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Deprivation in childhood has a very significant impact on the life course including lower earnings and poorer qualifications in adulthood.
 Poverty is strongly associated with poorer performance, on average, at every Key Stage. 
 

The impact of deprivation on cognitive and educational measures is apparent from a very early age.  Analysis of the 1970 British Cohort and Millennium Cohort studies show divergences in development associated with socio-economic status from as early as 22 months. At age three, children from lower income households have lower vocabulary scores and at age five, children have lower standardised scores on cognitive ability tests. 
 
 
 Up to 10% of children have a long-term, persistent communication disability, and approximately 50% in socially disadvantaged areas have significant language delay on entry to school.

Poor literacy is fundamental in the perpetuation of low attainment throughout childhood and adulthood.  Recent social policy has focused both on raising the incomes of the poorest families and on provisions to narrow the gap between disadvantaged children and other children. This has included free nursery education and programmes to influence literacy activities in the home. The Coalition government has in broad terms adopted these commitments and has extended the entitlement to free nursery education for disadvantaged two year olds.
The Early Years Foundation Stage
The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) is a statutory framework, providing standards for the development care and learning of children from birth to five. The framework established statutory early learning goals in each of six areas of learning and development, one of which is Communication, Language and Literacy.
The commitment to universal free nursery education in the UK has been substantially shaped by the evidence of the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education Project (1996 - 2003) which is Europe’s largest longitudinal study of young children’s cognitive and social/behavioural development between the ages of 3 and 7 years. 
The study highlighted the importance of high quality early education together with other child, family and centre characteristics which lead to positive outcomes for children. 
However, the promise of those benefits has not been universally fulfilled. National findings of the Foundation Stage profiles confirm a continuing a gap in attainment at this early stage between pupils according to their economic circumstances. In 2007, only 35% of children from deprived areas were working securely in each area of learning, compared with 51% in other areas.  In 2010, the achievement gap between the lowest 20% of children and the mean was 32.7 %. The assessment scale with the lowest percentage of children working securely within the Early Learning Goals was Communication, Language and Literacy.

In 2010, the Coalition government commissioned an independent review of the EYFS. The Tickell Review recommendations include a simplification of early learning goals, a greater emphasis on parental partnership and the separation of Literacy from Communication and Language.
Supporting the Home Learning Environment
Parental involvement in education is a significant influence on children’s educational outcomes and the effect of this is greatest in the early years and primary stages. 
 

Evidence on the benefits of family learning programmes is well established. Examples relating to the early years include the Early Start initiative, the Early Excellence Centre Pilot Programme, the Peers Early Education Partnership (PEEP) and Parents, Early Years and Learning (PEAL). 
 
 
 
  Recurring outcomes include increased parental confidence, parents doing more with their children at home, interest in further study and for children, evidence of cognitive and linguistic development.Every Child a Talker (ECAT) is an initiative to raise children's achievement in early language. The materials, which are designed for Early Years practitioners, can also be used in the home and there is some evidence of beneficial impacts.
What works and what next?
There are good reasons for believing that good quality nursery education together with support for parenting can address early learning difficulties, but evidence that these can make a decisive and sufficient impact is so far lacking. Areas for debate and action include the following:

Low income has an independent effect on children’s educational outcomes after controlling for measures of family background and child ability. Poverty also has a negative impact on children’s diet, health and well-being. It is unlikely that the lower achievement associated with childhood deprivation can be successfully tackled without a reduction in poverty and structural inequality 

Take-up of nursery education and family learning opportunities is lower among poorer families. Parents may not know how best to go about supporting their children, or may face barriers to becoming more involved, or do not see the value of becoming involved in their children's education. Information about these opportunities needs to be more widely available 
The home environment provides the greatest influence in early childhood and the level of education achieved by parents is strongly associated with their children’s outcomes. Parents with basic skills problems find it hard to support their children’s emergent literacy. Becoming a parent should be considered sufficiently important to have its own unique claim to education - whether that is to gain the skills necessary to gain employment, or to acquire other basic capabilities or to have access, as a right, to learning which relates to the care and development of children. 
The challenge of narrowing the gap in attainment in the Early Years cannot be seen as a purely “children’s issue” A revitalised policy on literacy and learning must embrace the entire life course, recognising that interventions made to support, on the one hand, the very youngest learners and on the other, the needs of adults, are in reality reciprocal and interlinked.
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