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1. SUMMARY 
 

This is a scoping review commissioned by the Sutton Trust to identify studies of 
interventions aimed at supporting and improving parental involvement in their children’s 
education which have evidence that they improve educational outcomes.  The focus of this 

review was on intervention studies for children under seven years of age (i.e. at Key Stage 1) 
in the UK, but international studies were also considered where the intervention has been 

adopted in the UK.   
 

The review found very little robust evidence of parental involvement interventions, 

particularly those conducted in the UK, that have impact on children’s learning outcomes. 
Evidently there is a huge range of early learning initiatives in the UK to engage parents and 

families from disadvantaged backgrounds to assist them in supporting their children’s 
learning outcomes, in particular literacy. However, such reports and even evaluation reports 

on such initiatives are pseudo-evaluation. They are predominantly descriptive expositions of 
the initiatives, sometimes citing research studies as evidence of their impact. And such 

research is often simply a collection of parents and participants’ perceptions of the 
effectiveness of the schemes. And even if properly evaluated, evaluations are frequently 
about the impact on level of parental engagement and improvements in parental or pupil 

behaviour and attitude. It is rare to find UK evaluations of the school outcomes or cognitive 
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outcomes of children using standardised or objective assessments.  And even if they did, it is 

often badly done. We agree with Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) that there is far more 
research describing what goes on than on how to change it.  

 
The Sutton Trust is looking to identify projects that have shown promise, leading to a call 

for projects. The review will also provide an opportunity for the Trust to suggest 
interventions that have not been identified.   

 

1.1 Promising interventions 

 No promising interventions were found for children under 3 and those aged 5 to 8 
 

 Interventions for children aged 3 to 5 which have been shown to work were those 

that involved a combination of school strategies where teachers work with parents to 

enhance the home and school environment. An example of this is the Chicago Child-

Parent Center. Another example is ParentCorps, an after-school group sessions 

where the families attend training sessions conducted by pre-K and kindergarten 

teachers.  

 

1.2 Approaches with inconclusive evidence 

 Parent-child reading for over 5 

 Home-instruction/home visiting for children under 3 and over 5 

 Parent training/parent support for children of all age groups 

 Home-school partnership for children over 5 

 Combined interventions for children under 3 and over 5 

 

For children under 3 years of age 

 The effects of home instruction/home visiting are unclear for the age group. These 

interventions have been evaluated in a few studies, most of which reported some positive 

effects on children’s learning, but usually with mixed results as well. The evidence of impact 

is therefore inconclusive.  One US study showed impact on outcome measures only using 

teacher assessments but not on standardised tests.  One large scale study in Alaska showed 

effects on children’s basic skills, but had a high attrition of 15%. An Irish study did not 

evaluate children’s cognitive development. There is no clear evidence that home visiting and 

home instruction for very young children work. 

 
There is also no clear evidence that parent support or parent training had any impact on the 

learning outcomes of children under 3. There were five UK studies. London Literacy 

Champions was not objectively assessed. Assessments were based on parents’ ratings. Book 

Start was a very small study based on 43 children which did not take into account 
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differences in children’s SES background. Early Learning Partnership Project reported 

improvements in parents’ behaviour and attitude, but not children’s cognitive outcomes. 

There were two evaluations of PEEP (Peers Early Education Partnership). One by Evangelou et 

al. (2005) did not have a valid comparison group and presented mixed results, the other by 

Barlow and Coe (2013) did not evaluate children’s outcomes. The effects of PALS (Play and 

Learning Strategies) for the under 3s cannot be established as the two US studies did not 

compare PALS with a pure control group. Both compared children whose parents were 

trained in PALS with children whose parents were trained using PALS plus an additional 

component.  

 

There is also no clear evidence that combining parental training and home support works 

for the under 3s. Only one study evaluating the combined programmes (Abecedarian and 

Carolina Approach to Response Education) was found that reported long term impact, but 

this evaluation was based on only 139 children (split across 4 groups), meaning that there 

were very few children in each group (only 14 in CARE group, for example).  

 

For children aged 3 to 5: 

There were numerous evaluations of parent support and parent training, all reporting some 

positive effects, but results were generally inconclusive. Evaluations of The Family Learning 

Elementary School and the Early Head Start Research programme did not have a clear control 

group, so any gains in performance cannot be attributed to the intervention as there is no 

way of knowing if the children would have made the same gains without the intervention. 

Evaluations of the Head Start programme showed effects on some measures but not on 

others. The Even Start programme for migrant families did not improve children’s literacy.  

 

The relevant UK studies also presented mixed results. Three of these were part of the Basic 

Skills Agency Family Literacy programme. The other was the Learning Skills Improvement Service 

programme. One reported a positive impact on parental behaviour, but did not evaluate 

children’s reading outcomes.  Two did not make comparisons with non-participating 

children. It is therefore not possible to assess the impact of these. One large scale study 

reported effects on learning outcomes, but did not show evidence of analysis and also did 

not compare outcomes with a control group. 

 

There is also no clear evidence that home instruction and home visiting has beneficial 

effects. There is some evidence that the REAL programme (a multi-component 

intervention) may have beneficial effects, but the evidence is not clear for a number of 

reasons: the study (Nutbrown and Hannon 2011) was evaluated by the developers 
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themselves, reporting only the positive results for some measures of literacy using developer-

designed assessments. Results for other measures of literacy were not reported (presumably 

either no effect or negative effect). Results using standardised assessments at age 7 did not 

show any beneficial effects. Also there was under-reporting of attrition and there was 

inconsistency in the number of cases across tables. Reporting was overall very confusing. 

The number of cases in each arm (n=80) is also not large enough for an RCT.  

Sure Start, a home support programme for children aged 3-5 to help parents in scaffolding 

educational activities at home (Ford & McDougall 2009; Melhuish et al. 2010), presented 

mixed results. While Ford could be evaluated using large scale RCT, with pre- post test 

comparisons.  

 

For children aged 5 to 7/8 

The evidence for parent-child reading is unclear. Although two studies reported positive 

effects of parent-child reading, both were small scale and one involved only participants 

who were selected by teachers. There was no random selection and no random allocation, 

so the groups involved may be different from the outset. The other study was largely for 

Caucasian children and there also appears to be a glitch in the results. There is therefore no 

evidence that training parents to read to children aged 5 or over works. 

The effects of parent training and home-school collaboration are also unclear. Six of the 10 

studies about parental support indicated positive effects, two showed mixed results and two 

had no effects. The two UK studies (combined SPOKES & Incredible Years and the Karmiloff-

Smith’s model of scaffolding) reported positive impact, but the evidence was based on a 

small number of children. One assessed outcomes based on parents’ reports of progress. 

(Beckett et al. 2012). A large number of parents also dropped out of the programme (40%) 

because of commitment issues. The parents that remained therefore represent a biased 

selection of parents. There is no clear evidence that the combined SPOKES and Incredible 

Years and the Karmiloff-Smith’s model of scaffolding work.  

 

Parent training programmes where parents are given help in practising skills with their 

children, and in supporting their children’s numeracy at home do not have clear evidence of 

impact. The two US studies reported positive impact, but both were small scale with fewer 

than 30 children in each arm. There is also no evidence that the Active Parent Involvement 

Training (APIT) programme works because the study reported gains in reading for both 

treatment arms. Comparisons were not made about how much gain each group made, so it 

is difficult to say if control group or intervention group made bigger gains. 
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The Words-To-Go programme of training parents to read aloud with instruction on decoding 

and practice is the only parent training programme that holds greater promise. The evidence 

of impact is weak because of the inappropriate method of analysis and the low level of 

attendance by participating parents. The real effect therefore cannot be established. This 

programme is presumably worth exploring further in a large scale randomised controlled 

trial.  

 
Only one study about home instruction for the over 5s was found. The Home Education 

Literacy Programme (H.E.L.P) showed an effect on intervention children. However, the 

evidence is weak because only 146 children were involved and they were not randomly 

allocated to groups. Children were allocated by classes. We are not sure how children were 

placed in classes; it could be by ability. There is also a possibility of teacher effect.  

 

Evidence of home-school partnership programmes for children aged 5-8 is also inconclusive. 

One evaluation of FAST (Families and Schools Together), a multi-strategy intervention to 

encourage home-school partnership, showed positive effects on school outcomes, but the 

evidence is weak because the study did not compare gains made by children in both groups. 

It is therefore, difficult to say if the treated children would have made the same progress if 

they had not been on the programme. Another evaluation showed effects on some measures 

of learning outcomes but only based on teacher assessments. 

 
Project EASE (Early Access to Success in Education), another home-school partnership 

programme also produced inconclusive results. One study showed effects on literacy, the 

other showed no effects on all measures of literacy. 

