture showing how 
communication and language develop 
in babies and how a child’s early 
experiences lay the foundations for 
their future development.

Attachment and attunement
A child’s journey to language begins 
before birth, as babies in the womb hear 
clearly enough in the last few months of 
pregnancy to distinguish their mother’s 
voice. From the sixth month of gestation 

babies become sensitive to the  
particular qualities of their mother’s 
voice and the rhythm of native language.1 
A study from Germany recorded and 
analysed the cries of 60 healthy babies at 
three to five days of age, recruited half 
and half from French-speaking and 
German-speaking families.2  Analysis 
revealed clear differences in the shape 
and tone of the babies’ cry melodies.

As the baby and the mother mutually 
seek communication, through the 
process described by Trevarthan as 
‘intersubjectivity’,3 the beginnings of 
attachment behaviour are laid down. 
Bowlby’s influential theory proposed  
that attachment is a biological instinct 
involving the development of a strong 
nurturing bond between mother and 
baby formed during early infancy.4  
He contended that the way in which 
interaction takes place shapes the 
nature of the attachment and that the 
internalisation of these early 
interactions provides a prototype for 
later relationships. Others have 
considered the possibility of other 
attachment figures in a child’s life5 
and emphasised the dynamic nature 
of attachment security.6 

A review of the clinical applications of 
attachment theory describes the major 
biobehavioural shifts that normally occur 
during the first two years.7 In the first two 
months the baby has limited ability to 
discriminate between caregivers though 
recognises the mothers’ smell and sound. 
A shift between two and three months 
occurs with the emergence of increased 
social interaction including more eye 
contact, social smiling and responsive 
cooing. Gradually, during the period 2-7 
months the baby becomes more able 
to discriminate between caregivers and, 
while intensely motivated to engage 
with them, generally doesn’t have strong 
preferences between known carers and 
unknown others. A further shift occurs 
around 7-9 months with the emergence 
of selective attachment, shown by the  
onset of wariness of strangers and 
distress when anticipating separation.  
Between nine and 18 months a hierarchy 
of attachment figures becomes evident 

with the baby varying between 
exploring and seeking comfort and 
security. A further shift occurs at 18-20 
months with the emergence of pretend 
play and language as symbolic 
representation. From then until the 
age of three, children increasingly have 
preferences and their own goals that can 
conflict with those of others requiring 
compromise and negotiation.

The reciprocal process of turn taking is a 
necessary condition of communication 
development and, in particular, language. 
Stern describes parent-child  
communication as a synchronous ‘dance’ 
comprising periods of attunement (e.g. 
eye contact, smiles) followed by periods 
of disruption (e.g. turning away, 
withdrawal).8 The ‘coming back together’, 
following periods which are not focussed 
or attuned, is significant for the 
development of secure attachment 
relationships. Murray and Cooper’s 
research review suggests that when a 
mother’s capacity to attune is reduced 
and periods of disruption increase, for 
example, as can occur during postnatal 
depression, this is linked with a range of 
adverse social and emotional outcomes.9 
More recently, Barrett and Fleming have 
progressed this idea, examining neural 
and psychobiological perspectives on 
mothering and some of the important 
factors which influence the way mothers 
mother.10 Risk factors associated with less 
than optimal mothering include 
depression and experience of 
psychosocial adversity in childhood.

Contingency and communication
Young children naturally reach out for 
interaction through babbling, facial 
expressions, and gestures. Adults 
respond with the same kind of 
vocalising and gesturing back, frequently 
repeating and extending the baby’s 
communication through commenting 
on the babies’ actions and vocalisations. 
This back-and-forth process, or ‘serve and 
return’ interaction, between children and 
significant adults in their lives serves to 
shape the architecture of the 
developing brain of a baby. It is 
known as contingency.

Contingency is the extent to which the 
intended recipient is fully sensitive and 
responsive towards receiving a form of 
communication from another person. 
In baby-parent communication this 
means the extent to which they are 
engaged in reciprocal activity. Research 
indicates the importance of contingency 
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 NCT’s research overview series 
provides an evidence base to guide 
the practice of NCT and other 
transition to parenthood workers on 
topics of relevance during 
pregnancy, birth, parenthood and 
the care of babies and toddlers aged 
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how to apply the evidence in their 
practice but they can feel confident 
that the research overview provides 
an up-to-date, balanced and reliable 
summary and interpretation of the 
relevant research literature.
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both psychologically and cognitively, 
in order for babies to form secure 
attachments, and linguistically in 
terms of the child developing gestures, 
vocalisations, speech and syntax. 

Evidence from detailed observational 
studies
Observational and experimental research 
with mothers and babies has shown the 
importance of mutual engagement and 
responsiveness. For example, in an 
American study of 62 mother-child dyads 
in which the families were white, the 
mother had completed high school and 
children were developing normally, 
Donovan et al observed and analysed 
their behaviour and interaction at 
intervals, from six to 24 months.11  A 
number of tests and observations were 
carried out: the mother’s ‘sensory 
sensitivity’ (responsiveness to signals of 
emotion) was assessed, the mother’s and 
the child’s behaviour and their emotional 
responses to each other were observed 
during free-play sessions and, at 12 
months, the child’s attachment status 
was assessed using the standardised 
Strange Situation procedure.5 This 
procedure involves observing the child’s 
behaviour in a controlled setting while a 
sequence of planned and timed events 
occur involving the mother leaving her 
baby in a room with an unknown person, 
then returning after the separation. The 
findings showed that early maternal 
behaviour was predictive of later maternal 
behaviour. Sensory sensitivity to positive 
baby expressions at six months predicted 
the mother’s behaviour at 24 months, 
and sensory sensitivity to both positive 
and negative expressions were associated 
with the later emotional responses of the 
mother to her baby. The nature of the 
baby’s attachment predicted his or her 
temperament and behaviour as a toddler, 
and interaction with the mother at 24 
months. This study both informs our 
understanding of early maternal 
responsiveness and demonstrates 
the importance of the quality of the 
mother-baby relationship in shaping 
later toddler behaviour.

Other studies have shown how high  
levels of contingent response by adults  
to a child (consistent positive responses  
to the child’s action), helps babies gain  
an understanding of the rules of  
conversation and a sense of self during 
the first year of life. Games such as  
‘peek-a-boo’ promote the learning of ‘my 
turn, your turn’.12 By the age of 12 months 

babies are typically able to engage with 
adults in terms of showing them objects. 
Investment in engagement has been 
found to have positive outcomes for  
children’s language. Joint-attention 
between child and parent at 14 and 15 
months was found in Carpenter et al’s 
study of 24 mother-child dyads, from 
middle class American families, to result 
in quicker language acquisition.13 Also, 
time spent in mother-child joint attention 
when the child was under 18 months 
was found to predict subsequent 
vocabulary growth.

Parents who frequently produce  
contingent replies to their baby’s early  
verbalisations have children whose 
language structure develops more  
quickly.14 Thus it is evident that by  
responding to their baby’s lead, and  
doing so in a positive and generally  
consistent way, parents promote their 
child’s language skills.

The development of communication 
and language
A child’s language development is 
very much an active and interactive 
process, rather than a passive one. 
This has been demonstrated by the 
theories and research evidence 
discussed already relating to attachment 
and attunement, communication and 
contingency. Gopnick and colleagues 
suggest that the brain can be thought of 
as a ‘social brain’, one which is developed 
through social interaction, particularly the 
relationship between parent and child.15 
In How babies think, they present a 
synopsis of findings indicating that from 
birth babies can discriminate human 
faces and voices from other sensory 
stimuli and prefer them to other stimuli. 
Within a few days of birth babies are 
discriminating familiar people, such 
as their mother, from others. These kinds 
of abilities, and having opportunities to 
develop them, are considered an 
important part of babies’ neurological 
development, referred to sometimes as 
‘building babies’ brains’.11,16 

Gerhardt makes a strong case for the 
influence of social and emotional 
interaction. She contends that ‘Being 
lovingly held is the greatest spur to 
development, more so even than 
breast-feeding’.16 As the baby develops, 
parents adapt their rhythm, tempos and 
intensity to the baby’s level, with the 
parent’s activity becoming an extension 
of the baby’s activity. In essence, the 

parent’s activity gives meaning and 
significance to the baby’s activity through 
a reciprocal process of comment, 
evaluation and reflection back. Thus, the 
child develops its sense of self.