 

The combined effects of the Incredible Years (parent training programme) and the Pause, 

Prompt and Praise (literacy programme) showed effects on only some measures of literacy 

(reading and writing). This is a UK study which has potential, but because of the small 

scale, with only 50 in each arm, the evidence is currently weak. This study could be scaled 

up and robustly evaluated. 

 

 

1.3 UK studies with inconclusive evidence and ready for further exploration  

 

A number of UK interventions that have reported positive effects were evaluated by 

programme developers themselves. There is thus a conflict of interest, and in some cases, 

although a number of literacy outcomes were measured only those that showed positive 
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effects were reported. These are studies which reported positive effects but with weak 

evidence because of flaws in their design. Most involved small samples (i.e. under 100 in 

each intervention arm), no random selection or random assignment. Some did not have 

comparison groups so it is not possible to tell whether programme children would have 

made similar progress without the intervention. Some did not compare gains made by 

different groups. Where groups are different at the outset and not randomly allocated, post-

intervention scores can be misleading. To ascertain the effects of these interventions would 

therefore require a consideration of these design flaws. The following are some of the UK 

studies that could be trialled on a large-scale using standardised assessments (i.e. not 

bespoke instruments designed by the developers), and evaluated independently. 

 

 PEEP (Peers Early Education Partnership) for children under 3 could be piloted 
using proper random selection and assignment of families (Evangelou et al. 2005). 

Evangelou et al. (2005) evaluated the study, but employed imperfect matched 
comparison groups which were clearly different to begin with. Also the study only 
reported the positive results for some measures and for some years only.  The 

inconsistent reporting across sections made it extremely difficult to get a sense of the 
real impact.  

 

 REAL (Raising Early Achievement in Literacy for children aged 3 to 5 could be 

trialled using standardised assessments of literacy such as the BPVS, and 
independently evaluated. Nutbrown and Hannon (2011) evaluated the programme, 
but they were also the developers and some of the measures were assessed using 

developer’s designed instrument.  
 

 Bookstart, a national book scheme for babies, was found to have positive impacts on 
children’s performance for English, maths and science both at SATs (taken at the 

end of Year 1 and on teacher assessments. The scheme, not surprisingly, was most 
effective on improving children’s reading. Wade and Moore’s (2000) evaluation was 

small scale (n=43) using matched comparison groups, but children were not 
matched on SES, which could explain differences in outcomes. An efficacy trial 
could be conducted to test the effects of programme, using random selection and 

random assignments of participants and a pre- post-test comparisons of outcome 
measures.  

 

 SPOKES (Supporting Parents on Kids Education in Schools), a combined 

intervention of Incredible Years (a behaviour intervention) and Pause, Prompt and 
Praise (a literacy intervention) showed effects on only some measures of literacy 
(reading and writing). This is a UK study which has potential, but because of the 

small scale, with only 50 in each arm, the evidence is currently weak. This study 
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could be scaled up and robustly evaluated. Another study of SPOKES by Beckett et 

al. (2012) relied largely on parents’ reports of children’s performance. There is also a 
high dropout (40%) in this study, thus rendering the findings insecure. A large-scale 

RCT with careful planning to minimise parents dropping out and using standardised 
assessments of learning outcomes could be trialled. 

 

 The Early Learning Partnership Project for children under 3, a parent support 
programme involving several voluntary agencies across UK, also does not have 

evidence of impact on children’s learning.  The approaches include Bookstart, 
Campaign for Learning, Listening to Children, I CAN, Newpin’s Family Play 

Programme, One Plus One’s Brief Encounters, PAFT, PEAL, PEEP, PICL and 
SHARE.  Evangelou et al. (2008) reported improvements in parental attitude and 

behaviour, but not children’s cognitive outcomes. This project is complicated as it is 
multi-intervention, and in some sites more than one intervention was implemented.  

Other evaluations of similar programmes (e.g. C4EO’s evaluation of PICL and 
Willmott et als.’ of PEAL) were simply process evaluations of the programme 
processes and administration rather than children’s learning outcomes. 
 

 The Karmiloff-Smith’s model of scaffolding is one of the rare interventions for the 

learning of science.  Philips and Tolmie (2007) evaluated this strategy where parents 
were taught how to assist their children by explicitly explaining the principles and 
concepts of balance of scale. This study had only 82 children. This is an interesting 

intervention which could be piloted for the learning of primary concepts and robustly 
evaluated using some standardised assessments. 

 
 

1.4 Unpromising approaches 

 

For children under three 

Paired reading or parent-child reading apparently has no beneficial effects on the language 

and literacy development of children under 3. In fact, the biggest randomised controlled 

study showed that enforced parent-child reading is more harmful than good. A UK study 

had also found no impact. 

 

There is little evidence that Parents As Teachers contribute positively to the learning outcomes 

of children under 3. 

 

For children aged 3-4/5 
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There is also no evidence that parents reading to their children in a shared or dialogic way 

works for children aged 3-5. The original study actually showed that dialogic reading had a 

negative effect on children’s receptive vocabulary. 

 
The Manchester Transition Project, a home-school partnership programme in UK which trains 

school staff to work with parents of children in the foundation stage (aged 3-4/5), has not 
shown any evidence of impact on learning outcomes.  

 

There is also no evidence that using Parents As Teachers for the 3 to 5- year old has any 
beneficial impact on school outcomes. 

 
For children aged 3-4/5 home visiting and home instruction interventions such as HIPPY 

have not shown impact on children’s learning outcomes. One study even suggested that 

HIPPY had a negative effect on children’s reading ability (Garcia 2012). The LEAP 

(Literacy Early Action Project) programme in UK was evaluated twice by the same 

researcher. Both studies were very small scale (one had only 4 children, the other involved 

only one child). The second study did not even evaluate the child’s literacy outcomes. 

 

For children aged 5-8 

Training parents in reading strategies alone (Reading First Grant programme) has been 

shown to have no impact on all measures for children aged 5-8. Training parents in 

phonemic awareness and read-aloud skills also had no effects on children’s reading. The 

Even Start programme where parents are trained to help their children learn the K-

curriculum also does not work for the over 5s.  

 

 

  



 

Identifying the most promising parental involvement 

interventions with impact on learning outcomes for 

primary school aged children 

9 

 

 

 

2.  INTRODUCTION 
 
This scoping review was commissioned by the Sutton Trust to assist in identifying 

promising parental involvement interventions for children from birth to seven. The concern 
is with pupils in the UK from disadvantaged backgrounds. The review set out to identify, 
evaluate and synthesise: 

 

 the evidence into a set of findings broken down by: most promising types of 

interventions for children in the different phases and geographical regions 

 the key features of successful interventions that helped children identified as being at-

risk reach age-appropriate development 

 areas and approaches where interventions have shown not to work 

 areas and approaches where possible interventions are as yet not evaluated 
 

The key phases are children from birth to the targeted two year old-funded place (under 3 
years old), from pre-school/nursery into school (3-4/5 years old) and from Reception into 
year one  children (aged 5-7/8) 

 

 

3. METHODS USED FOR THE REVIEW 
 

This scoping review included an updated search of five educational, sociological and 
psychological databases (ERIC, psycInfo, ASSIA, British Educational Index and Australian 

Education Index).  The search was limited to those reported or published in the English 
language. The focus of the search was primarily on UK studies and updated to pick up 
studies published from 2012 to 2014. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses were not included 

in the list of databases searched as previous experience suggests that many of the 
dissertations/theses were from the US, and would not be accessible in the time frame. This 

updated search supplemented those studies that were identified in our earlier studies for the 

Joseph Rowntree Foundation (Gorard et al. 2012) and the Nuffield Foundation (See and 

Gorard 2013). In addition, we also searched the internet using Google and Google Scholar 

to capture studies that may have been missed in our electronic searches, and also to look for 
articles from organisational groups that may not be published as academic papers.  

 
The review considered all types of parental involvement programmes that enhance parents’ 

participation in their child’s learning and in their own learning. The main outcomes of 
interest included school readiness (such as being able to count from one to ten, read letters 
of the alphabet, or identify shapes), cognitive development, and performance on 

standardised tests and teacher assessments. 
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Although the aim was to look for UK intervention programmes, studies from outside UK 

were also considered for parental involvement strategies that were also delivered in the UK 
(e.g. HIPPY, FAST and Families, SPOKES, EPRA) or if they were generic or universal PI 

interventions (e.g. shared reading programmes, parental support, home learning or home-
school partnership). This review was not intended to be comprehensive, but to identify the 

most promising interventions relevant to the UK context that have the potential to improve 
the school achievement of very young children from disadvantaged backgrounds. The 
purpose was to provide background evidence of the various parental involvement initiatives 

and forms of parental involvement that will inform Sutton Trusts’ decision in their call for 
projects. 

 
A very broad search was conducted using general key words like parents, guardians, involve 

and year one/1, school readiness, reception, nursery, intervention and programme. The 
syntax used was: 
 

(((parent*) OR (mother*) OR (father*) OR (guardian*)) AND ((engage*) OR (involve*) OR 
(style) OR (expectation*) OR (interest*)) AND ((program*) OR (initiative*) OR (project) 

OR (resource*) OR (evaluati*) OR (interven*) OR (research*)) AND ((UK) OR (United 
Kingdom) OR (Britain) OR (England) OR (Scotland) OR (Wales) OR (Northern Ireland)) 

AND ((year 1) OR (year one) OR (first year) OR (nursery) OR (reception) OR (infant*) OR 
(early years) OR (foundation) OR (school readiness)) AND ((attain*) OR (achiev*) OR 
(school readiness) OR (learning outcome) OR (school outcome) OR (literacy) OR 

(numeracy)))  
 

As there were very few UK studies that involved interventions, some well-known 
programmes/studies were included even though they that did not evaluate children’s school 

outcomes. This yielded 634 research reports: 68 from PsychInfo and 566 from 4 Social 
Science databases (ASSIA, BEI, AEI and ERIC). Of these, 62 (after removing duplicates) 
were judged from reading the abstracts to be relevant to the topic. Studies were excluded if it 

was clear that there was no intervention to improve children’s school outcomes. In some 
cases it was not clear from the abstracts whether attainment in terms of school readiness was 

evaluated or not. Studies were also excluded if they were clearly not for disadvantaged 

children (defined as those eligible for free school meals, English not first language or low 

SES groups), or were for children with special needs or severe social and behavioural 
difficulties. 
 

Given the time frame it was difficult to be comprehensive in including all relevant material. 
It is possible that some studies, for example, commercial evaluations may be missed because 

they were not publicly available.  These are less likely to be positive evaluations or even 
evaluations at all.  As with many interventions there is the issue of ‘Hawthorne effect’. 

Positive effects may also be due to children receiving better attention from parents and 
schools, greater enthusiasm from schools and parents. The research design of each study 
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was also taken into account in assessing the evidence of impact. For example, studies with 

no pre- post-test comparisons and no comparison groups by themselves cannot demonstrate 
impact. Therefore, the positive results from these studies should be read in that light. The 

studies are classified by parental involvement approaches:  
 

 Shared reading/parent reading/dialogic reading 

 Home instruction including home visitations 

 Parent training/parent support 

 Home-school partnership 

 Combination  

 Parents as Teachers 

 Others 

 
There are cross-overs between groups, for example, interventions involving shared or 

dialogic reading also include an element of training and sometimes home-school 

collaboration. The groupings are based on which element is the primary focus of the study. 

Each study is then judged by its evidence of impact based on study design, sample size and 

methods of assessing outcomes. 

 

 

4. RESULTS 

 

Goodall et al. (2011) in their review for the DfE found that many of the most impressive 

programmes were family learning programmes and, of these, the evidence of the impact of 
literacy interventions was particularly robust. There were also notable examples of effective 

interventions to support home-school links and to provide training to parents on how to 
support their children’s learning. They cited The Manchester Transition Project, and the 

SPOKES, FAST and SAAF programmes as examples of these. However, while these 
projects were impressive in enhancing parental involvement to support learning, learning 
outcomes were not evaluated, or where they were did not find positive impact. Effects of 

such programmes were notably on improving parents’ involvement, their attitude and 
understanding of their role. Or in the case of SPOKES and FAST, evaluations were 

invariably about children’s social-emotional and behavioural outcomes, but not school 
outcomes directly. Where school outcomes were measured, studies that reported positive 

effects tended to be those that relied on parents and/or teacher ratings. When standardised 
assessments were used, such effects often disappear. 
 

There were 93 studies altogether including 63 from the updated search, supplemented by 
those from previous reviews for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and the Nuffield 

Foundation as well as those from google scholar and follow-up from references in the 
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identified studies. This section summarises the results by age group, reported impacts and 

types of interventions. Studies reported to have no beneficial impacts include those that 
have no or negative impact, or where effects were not evaluated. A judgement of the level of 

evidence is also used to assess whether the findings are secure or not. For example, although 
there were several studies reporting positive impact, many of these had serious flaws in their 

design making it impossible to judge whether the intervention had real impact. It is 
important to make a distinction between studies where we can trust the evidence of impact 
and those where the evidence is weak or non-existent regardless of whether the reported 

impact is positive or not. This is the purpose of the evidence rating. Studies that reported 
positive impacts and rated medium in evidence would have greater evidence of impact 

compared to those which reported positive impacts but rated weak in evidence. For 
example, there were reports that claimed that children have made significant improvements 

in receptive language at the end of the intervention. Without a true counterfactual it is 
impossible to say if the children would have made similar progress if they had not been on 
the programme. Any developmental progress made could be due to maturation, classroom 

teaching strategies or change in curriculum. There were also studies that compared children 
whose parents volunteered to be on the programme with those whose parents declined. 

These studies would be judged weak in evidence as the two groups of children are likely to 
be different so any improvements could be due to differences in family background and not 

necessarily the result of the intervention. Details of these intervention studies can be found 
in the Appendix. To facilitate reading, I have pulled out these studies and organised them 
first by age group and then by whether thy have promise based on the level of evidence 

presented by the studies uncovered.  
 

The majority of PI intervention studies were for children aged 3-4/5 (n=51). Only 15 for the 
under three and 24 for children aged 5 to 7/8 (Table 1). 

 
 

Table 1: Types of interventions by age group 

Types of interventions Under 3 3 – 4/5 Over 5 – 7/8 

Shared reading/dialogic reading 3 8 2 

Home instruction/home visiting 3 9 1 

Parent training/parent support 9 14 10 

Home-school partnership - 5 10 

Combination 1 8 1 

Parents As Teachers 1 4 - 

Others - 4 - 

Total 17 52 24 
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4.1 Parental involvement interventions for children aged 3-5 

 

 

Table 2a: Parent shared reading interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

6 1 5  

Mixed impact 2  2  

Positive impact 

reported 

0  0  

 

 

Table 2b: Home instruction/home visiting interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

6 1 5  

Mixed impact 3  3  

Positive impact 

reported 
    

 

 

Table 2c: Parent support/training interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

4 1 3  

Mixed impact 2  2  

Positive impact 

reported 
8  8  

 

 

Table 2d: Home-school collaboration interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 

impact 
2 1 1  

Mixed impact 2  2  

Positive impact 
reported 

1   1 
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Table 2e: Combined interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 

impact 
    

Mixed impact 3  3  

Positive impact 
reported 

5   5 

 

 

Table 2f: Parents as teachers interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

3  3  

Mixed impact     

Positive impact 
reported 

1  1  

 

 

Table 2g: Other sundry PI interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

2 1 1  

Mixed impact     

Positive impact 

reported 
2  1 1 

 

 
The most promising PI interventions for children aged 3-5 were those that involved a 

combination of school strategies where teachers work with parents to enhance the home and 
school environment (Brotman et al. 2013; Reynolds et al. 2011). Training parents to read to 

their children at home in shared or dialogic reading has no evidence of impact, and in some 
cases even negative impact (e.g. Lonigan & Whitehurst 1998; Sénéchal et al. 2008). There 
were only eight UK studies for this age group and all, apart from one, were judged to be 

weak in evidence for various reasons, such as having: no evaluation of learning outcomes 
(e.g. Dyson et al. 2007; Bird& Akerman 2005) no evaluation; Marsh & Thompson 2001), no 

comparison groups (e.g. Ford & McDougall 2009; Brooks et al. 1996, no clear analysis of 
impact (Jon et al. 2009) or very small samples (e.g. Feiler 2003,  n=4; Feiler 2005, n=1). 

Where studies did not have comparison groups it was impossible to say if any progress 
made by the children was the result of the intervention or something else such as natural 
progress. This is especially true of very young children where significant progress can be 
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seen within months just simply due to maturation. A large number of studies in this 

category (n=8) reported the positive impact of parental support/training. However, all these 
studies were rated weak in evidence. Five of these did not have a control group, two of them 

used teachers’ perceptions of improvements to judge progress and one did not randomise 
the groups with clear differences in scores between groups at pre-test. The only large-scale 

evaluation of Sure Start (Melhuish et al. 2010) found no effects on children’s school 
readiness.  
 