Children begin to acquire language as 
they construct representations of the 
sounds they hear. These representations  
gradually acquire the characteristics of 
their native language.17 By three months 
cooing usually starts and a baby who 
vocalises, and then gets a response, 
will increase the vocalisation showing 
attunement and response to the parents’ 
voice.18 A few months later, babbling 
(repeating the same sound over and over) 
begins to emerge in babies’ behaviour, 
particularly when they are alone. 
Children generally use gesture to 
communicate before they use words, 
typically starting to produce their first 
gestures, such as, reaching, clapping and 
waving ‘bye bye’ between nine and 12 
months of age. The gestures they 
produce are predictive of the early stages 
of spoken language development. The 
more the child gestures, the earlier they 
are likely to use language.19,20 By 12 
months babies are typically able to babble 
strings of sounds and first words, such as 
‘ma-ma, ‘da-da’, emerge. Actions, such 
as gazing and pointing, are starting to 
become matched and referenced to 
the actions of those around them and 
children typically move on to point to 
objects, to engage with adults, following 
their lead and initiating shared attention.

As children start to link two words 
together, gesture continues to precede 
and to predict positive language 
outcomes. Interestingly, early gesture 
has been found to selectively predict 
later language learning. Rowe and 
Goldin-Meadow’s longitudinal 
observational study of 52 children 
interacting with their caregivers at home 
found that the number of different 
meanings conveyed in gesture at 18 
months (such, as point at dog, flapping 
arms to represent flying, shaking the head 
for ‘no’) was a strong, positive predictor of 
scores on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 
Test at 42 months.20 In addition, the 
number of gesture plus speech 
combinations, particularly those 
conveying sentence-like ideas, 
produced at 18 months predicted 
sentence complexity at 42 months. 

As language develops young children 
map words on to existing concepts or 
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cognitive structures. This enables them to 
organise language and knowledge about 
familiar objects and events. Through 
lexically rich and naturally occurring 
conversations, children’s language skills  
develop.21,22 Increasingly, the body of 
evidence shows that language is most 
effectively  learned when parents tune 
into their babies in a responsive and 
sensitive manner. In all languages, 
parents utilise a style of speech with 
babies known as infant-directed speech, 
or motherese (‘baby talk’) characterised 
by a higher-pitched intonation, shortened 
or simplified vocabulary, shortened 
sentences and exaggerated vocalisations 
or expressions. As babies’ communicative 
abilities develop, the complexity and 
amount of their mothers’ speech 
increases, so extending the 
child’s communication.23 

During the early months of language 
development, before 19 months of age, 
more rapid language development has 
been observed in children where the 
mother follows, rather than attempts 
to redirect the focus of the child’s 
attention.24-26 Building on studies 
carried out in the 1980s and 1990s, more 
recent longitudinal studies have provided 
further evidence of this.27,28 Markus, 
for example, followed 21 babies and 
their parents and found that language 
at 18 months, and improved scores in 
standardised language assessments at 
21 and 24 months, was related to 
observed earlier differences in the 
frequency, responsiveness and 
duration of infant-caregiver joint 
attention episodes.28 

The emerging picture
It is becoming increasingly clear that the 
more babies experience shared talk and 
activity, the more effective they become 
as communicators. This has been 
understood by practitioners who work 
with parents and young children for 
some time and now research is able to 
demonstrate this, allowing the processes 
to be understood and the impact of 
different kinds of interaction to be 
quantified. A larger scale American study 
of 275 families of children aged 2-48 
months recorded continuous periods 
of language which were then coded for 
analysis.29 The analyses presented 
make a strong case for the importance 
of adult-child conversations in early child 
language development. The number of 
conversational turns that children had 
with adult caregivers was robustly and 

positively associated with scores on the 
Preschool Language Scale indicating 
healthy language development. 

Parents with children of all ages can 
enhance their children’s language by 
talking about interesting events daily 
and encouraging children to do the same. 
An elaborative style (including varying 
intonation, information about causes and 
effects, peoples’ motivations, descriptions 
of objects and actions) is important for 
language development and for enhancing 
children’s understanding of emotion and 
mind. Both the amount and type of talk 
are important. In particular, reminiscing 
about events is a particularly effective 
way of helping young children 
understand, and use, words. This involves 
a context that is personally meaningful, 
elaboration by the parent, the 
use of questions and explanations. 
Four particular aspects of an effective 
reminiscing style include:

• Wh-questions (who, what, where, etc.)
• Associations (linking the event to the 

child’s prior knowledge)
• Follow-ins (encouraging aspects of 

the conversation that the child is 
interested in) 

• Evaluations (praise).