 

4.2 Parental involvement interventions for children aged 5-8 

 

 

Table 3a: Parent shared reading interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 

impact 

    

Mixed impact     

Positive impact 

reported 

2  2  

 

 

Table 3b: Home instruction/home visiting interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

    

Mixed impact     

Positive impact 

reported 
1  1  

 

 

Table 3c:  Parent support/training interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 

impact 
3  3  

Mixed impact 2  2  

Positive impact 
reported 

5  5  
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Table 3d: Home-school collaboration interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

5 1 4  

Mixed impact     

Positive impact 
reported 

5  4 1 

 

 

Table 3e: Combined interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

    

Mixed impact 1  1  

Positive impact 

reported 
    

 
 
PI interventions for children aged between 5 and 8 do not look promising.  The largest 

number of interventions for this age group was those that support parents to help them with 
their children’s learning and those that involved a certain amount of home-school 
collaboration. Almost all reported positive effects, but in all the studies apart from one the 

evidence was weak.  Most of these studies had very small samples (e.g. Sparkes 1995 n=14; 
Boggess 2008 (n=18), no random assignment to groups (e.g. Morrison 2009), assessment 

based on self-reports by teachers or parents (e.g. Beckett et al. 2012), having no comparison 
group (eg. York 2006) or no pre- post-test comparisons to assess improvements (e.g. 

Hampton et al.1998). A number of studies also compared children of parents who 
volunteered for the PI programme with those who did not, thus introducing potential bias in 
the results (e.g. Rhimes 1991; Calnon 2005). Because of non-random allocation and no pre- 

post-test comparisons and baseline equivalence not being established, groups may be 
different at the outset. One medium evidence study (Bradshaw et al. 2009) suggested 

positive impact, but the study showed that the classroom aspect of the intervention was 
more effective than the parent-focused component. In summary, there were no promising 

studies for this age group of children. 
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4.3 Parental involvement interventions for children under 3 years of age 

 

 

Table 4a: Parent shared reading interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 

impact 

2   1 1 

Mixed impact     

Positive impact 1  1  

 

 

Table 4b: Home instruction/home visiting interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 

impact 
2 1 1  

Mixed impact     

Positive impact 
reported 

1  1  

 

 

Table 4c: Parent support/training interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

7 5 2  

Mixed impact     

Positive impact 
reported 

2  2  

 

 

Table 4d: Combined interventions  

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

    

Mixed impact     

Positive impact 

reported 
1  1  
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Table 4e: Parents as teachers intervention 

 No. of studies Not evaluated Weak Medium 

No beneficial 
impact 

1   1 

Mixed impact     

Positive impact 
reported 

    

 
 
There were 17 studies for children under 3, most of which were about parent training or 

supporting parents to facilitate home learning. Five of the 17 reported positive effects. 
Disappointingly all were weak in their evidence, for the usual reasons. Most had serious 

flaws in their design, such as small samples and no pre- post-test comparisons (e.g. Makin 
2006 with only 10 parent-child dyads) or having no pure control group (e.g. Dieterich et al. 

2006). Where the samples were large, attrition was high (e.g. Caldera et al. 2007 with 15% 
attrition and Landry et al. 2011 with 37% attrition).  
 

Most UK studies did not have proper evaluations. For example, The London Literacy 
Champion study (Cole et al. 2012) assessed pupils’ learning outcomes based on reports by 

parents, volunteers and teachers. There was also no comparison group, so it was impossible 
to judge if any progress reported was the result of the intervention or something else. It is 

not clear if the children would have made the same progress or not if they had not been on 
the programme. An evaluation of the PEEP project (Barlow and Coe 2013) was an 
evaluation of the efficacy of the use of PEEP-trained practitioners based on anecdotal 

reports by participants of the services provided rather than the outcomes of children. Even if 
evaluated, results from UK studies tended to be inconclusive because of weak design. For 

example, Wade and Moore (2000) a UK study of Book Start reported positive impact using 
a comparison group matched on gender, age and ethnicity, but not SES. As family 

background is an important factor in children’s performance at schools, the matched 
children may be crucially different in terms of SES. However, the very small sample of 43 
also had implications for external validity. An evaluation of PEEP (Evangelou 2005) used 

matched children on key demographic variables, but matching did not eliminate differences. 
In summary, there were no promising studies in this category either.  

 
The other studies did no show evidence of impact. One medium quality study involving a 

large random sample of 552 children about shared reading showed negative impact 
(Goldfeld et al 2011). 
  

 

 

 

 



 

Identifying the most promising parental involvement 

interventions with impact on learning outcomes for 

primary school aged children 

19 

 

5. PROMISING APPROACHES 
 

5.1 Promising approaches for children aged 3-5 
There were a number of parental involvement programmes or interventions that have 

shown to have some effects on young children’s learning outcomes, many of these would 
need more robust evaluations to confirm their relative benefits. The most promising PI 
interventions for children aged 3-5 were those that involved a combination of school 

strategies where teachers work with parents to enhance the home and school environment 
(Brotman et al. 2013; Reynolds et al. 2011). The only programme that has consistently 

shown to have positive impact on the learning outcomes of children aged 3 to 5, and the 

only one judged to be of medium quality was the Chicago Child-Parent Centre programme.  

This programme combines parental involvement, home support and classroom strategies 
(Denton 2011; Reynolds et al. 2011; Barnard 2001). It includes a nine-month programme of 
3 hours of intervention for 5 days a week plus a 6-week summer programme. Parents are 

required to attend and be involved in centres one half day per week. The school component 
of the programme includes teacher-directed whole class instruction, small group activities, 

field trips and play. In every CPC there is also a staffed parent resource room, and so the 
programme requires active parental participation. The emphasis is on a child-centred and 

individualised approach to social and cognitive development.  
 
Pre-school participation in the programme had the most consistent and lasting effects for a 

number of outcomes, including education, health and behaviour. The school-age element of 
the program includes reduced class sizes, continued parent involvement activities, and an 

enriched classroom environment for developing reading and math skills. The effects of 
school-age participation and extended intervention were limited mainly to education. The 

findings of this study suggest that home support had positive effects on the academic 
outcomes of children regardless of whether participation was at pre-school or school age. 
The results are reasonably impressive given the scale of the sample (1,400 children) and that 

comparisons were made with other pre-school interventions such as Head Start. 
 

However because of the multiple components of the programme it is not clear which aspects 

of the programme are specifically related to parental involvement and it is therefore hard to 

isolate the specific programme effects. 
 
Another promising programme for children aged 3-4/5 was the home-school partnership 

programme ParentCorps. This is an after-school group sessions for parents where parents 

learn to promote positive behaviour and effective behaviour management (Brotman 2013). 

This was a large study involving 1,050 children randomised to treatment conditions. 

Participating children outperformed control children on standardised tests in reading and on 

teacher assessments of writing and maths. In some ways, ParentCorps is similar to the 

Chicago-Child Parent Center in its approach in that it is a multiple component programme 
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which combines promoting parenting skills, improving classroom quality and a family programme to 

teach parents and children strategies in managing children’s behaviour. It involves enhancing teachers’ 

skills in helping to identify and address the needs of children in early childhood settings. 

 

5.2 Promising approaches for children under 3 and those aged 5 to 7  
 
There were none. 

 
 

6. APPROACHES WITH INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE  

 

6.1 Parent-child reading 

 
For children aged over 5, there were only two studies (one Canadian and one US) on 
parent-child reading. Both reported positive impact of training parents in parent-child 

reading on children’s reading and vocabulary (Sparkes 1995; Rasinski and Stevenson 2005). 
Both were very small scale (one had only 14 children, the other 30). Children in Sparkes’s 

(1995) study were not randomly allocated but matched by demographic variables and were 
selected based on teacher’s observation. The majority of the children in the second study 

were Caucasians and the exceptionally large improvement between pre- and post-test made 
by the treatment children is questionable. There were no studies reporting negative effects 

for this age group. 
 

 

6.2 Home instruction/home visiting 

 
For children aged under 3 there was no clear evidence if home-instruction and home visiting 
works. The biggest study was an Alaskan study (Caldera et al. 2007) involving random 

assignment of 300 children, which showed that programme children were more engaged in 
literacy activities and were more likely to be within the normal developmental range in basic 

skills compared to control children. However, the there was a fairly high attrition An Irish 

study showed programme effects on motor development, but did not evaluate children’s 
cognitive development. The third study from the US showed impact on early literacy skills 

but only in teacher assessments and not on standardised tests. 
 

Only one study specifically about home education was found for children over 5. Children 
on the Home Education Literacy Programme (H.E.L.P.) outperformed control children in 
reading comprehension (ES=0.67). There is some promise in the findings but the evidence is 

not strong because of weakness in the design. The sample was small (n=146), non-random 
allocation of children to treatment groups. As children were allocated by classes there could 

be a class or teacher effect. 
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6.3 Parent training/parent support 
 

For children under 3, evidence of effects of parent training/home support is unclear. There 
were three UK studies. Two of them (London Literacy Champions and Book Start ) 

reported positive effects. London Literacy Champions (Cole et al. 2012), which is a project 
using community volunteers to enhance parents’ ability to support their children, claimed 

significant improvements in children’s literacy skills. The assessments were based on reports 
by parents and volunteers, which can be subjective. The children’s performance was not 

compared with a control group. The absence of a comparison group makes it impossible to 

judge if the progress was the result of the intervention or not. Book Start, a national book 
scheme for babies, appeared to have good effects on children’s learning. Book Start children 

reportedly outperformed comparison children on both teacher assessments and KS 1 SATS. 
Book Start children also made dramatic improvements in reading. The evidence, however, 

is weak because of the very small number of children involved (n=43). Children were not 
matched on SES, so comparison children and Book Start children may differ in their family 
backgrounds.   The other UK study on the Early Learning Partnership Project (Evangelou et 

al. 2008) reported improvements in parental attitude and behaviour, but not children’s 
cognitive outcomes. Parents Involved in Children’s Learning (C4EO) and Parents, Early 

Years and Learning (Willmott et al. ???) were pseudo-evaluations asking participants 
(parents and practitioners) their judgements about a child’s progress. The so-called evidence 

is simply anecdotal accounts. This cannot be on par with evidence collected in other studies 
based on objective assessments of thousands of children. 
 

The impact of PALS (Play and Learn Strategies) for children under 3 is also unclear. One 
study (Dieterich et al. 2006) reported improvements in cognitive outcomes with PALS 

involving the use of mentors. However, comparisons were not made with a pure control 
group, but rather with children whose mothers were trained without mentors. The second 

study (Landry et al. 2011) also did not compare PALS with a pure control group, but with 
children using PALS plus Development Assessment Session. The impact of PALS therefore 
cannot be established. 

 
For children aged 3 to 4/5, parent support programmes form the single largest group of 

interventions.  All the 13 studies reported some positive effects of parent training and home 
support on children’s learning outcomes. However, the results of all these studies were 

inconclusive because almost all did not have a pure control group. For example, The Family 
Learning Elementary School programme which equips parents with skills to help their 
children reported positive effects (Campbell 2008). The study, however, did not have a pure 

control group. Instead it compared children who participated in all the activities with those 
who participated in some activities. Barbre (2003) reported that all children on a 36-week 

parent support programme improved their English, but there was no comparison group. 
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Therefore, any improvements cannot be attributed to the intervention alone. Participating 

parents were also self-selected. Even where the sample was large and there was a control 
group comparisons were not made with the control group. For example, the evaluation of 

the Early Head Start Research and Evaluation (EHSRE) programme, a multiple parenting 
programme (Chang et al. 2009) suggested that the programme had an effect on children’s 

cognitive development. Comparison was made with a reference group (English-speaking 
group) rather than the control group. Results were inconclusive as the programme was 
found to be more effective for English speakers. Other studies also suggested inconclusive 

results. One evaluation of Head Start reported positive gains in children’s maths 
knowledge(Starkey and Klein 2000), another reported mixed effects (Hughes 2003). 

Another parent education programme (Klein 1990) also showed mixed effects: positive 
effect on non-verbal language and cognitive competency, but no effects on verbal language. 

Even Start, a parenting education programme for migrant families (St Pierre et al. 2005) 
showed no effects on children’s literacy. 
 

There were 5 UK studies, all reporting success. Four were related to the Basic Skills Agency 
Family Literacy programme and the fourth was the Sure Start programme. One reported 

positive impact on parental behaviour, but did not evaluate children’s reading outcomes 
(Bird an Akerman 2005). Two did not make comparisons with non-participating children 

(Brooks et al. 1996; Jon et al, 2009). One of these reported improvements in children’s 
vocabulary which were maintained over 3 years (Brooks et al. 1996). The other reported 
good progress in children’s reading and writing but there was no evidence of analysis (Jon et 

al. 2009).  These two studies could hold some promise for a robust evaluation, especially 
Jon et al.’s study which involved a fairly large sample of 527 children and 583 parents. 

These studies suggest that the Family Literacy Programme which provides parents with 
parenting and literacy skills to support the development of their children’s literacy may 

work. There were two evaluations of the Sure Start programme; Melhuish et al. 2010), one 
found positive effects on childrens’ cognitive outcomes (Ford and McDougall 2009) and the 
other found no effects on children’s school readiness (Melhuish et al. 2010). This 

programme has the potential for a more robust evaluation.  
 

For children aged 5 to 7/8, six of the 10 studies about parental support reported positive 

effects, two mixed effects and two no effects. The UK study on SPOKES and Incredible 

Years, home support programmes reported that treatment children improved in their 
behaviour and reading more so than control group. The evidence was weak because of the 
small sample (n=171, divided into 4 groups). Results were also based on parents’ reports. 

No objective measurements of reading were used. There was also a high dropout (40% of 
parents dropped out because they could not commit to the training). These parents may be 

different to those who stayed on. The other UK study on using the Karmiloff-Smith’s model 
of scaffolding children’s understanding of balance concepts (Philips and Tolmie 2007) was 

also fairly small scale (n=82). 
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Two of the US studies which reported positive intervention effects were very small scale, 

one had only 18 children (Boggess 2008), the other had 60 participants (Lavelle-Lore 2014). 
Boggess described a home instruction programme where parents were given support to 

practise at home with their kindergarten children to prepare them for first grade. Children 
on the programme did better in standardised tests of language literacy, maths and social-

emotional skills. There is also some evidence that training parents in numeracy to scaffold 
their children’s learning is also beneficial. Lavelle-Lore reported that treatment children 
made greater gains in maths assessment compared to control children. However, in both 

studies the small number of participants weakens the evidence. There is also no evidence 
that Active Parent Involvement Training (APT) is particularly effective. The study reported 

that children in both treatment arms made gains in reading, but there was no comparison in 
the amount of gains made by the two groups. The Words-To-Go (WTG) programme is the 

only programme that holds promise for a more robust evaluation. WTG involves training 
parents to read aloud with their children. In addition, parents were also offered literacy 
classes as part of a family literacy programme. The key element of the programme was 

instruction on decoding and practice in addition to just reading.  The study used matched-
pair comparisons of children and included 144 parents. The Even Start programme for 

migrant families reported mixed effects: positive effects on verbal reasoning, letter 
identification and writing, but no impact on picture vocabulary.  

 

 

6.4 Home-school partnership 

 
For children aged 5-7/8, there is some evidence that FAST (Families and Schools Together) 

can have beneficial effects on children’s learning. However, the evidence is weak because of 
weaknesses in the research design. FAST is a multi-component intervention to encourage 

home-school partnership. Hampton et al. (1998) followed children from kindergarten up to 
4th grade and found positive effects on children’s reading, maths and language, but there 

were no pre- post-test comparisons so it is difficult to say if non-participating children would 
have made the same progress.  McDonald et al. (2006) evaluated a FAST programme for 
children aged 6-10 and reported effects on children’s school engagement, social skills and 

behaviour and some measure of learning outcomes ( not clear what these are), but these 
were largely based on teacher ratings. This could be trialled in the UK looking specifically 

for learning outcomes using large scale randomised controlled trials. 
 

Evidence for Project Ease (Early Access to Success in Education) is also inconclusive. One 
study (Jordan et al. 2000) claimed positive effects on vocabulary, comprehension and 
reading. Another study (Steiner 2008), a replication of Jordan et al.’s study reported no 

effects on all measures of literacy apart from concepts of print. 
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6.5 Combination 

 
There is some evidence that a combination of parental training and home support may be 
effective in improving young children’s learning outcomes. There is only one study for 

children under 3 which evaluates programmes which combine parental training and home 
support (Pungello et al. 2010). These include the Abecedarian and Carolina Approach to 
Response Education (CARE). The study reported positive effects on children’s general 

education and post-compulsory participation. However, the evidence is weak because of the 
small sample (n=139) which is further divided into the 4 approaches. 

 
The REAL project for children aged 3 to 5 UK, which is a family literacy initiative, 

combines home instruction with parent support and training. The programme looked 
vaguely promising, but there were questions about the study (Nutbrown and Hannon 2011). 