Aboutalebi et al carried out a study in 
Iran to evaluate the effect of a formal 
intervention to encourage conscious 
use of this approach. The intervention, 
designed for mothers of pre-school 
children, involved 40 mothers and their 
children aged 44-64 months. The 
procedure involved four stages: children’s 
language pretests using the Wechsler 
Preschool and Primary Scale of 
Intelligence-Revised, maternal training 
using a video describing the elaborative 
conversational style and event memory 
pretests for children, mother-child 
play involving a camping activity and 
subsequent event memory assessments 
following delay intervals of one day and 
three weeks.30 Compared with a control 
group of untrained mothers, the trained 
mothers used more Wh-questions and 
positive evaluations but there were no 
differences in follow-ins.

Exploring broader parental and social 
influences 
Much of the evidence considered so 
far has come from small studies, 
sometimes observational and in other 
cases conducted in research laboratories, 
mainly with mother-baby dyads, as 

researchers have sought to gain an 
understanding of the influences on 
children’s communication and language 
development. In this section, we move 
on from the theory and small empirical 
studies to large population-based 
research. In particular, the focus is on 
the impact of social class, early years 
inequalities in the UK, and of the 
home learning and communication 
environment. A review of evidence 
focusing on school-aged children found 
that the extent and form of parental 
involvement is ‘strongly influenced by 
family social class, maternal level of 
education, material deprivation, maternal 
psycho-social health and single parent 
status and, to a lesser degree, by family 
ethnicity’.31 However, parental 
involvement in the form of ‘at-home 
good parenting’ had a ‘significant positive 
effect on children’s achievement and 
adjustment’ after all other factors 
shaping attainment had been taken 
into account.31 

Impact of social class on language 
development and access to books
Classic research on social class 
differences in language acquisition 
was conducted by Hart and Risley in 
America.32-34 Collecting longitudinal 
data (2.5 years of sequential monthly 
hour-long observations) on 42
families they concluded that by the age 
of three, children from privileged families 
had heard 30 million more words than 
children ‘on welfare’. By comparing the 
vocabulary scores with their observations 
of each child’s home life, they concluded 
that the size of each child’s vocabulary  
correlated most closely to a single factor: 
the number of words the parents spoke 
to the child (see Table 1). Follow-up data 
indicated that measures at age three 
predicted third grade school achievement 
and, thus, that the early advantage that 
professional parents were giving their 
child influenced achievement at school.

Research

A useful guide for parents including 
developmental milestones for 
communication and language is 
available at www.wordsforlife.org.uk.

The Talk To Your Baby campaign 
of the National Literacy Trust 
offers information and support 
for practitioners. 
(www.talktoyourbaby.org.uk) .
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Children from lower socio-economic 
groups are known to have less exposure 
to books as well as to the kinds of parental 
language and spontaneous conversations 
associated with language development. 
There has been extensive research  
that supports the importance of the  
relationship between children’s exposure 
to books, experience of book reading at 
home and their pre-school language  
abilities. The number of picture 
books in the home has been positively 
linked to children’s receptive and 
expressive language.35 Also, familiarity 
with story books has been associated 
with young children’s vocabulary and 
reading skills.36 

A particular influence on young children’s 
acquisition of language is the effect of 
shared book reading with adults. A 
research synthesis by Trivette et al 
examined 21 studies including 1,275 
toddlers and young children 12 to 42 
months.37 Findings show that early 
expressive language development was 
facilitated by joint reading strategies 
that engaged, supported and promoted 
children’s active participation in the book 
reading opportunities. The longer a child 
stayed engaged in the book reading 
episode, and the more an adult 
encouraged the child’s active 
participation by expanding on what a 
child says, or by asking open-ended 
questions, the greater the effect the 
reading experience had on the child’s 
language development.37 

Early years inequalities in the UK
The evidence is stacking up that the early 
years are important in determining future 
life outcomes and stark inequalities are 
evident early in life. There have been 
four national birth cohort studies in 
Britain tracking all children born in a 

particular time period. The size and 
quality of these studies, and the 
multidisciplinary nature of the research 
team has enabled rigorous analysis of 
variation in language development, and 
the long-term impact of early learning, 
social class and the home environment. 
The most recent is the Millennium Cohort 
Study which collected information from 
14,000 children born in 2000–02 
across the UK. Sweeps of children were 
conducted at nine months, three, five and 
seven years of age with a further sweep 
planned for 2012. At nine months girls 
were more advanced in their 
communicative gestures than boys. 
For example, 45.3% of girls waved 
goodbye on their own when someone 
left, in comparison with 29.9% of boys. 
Interestingly, the research report notes 
‘that the development of communicative 
gestures seems to be more advanced 
among children from wards with high 
minority ethnic populations than among 
other children. Furthermore children 
living in wards designated, as  
‘disadvantaged’ also appear to be more 
advanced in their communicative
 gestures than children living in 
advantaged wards’.38 