First, the positive impact on literacy was based on developers’ own designed assessments 
(Sheffield Early Literacy Development Profile), and no results were reported for the British 
Picture Vocabulary Scales. Assessment based on Key Stage One SATs at age 7 showed no 

difference between groups. Also the study was small scale (only 88 children in each arm) 
involving families in one locale (Sheffield) in the UK who were mostly white and mono-

lingual. There is thus a question of generalizability. 
 

One UK study for children aged 5-6 (Sylva et al. 2008) evaluated the combined effects of a 
parent training programme (Incredible Years) and a literacy programme (Pause, Prompt and 
Praise) under the intervention name SPOKES. The study reported positive effects on word 

reading and writing but not other measures of literacy. This study has potential but the 
evidence is weak because of the small scale (with only 50 in each treatment arm. This study 

could be scaled up and robustly evaluated. 
 

 

7. UNRPOMISING APPROACHES  
 
 

7.1 Parent-child reading 
 
For children under 3, as far as the evidence we have, shared reading or parent-child reading 

has no beneficial effects on children’s language or literacy skills. The biggest study involving 
a randomised controlled trial of 552 children in Australia found training parents in shared 
reading activities had a negative impact on vocabulary and home literacy (Goldfeld et al. 

2011). A UK study found dialogic reading had no impact on children’s language skills 
(Morgan 2008). Another Australian study reported that the intervention had a positive effect 

on children’s linguistic skills. However, this study had only 10 parent-child pairs, no pre- 
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post-test comparisons and no pure control group. It is therefore impossible to attribute any 

change in children’s linguistic skills to the intervention. 
 

For children aged 3-4/5, there is also no evidence that parent-child reading or dialogic 
reading works. Of the 8 studies 6 reported no effects on children’s literacy. Baker (2011) 

reported no association between intervention and outcomes. A Canadian study (Sénéchal et 
al. 2008) showed no relationship between children’s reading ability and shared reading. In 
fact shared reading was negatively correlated with narrative ability. Parent’s level of literacy 

had a greater effect on children’s comprehension. Two US studies (Stevens 1996 and Terry 
2011) also found no additional effects on measures of children’s literacy (concepts of print 

awareness). Although Stevens reported that treatment children made significant 
improvements between pre- and post-test, no similar analysis was carried out for the control 

group. It is therefore not possible to attribute improvements to treatment. Another US study 
found positive effect on only one measure of vocabulary. This study was small scale (n-67) 
and did not randomise allocation of children. The study by the developer of the programme 

(Lonigan & Whitehurst 1998) actually found that dialogic reading had a negative effect on 
children’s receptive vocabulary suggesting that training parents in dialogic reading may be 

more harmful than good. The study also suggested that to be effective, paired reading also 
needs to happen in the school. This is an admission that school teaching is more effective 

than parent reading. 
 

7.2 Parent training  
For children over 5, training parents in reading strategies plus provision of reading resources 

did not seem to have beneficial impact, e.g. the Reading First Grant progamme reported no 
impact on all apart from one measures of learning outcomes. Training parents in phonemic 

awareness and read-aloud skills also had no effects on children’s reading skills (Warren 
2010).  

 

7.3 Home instruction/home visiting 
For children aged 3-4/5, the evidence suggests that home instruction programmes such as 
HIPPY had no impact on children’s learning outcomes (Brown 2008; Moore 2011; 

Necoechea 2007; Nievar 2007). In some cases there were even negative effects. For 
example, Garcia (2012) found that non-HIPPY children performed better than HIPPY 
children on reading test. One UK study (Feiler 2003) reported that the LEAP (Literacy 

Early Action Project) had the effect of moving children up in class rankings. This study was 
very small scale (n=4), with no comparison group. It is therefore not possible to say if 

similar children not on the programme would have performed equally well. Feiler (2005) 
conducted another study on one child in UK, and reported the intervention’s success in 

enhancing parental involvement, but did not evaluate the child’s literacy outcomes.  In any 
case, evidence based on one child or even 4 children cannot be reliable. 
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7.4 Home-school partnership 
 

For children aged 3-4/5, some home-school partnership programmes are not particularly 
useful. The Manchester Transition Project in the UK which trains school staff to work with 

parents of children in the foundation stage (aged 3-4/5), for example, does not show any 
evidence of impact on learning outcomes.  
Head Start programme involving parents in classroom enrichment and parent education 

sessions does not have any particular benefit on children’s maths readiness skills (Waller 
2002).  

The Getting Ready Intervention showed significant effects on school readiness using teacher 
reports, but not on standardised tests. Results are also inconclusive because 46% of 

participants dropped out. The extra teacher training may have enhanced classroom 
teaching. It is therefore difficult to say if any improvement was the result of parental 
engagement or better teaching strategies. 

 
 

7.5 Parents as Teachers (PAT)  

 
Three studies using parents as teachers for children aged 3 to 5 found no evidence of 
intervention on children’s school outcomes (Beach 2004; Mendoza 2008; Roberts 2002). 

Only one study (Sutherland 2009) reported that PAT children did better than non-PAT 
children on the kindergarten Stanford Test. This evidence is questionable as comparisons 

were based on post-test mean scores only. Since PAT is available to all families, those who 
chose to participate are likely to be different tot those who did not. 

 
There is also little evidence that PAT is particularly beneficial for children under 3 (Wagner 
et al. 2002). 
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APPENDIX 

 
The intervention studies identified in this review are described below and organised by the 

approaches used. 
 
 

SHARED READING/PARENT READING/DIALOGIC READING 
 
For pre-school children, programmes that encourage and support parents to read with their 

children form one of the largest groups of parent involvement interventions. Research has 
consistently shown that shared reading is linked to pre-literacy and language skills that are 

necessary to prepare children for transition to school. For example, in their book chapter, 

Hannon, Brooks and Bird (2004) described 6 key parental involvement programmes in 

England involving parents reading to their children: The Haringey Project (Tizard et al., 

1982; Hewison, 1988), the Belfield Reading Project (Hannon & Jackson, 1987). These 
were ‘open approaches’ where parents were given very general instructions to listen to their 

children read several times a week. The first study reported gains in reading performance of 
6-7 year olds. The second study did not find similar gains in reading. It has to be borne in 
mind that the Haringey study involved children in the top classes. The more prescriptive 

approaches such as paired reading developed by Morgan (1976) also reported gains in pre-

post-test comparisons (e.g. Topping and Lindsay 1992). Another version of paired reading 

is the shared reading programme called ‘Pause, Prompt and Praise’ (McNaughton et al., 1981) 

imported from New Zealand. Since then many studies evaluating the effects of paired 
reading and shared reading have been conducted. Many of these studies had serious flaws in 

design, which affects the validity of their conclusions: namely small sample, non-random 
samples and attrition and self-selection in participation.  

 

The best known of these is dialogic reading developed in the US by Grove Whitehurst et 

al. (1988). It followed 3 general steps: 
 Evocative techniques that encourage the child to play an active part by asking the child questions to 

encourage a verbal response. 

 Feedback to encourage the child to recognise the correct form, for example, through corrective 
modelling. 

 Progressive change to encourage the child to achieve a little more by adjusting the questions. 

 
It is often assumed that children, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, are 

unprepared for school partly because the home environment is quite different to that of the 
school’s. Some people believe that getting parents to read to their children at home prior to 

entering school may prepare them for school. This brings the home environment closer to 
that of the school’s. However, studies on dialogic reading have not shown conclusive 

evidence to suggest that shared reading or dialogic reading can improve children’s literacy 
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skills, although it may have the potential to improve children’s enjoyment of reading, 

parent-child reading behaviour and parents’ attitude to reading to their children. The 
findings suggest that getting parents to read to their children alone is not enough. There may 

be other contributory factors to a child’s school readiness. 
 

In 1998 Lonigan and Whitehurst (1998) conducted a 6-week RCT of a dialogic reading 
intervention for pre-school children (below 5 years old) from disadvantaged backgrounds in 
the US. This was an RCT comparing 3 levels of intervention (parent only reading, teacher 

only reading and combination of parent and teacher reading) with the control group which 
received no treatment. Parents in the home reading group attended at least one training 

session. Teachers and parents in the dialogic group were trained in the techniques of 
dialogic reading using a videotape. A daily log activity sheet was kept by those in the 

intervention group. Teachers in the intervention group read to a maximum of 5 children 
everyday for about 10 minutes. Children from 4 child care centres (n=91) were randomly 
assigned to one of 4 conditions: school reading (n =31); home reading (n=16); school plus 

home reading (n=17) and control (n=27). There was an attrition of about 20% (data 
available for 91 of 113 children recruited). Parents in the reading group were volunteers. 

Children’s expressive and receptive vocabulary  were assessed. All the 3 intervention groups 
did worse than the control group on the PPVT (Peabody Picture Vocabulary Tests) apart from 

the school plus home group in the low compliance centre. For the EOWPVT (Expressive 

One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test) and ITPA (Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities) all the 3 

intervention groups in the high compliance centres performed better than the control group. 
There was very small effect among the low compliance groups. In fact in the low 
compliance group, teacher reading had negative effects compared to control, suggesting that 

children might be better off without the reading intervention. In ITPA, which is a test of 
children’s expressive verbal ability, the combined intervention group showed large effects in 

both high and low compliance centres. 
 

The results indicate that the evidence for the relative efficacy of dialogic reading is rather 
weak, and that parent reading (on a one-to-one basis) and teacher reading (on a group basis) 
have little or no effects at all in low compliance centres. Home and Home plus School 

intervention groups performed significantly better than control group in high compliance 
centres. School group showed a medium effect for 2 of the measures, but not for PPVT 

despite the high frequency of reading sessions reported by teachers. This suggests that there 
were basic differences between the high and low compliance centres which go beyond the 

school or teachers. These differences could be the difference among the families (e.g. parents 
in high compliance centres are more motivated and have higher attitude towards 
reading/education than those in the low compliance centres). These differences, however, 

were not measured so baseline equivalence between groups could not be established. 
Nevertheless the results suggest that a combination of home and school intervention is the 

most effective, if the intervention had been carried out as planned. 
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Impact:  Mixed 

Evidence:  The evidence is weak because of the very small sample size with most groups 
under 30 children. There was also a high attrition (20% dropout or missing 

data), low fidelity to treatment (wide variation in frequency of parent and 
teacher reported reading. Only 60% of parent logs were returned). Parents in 

the home reading group were volunteers posing a threat to validity 

 

Baker (2011) conducted an RCT of dialogic reading on a group of 80 pre-school children 
(average age at pre-test was 4.5 years) from 7 child care centres. Families were from mixed 

backgrounds of SES and ethnicity. Interested parents who volunteered to be on the 

programme were randomly assigned to intervention or control groups. Children’s language 

ability was measured on a number of tests including: The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 
(PPVT) for pre- and post-test, The Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary (EOWPVT), 

The Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities (ITPA) and Pre- The Developing Skills 
Checklist, test of pre-literacy skills. The intervention involved using a shared reading 
strategy for parents to teach their children language and literacy at home (15 mins at least 3 

days a week) as well as small-group reading in the classroom (3-5 times a week) using the 
same book as at home. Parents were taught to listen actively to their children read, ask 

questions and help their children to describe the materials in the book. There were prompts 
in all the intervention books to help parents along. A new book was given every week. Both 

intervention parents and teacher received training in dialogic reading. The study found that 
parent implementation (controlling for teacher implementation) was not associated with 
changes in children’s language and pre-literacy skills on all outcome measures. Analysis 

with a smaller sample of low SES parents found no statistically significant association 
between intervention and outcomes. However, children whose parents achieved the optimal 

number of reading days had significantly higher pre-test and post-test scores for 4 of the 6 
measures. This suggests that the active ingredient could be something related to the parents 

(which is not to do with their background), e.g. parental attitude towards reading or 
education. This factor was not explored in the study.  

 
Impact: No impact 

Evidence rating: No evidence of impact, and the evidence is weak because: 
 57% of parent reading logs and 23% of teacher logs were missing and therefore not included in 

the analysis.  

 Lack of consistency among teachers in implementing the reading sessions (ranged from 0 to 4 
sessions per week, see p. 27-28). This factor was therefore controlled during analysis. 

 Only 21% of parents implemented the minimum required dosage of reading (i.e. 3 or more 
times per week). 

 Small sample size and high loss of parent reading logs may render the results invalid. 

 The researcher suggests that parents’ abilities to implement the intervention vary (p. 12). The 
study however did not monitor how parents actually carried out the reading at home apart from 
parents’ self-report log with over half of parents not returning the log. 
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An Australian study by Goldfeld et al, (2011) examined a shared reading programme, 
called Let’s Read, for children below two years of age using a cluster randomised controlled 

trial in 5 deprived areas in Melbourne. A total of 552 families of the 630 recruited (324 
intervention and 228 control) were retained. Intervention involved mother and child health 

nurses modelling shared reading activities to parents at 4-8 months, 12 and 18 months. 
Outcomes were assessed when the children were aged 2. Intervention parents also received 
additional parent information and free books. Children’s expressive vocabulary and 

communication skills were measured using the MacArthur Bates Communicative 
Development Inventory and the Communication and Symbolic Behavior Scales. The study 

reported no beneficial impact of the programme. In fact results showed negative impact of 
intervention on vocabulary (mean difference: -2.0); home literacy (mean difference: -0.4) 

and small effect on communication skills (mean difference: 0.2.  One explanation for the 
lack of impact could be that the effect may not be realised in the short term (sleeper effect).  
 

Impact:  Negative mpact 
Evidence:  There is no evidence of impact 

 
The study was followed up when the children were four to assess the longer term effects 

(Goldfeld et al, 2012). The study reported no improvements in emergent literacy and 
language outcomes or literacy activities, suggesting that there was no sleeper effect either. 
There appears to be a discrepancy in the number of participants. In their earlier paper 

(Goldfeld 2011), they reported that 552 of the 630 families recruited were retained. Two 
years later 563 children were retained. They have gained 11 more children in the 2 years. 

 
UK studies also showed no and negative impact of dialogic reading on children’s language 

skills. For example, Morgan (2005) replicated the Lonigan and Whitehurst study of the 6-
week dialogic reading intervention for a group of 2.5 to 3 year-old children in a Sure Start 
Family Centre. 40 families were invited to participate and children were matched in pairs. 

One of the pair was allocated to the intervention group and the other to the control. 
Children’s language skills at post-test were assessed on receptive and expressive vocabulary. 

The intervention involved first introducing parents to the techniques and procedures 
including a demonstration taped reading of dialogic session. Parents were given prescribed 

lists of hints for questions. Parents then read a book to the child for 5 to 10 minutes daily. 
The study found no effect on children’s language skills, although parents reported higher 
levels of engagement and children enjoyment in reading. There was also low fidelity of 

treatment in that few parents managed to read to their child daily  
 

Impact:  No impact on language skills 
Evidence:   No evidence of impact. Evidence is weak because of small 

sample and also low intensity of implementation 
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A more recent pilot study compared dialogic and shared reading interventions on 4-year 

olds in the UK (Pillinger and Wood 2014). Children (n=4) were assessed on rhyme 
awareness, word reading, concepts about print and writing vocabulary after the 6-week 

intervention. The study reported positive impact of both dialogic and shared reading on 
children’s print concept awareness and enjoyment of reading. Improvements in parent-child 

reading behaviour and parental attitudes to the reading activity were also noted. However, 
there were no changes in children’s rhyme awareness and writing vocabulary. Follow-up 
assessment showed improvements in children’s writing vocabulary and word reading scores 

although changes in print awareness were not sustained. 
 

Impact: No short term impact on writing vocabulary, but improvements in print 
concept awareness 

Evidence:   Evidence of impact, but evidence is weak because of the very small 
sample size involving only 4 children. There was also no counterfactuals or 
control. This means that any improvements made in the 6 weeks could be due 

to other factors such as children’s natural maturation.  

 
Mullis et al. (2002-2004) evaluated an 8-week intervention of dialogic reading with 67 

children between 4 and 5 years of age from 5 child care centres in the US (3 intervention 
and 2 comparison). Outcome measures were tests of vocabulary using the Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test and Receptive Vocabulary, tests of Basic Concepts and Print Awareness 
and Print Processing. Intervention included providing parents with worksheets and story 
books to encourage dialogic reading and vocabulary activities as well as a newsletter about 

components of early literacy development. Every week a new set of worksheets or books 
was issued. In addition parents also received bi-weekly newsletters providing information 

about their child’s literacy development.  Children in both groups showed improvements in 
all four measures of language, but group differences were found only for Print Awareness 

(effect size d = 0.3) and Receptive Vocabulary (effect size d = 0.3). The findings are mixed 
showing that shared reading supports children’s print awareness and receptive vocabulary.  

One explanation could be that the PPVT measures vocabulary development while Receptive 
Vocabulary measures vocabulary knowledge related to the reading instruction. 

 

Impact:  Mixed/ inconclusive 
Evidence:   Some evidence of impact, although the evidence is weak because of 

small sample and no randomisation. There were differences between centres 
in terms of the level of literacy instruction and availability of resources (e.g. 

print resources). 