At age three the children’s expressive 
language skills were assessed in their 
own home using the Naming Vocabulary 
Subtest of the British Ability Scales and 
mothers were asked about any concerns 
they had about their child’s development. 
Overall, 13.4% of mothers reported 
concerns about their children’s speech 
and language development; there was 
more concern among mothers of boys 
(17.1%) than girls’ (9.6%). The high rates 
of gesture seen at nine months in some 
of the more disadvantaged groups did 
not correlate with a similar degree of 
language advantage at age three, as 

there were marked differences in 
language development between children 
from advantaged and disadvantaged 
backgrounds. In addition, better cognitive 
scores were achieved by children from 
families with two working parents who 
were highly educated and had higher 
incomes. The vocabulary assessment 
revealed that girls had marginally better 
expressive language skills than boys (by 
about three months).39 

Further assessment at age five found that 
parents with lower qualification levels 
engaged in educational activities, such as 
reading to their children, less frequently 
than parents with higher qualification 
levels. On the naming vocabulary test 
there was over a year’s delay behind the 
average for the most disadvantaged 
groups.40 These findings raise questions 
about the causality and the association 
between social variables, such as parental 
education and income level. The following 
section focuses particularly on the effects 
of disadvantage and aspects of the home 
learning environment, assessing the 
impact of different factors. 

Home learning environment

The Effective Preschool and Primary 
Education Project (EPPE 3-11) is a large, 
high-quality, study that has investigated 
links between social variables and parents 
engagement with their children. Involving 
over 3,000 children recruited at age three 
from 100+ pre-school centres in 1997/8 
and followed to the age of 11 years, the 
study assessed the development and 
attainment of children, controlling for a 
range of child and family influences 
(e.g. birth weight, income, language, 
family SES, parents’ qualification levels 
and ‘home learning environment’).43 
The report focused in particular on 
children from ethnic minorities, from 
impoverished backgrounds, 
disadvantaged boys and children with 
English as an additional language (EAL), 
making recommendations for ways in 
which services or institutions could be 
changed to improve opportunities for 
these groups of children.41 
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Measures & scores

Average utterances 
per hour

Recorded 
vocabulary size

Average different 
words per hour

Professional
(n=13)

Working class
(n=23)

Welfare
(n=6)

     Parent  
 

487

2,176

382

   Child 

310

1,116

297

Parent utterances and different words were averaged over 13 - 36 months of child age. Child utterances and 
different words were averaged for the four observations when the children were 33 - 36 months old.

Table 1: Families’ language across income groups when the children were 34-36 months.

     Parent  
 

301

1,498

251

   Child 

223

749

216

     Parent  
 

176

974

167

   Child 

168

525

149

‘The more a parent talks with, 
listens, and responds to a 
child the greater the child’s 
language development.’
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Parents, usually the child’s mother, 
were interviewed about aspects of the 
‘home learning environment’ (HLE) when 
children were aged three. The particular 
activities indicating a strong home 
learning environment that linked to 
children’s school readiness and 
attainments as listed below.

• The frequency with which the child 
plays with letters/numbers at home 
was linked with attainment in all 
measures. 

• Parents’ drawing children’s attention 
to sounds and letters was linked to 
literacy skills, early number skills and 
non-verbal attainment. 

• The frequency with which parents 
reported reading to their child was 
associated with higher scores in all 
outcomes.

• The frequency of library visits showed 
a positive association with language, 
literacy and early number attainment 
at school entry. 

• The frequency with which parents 
said they taught their child songs or 
nursery rhymes showed a significant 
positive impact on language scores 
at school entry controlling for other 
factors.  

Social class and levels of education of 
parents were related to child attainment 
in literacy and numeracy (see Table 2), 
however, the early years HLE was more 
important than family socio-economic 
status, parental occupation and income 
effects. This demonstrates that what 
parents do has a major impact and can 
be more important than who they are.  
A high HLE score was also associated  
with increased co-operation/conformity, 
peer sociability and confidence, lower 
antisocial and worried/upset  

behaviour and higher cognitive  
development scores. There were strong 
effects of the pre-school HLE at age five, 
seven and ten years, though the inde-
pendent influence of the HLE declined 
somewhat as the children got older.41 

Interestingly, the HLE was only 
moderately associated with SES and 
parents’ educational levels (correlations 
= 0.28 – 0.32). This indicates that low 
SES homes sometimes scored highly 
and, conversely, high SES homes at times 
scored poorly on the HLE measure.41,42

Another longitudinal cohort study, the 
Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and 
Children (ALSPAC) which has followed 
over 10,000 children born April 1991 - 
December 1992 to mothers living in and 
around Bristol has investigated mothers’ 
reported language development and 
children’s educational outcomes.43 Data 
was collected from mothers at 32 weeks 
gestation, 21 months, at six months and 
24 months, and from children’s 
schools at school entry to create the 
outcome measure. 

Data was collected on characteristics 
of the home environment in which 
children learned to communicate 
(including activities undertaken with 
children, the mother’s attitude towards 
her baby, and the wider support available 
to the family) and analysed by assessment 
of the child’s ‘readiness for school’ at 
the time of entry. The concept of the 
‘communication environment’ was 
developed within the context of home 
learning, defined as:

1. What parents do to promote the  
communication skills of their child, 
e.g. aspects of the mother’s activity 

and interaction with the child.
2. What parents feel in terms of the 

support they receive, specifically, 
the mother’s feelings, attitudes and 
sense of wellbeing.

3. What parents have in terms of the 
materials goods resources which  
are available to facilitate the  
child’s communication. 

The findings indicate that while there 
is a strong association between a child’s 
social background and their readiness  
for school, the child’s language and  
communication environment also  
have a strong influence. The child’s  
communication environment is a more 
dominant predictor of early language  
than social background. In turn, language 
development at the age of two years 
predicts children’s performance on entry 
to school. So, what the mother did (in 
terms of activities and interaction with 
her child), had (in terms of resources) and 
felt (in terms of feeling supported and 
sense of wellbeing) in the first two years 
of her child’s life was shown to be 
important when children started school.43 

Conclusions
Evidence is now both established and 
growing every year to show that mothers 
who are attuned to their baby promote 
their attachment and communication 
skills. The home learning environment, 
and in particular the communication  
environment, for babies and toddlers  
during the first 24 months influences  
their language acquisition and their 
performance at school entry. This in turn 
is associated with their later educational 
attainment. The communication 
environment is influenced by the 
socioeconomic context of the family, 
with children in more disadvantaged 
families having fewer opportunities for 
language development. 

Research shows that what parents do 
with their children before they are three 
years old plays an important part in their 
development, having more of an effect, 
even than social background, on a child’s 
readiness for school.41

It is important that practitioners and 
parents are aware of the impact of 
parent-child communication and, in 
particular, the influence of the home 
learning and communication 
environment in the early years.
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High versus Low 
group

SES

Mother’s education

Father’s education

Earned income

HLE

5-year olds 7-year olds 10-year olds

  Literacy 
 

0.29

0.35

NS

0.31

0.73

 Numeracy 

0.43

0.23

NS

0.28

0.65

  Reading 

0.37

0.33

0.19

0.15

0.60

 Maths 

0.39

0.33

0.16

0.15

0.50

    Reading 
 

0.26

0.46

0.25

0.24

0.49

 Maths 

0.32

0.27

0.23

0.23

0.45

NS = non significant Source: Department for Education.  EPPE findings http://eppe.ioe.ac.uk/eppe/eppefindings.htm41 

Table 2: Effect sizes for socio-economic status (SES), mother’s and father’s education, 
                   and home learning environment (HLE) on 5, 7 and 10 year outcomes.
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Key points
 
1. Language development is influenced by the child’s communication environment. Parents give their babies and young 

child an advantage when they talk with them, read with them, listen and respond to their babbles, gestures and words. 
More conversations increase the advantage for children in terms of their language development. 

2. Children’s language development at the age of two (their understanding and use of vocabulary and two or three word 
sentences) is very strongly associated with their performance on entering primary school. 

3. There is a strong association between a child’s social background and their readiness for school as measured by their 
scores on school entry assessments. However, the communication environment is a more dominant predictor of  
early language than social background. Therefore, aiming to improve the home learning and in particular the  
communication environment for young children in less advantaged social groups through support for parents is  
considered an important strategy for addressing social inequalities in educational attainment.
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