 
A Canadian study of 106 four-year old kindergarten children and their parents examined the 
relationship between parents’ report of frequency of reading to their children (measured 

using a self-report questionnaire) in a shared reading experience and children’s expressive 

vocabulary, comprehension and their narrative skills (Sénéchal et al. 2008). Parents were 
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not trained in the techniques of dialogic reading. This was a correlational study. The study 

showed that although shared reading predicted children’s syntax comprehension, this was 
mediated by parents’ level of literacy. Shared reading also did not correlate with children’s 

narrative ability. In fact, in most measures of narrative skills, there was a negative 
correlation after controlling for other variables. Although shared reading was positively 

correlated with vocabulary and morphological and syntax comprehension, the relationship 
was small, ranging from .19 to .58. Regression analysis showed that shared reading 
accounted for only 7% of the variance in morphological comprehension. Despite these 

results, the authors reported positive relation between shared reading and vocabulary, 
morphological and syntax comprehension. 

 
Impact:  No impact 

Evidence:  No evidence of impact 
 

In another Canadian study Sparkes (1995) looked at the effects of training parents in parent-

child reading. The intervention involved coaching parents in parent-child interactive reading 
concepts. Parents also had access to a wide range of children’s literature. Parent-child 

reading took place 5 nights a week for 15 minutes each. Children read five books per week 
under the direction of parents, while parents were asked to read three books per week to 

children. Programme duration was 14 weeks. One of these weekly sessions was tape-
recoded to ensure that parents carried out the sessions as they were trained. The sample 
consisted of 14 second grade children (aged 7/8) identified by teachers based on their 

reading ability, SES, age and gender. Children were then matched by gender, with one 
member from each matched pair randomly placed in treatment or control group. Results 

showed positive impact on reading performance. GMRT (Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test) 
scores showed steady gains made by both control and experimental groups with biggest 

gains made by experimental group. On the PPVT (Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test), gains 
were also seen in both groups, but experimental group made bigger gains than control from 
pre-test to mid-test, and from mid-test to post-test. Experimental group also made bigger 

gains in sight vocabulary. 
 

Impact:  Positive 

Evidence:  Evidence of positive impact, but not strong evidence because the small 

sample (n=14) undermines the ability to draw generalized conclusions from 
the findings. The selection of participants based on teacher observation may 
be problematic in establishing the representativeness of the sample. 

 

Stevens (1996) evaluated the effects of parent-child reading on the language development of 
Head Start children (aged 4) in one school in the US. Children’s pre- and post-test 

performance on vocabulary tests was compared. The intervention involved parents reading 
to their children at home. Parents attended 2 training sessions to learn how to read to their 

children conducted by the researcher. Parents were given a bag with 5 books and a list of 
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suggested books every week. It was not clear how long the intervention was, but between 

pre- and post-test it was 6 months (So it’s assumed that the intervention lasted 6 months). 
Participants were volunteers recruited by letters. Of the 84 letters sent out only 20 

responded. Two dropped out. Final sample was 18. Parents of Hispanic children were 
excluded from the study because of language restriction as training was conducted only in 

English. Control children were those randomly selected from the list of Head Start children 
who had taken the WPS Developmental Profile II test (n=16). Children’s language ability 
was assessed using the Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test (pre-test) and the 

Receptive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test (post-test). Results showed no statistically 
significant differences between groups on the Academic and Communication post-test after 

adjusting for pre-test differences. Although the author reported that the experimental group 
showed significant increase between pre- and post-test on Academic and Communication 

and on Expressive and Receptive tests, no analysis was carried out for control group for the 
language ability tests. Therefore it was not possible to say if the control group had also 
improved. The researcher concluded that because test scores for experimental group had 

improved significantly between pre- and post-test, the treatment had a positive effective. 
However, because no similar analysis was carried out for the control group, it is not possible 

to attribute the improvement to the treatment. Other confounding variables such as natural 
maturation of the children or teacher effectiveness could have explained the improvements. 

The low response rate of only 25% (20 out of 84), the small sample size (treatment n=16; 
control n=18), the inclusion of only English speaking parents who volunteered compared to 
those who did not would affect the validity and reliability of the results of the study. 

 
Impact:  No impact 

Evidence:  No evidence of effects because there was no comparisons of gains scores 
between groups for language ability were carried out. Also no pre- and post-

test comparisons for language ability were carried out for control group. So 
cannot attribute improvements in performance of experimental group to the 
intervention. Study was based on one school, so not generalizable. 

 

In another study, Terry (2011) looked at the combined effects of dialogic reading and social 

emotional skills (DR+ES) on concepts of print knowledge and emotional skills (emotion 

labelling and perspective taking) of 33 Head Start children (aged 3-4 years old) in the US.  

Participating families were randomly assigned to DR+ES or DR only and pre and post-
intervention outcome measures were compared. Both groups received a 6-week shared 
reading training, but the DR+ES group received additional training in helping children to 

use stories to talk emotions. The study found no differences between groups for both 
concepts of print knowledge and emotional knowledge. There were also no effects on 

parents’ reading behaviour. Time effects analysis suggests effects for all outcome measures 
with effect sizes ranging from d=0.3 (parent warmth) to d=1.3 (dialogic reading prompts). 

The findings suggest that adding the emotional component may not contribute to immediate 
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benefit to children’s literacy skills, but may have the potential of developing children’s 

emotional skills. 
 

Impact:  No impact on learning outcomes 
Evidence:  No evidence of impact.  Evidence is weak because of small group (n=33)  

 

Roberts (2013) suggests that to be effective, shared reading should involve more than just 
parents reading to their children and asking strategic questions. Parents need to use a 
comprehension strategy in reading aloud with their pre-kindergarten aged children.  The US 

study involved 20 pairs of parent and child who were randomly assigned to control (no 

instruction) or intervention. Intervention parents attended a series of workshops where they 

were trained to engage their children in retelling, talking about the text, using prior 
knowledge and recognition and use of story structure. Intervention children showed that 

even though they were not able to read connected text independently yet, they were able to 
comprehend the text and even a low-level implementation can have some effects. However, 
tests of vocabulary and other reading skills were not conducted 

 
Impact:  No evidence of impact as reading and vocabulary skills were not assessed 

Evidence:  No evidence of impact as vocabulary and reading outcomes were not 
assessed.  

 

Most studies on book sharing are for children over a year old. Makin (2006) reported a 
shared reading programme in Australia aimed at babies 8 to 12 months.  Ten mother and 

baby dyads were recruited. Makin noted differences in children’s engagement in the literacy 
activity and they also showed a range of linguistic patterns in their interaction. 

 
Impact:  Positive 

Evidence:  No evidence of impact, as there was no comparison groups and any changes 
in children’s interaction could be a natural progression in development. The 
very small sample of 10 mother-baby pairs is not sufficient to draw 

meaningful conclusions. 
 

HOME INSTRUCTION/HOME VISITING  
Research suggests that home visiting can be effective in supporting parents by working with 
them in their home environment. In the UK early intervention programmes such as the 

REAL (Raising Early Achievement in Literacy) programme using the ORIM framework 
and PEEP (Peers Early Education Partnership) included home visitations and modelling to 

provide support to parents (Goodall et al. 2011). However, many of these programmes did 
not evaluate children’s learning outcomes, or were small scale. 
 

Evaluation of UK studies 
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Literacy Early Action Project (LEAP) 

LEAP is another UK home visiting programme to support children’s literacy development 
by engaging families in literacy activities. The key features are: identification of children at 

risk of literacy learning difficulties, followed by home visits by trained teacher assistants. 
 

Feiler (2003) evaluated the LEAP programme in the UK involving 4 children from 2 

schools. The 4 children were identified as being at-risk of having difficulties with literacy by 
their teachers. Home visits were made weekly to the children’s home when they were in the 

Reception year (aged 4). In this study the home visitors were teaching assistants. Parents 
were given home literacy materials to support their children’s development in writing and 

reading and a Literacy Activity Chart with details of literacy activities for parents to use 

with their children. It is not clear if and how parents were trained to use these activities. In 
addition, children were also given extra literacy support in school in a small group for 20 

minutes each week. Children’s literacy skills were tested using the British Ability Scales for 
reading and spelling. By the end of the Reception year three of the four children had moved 

up in their class rankings from where they were at the beginning of the year.  
 
Impact:  No evidence of impact 

Evidence:  The evidence is weak because there were several factors that were not 
considered in this study. First, it could be that children mature at different 

rates so this could be the result of natural maturation. Second, it is not clear if 
it is the home programme or the extra help in school that made the difference. 

Thirdly, the extra attention given to the children could also explain the 
results. As there was no control group, it is impossible to say if the same 
results could happen with other children not receiving the home programme. 

Also the study was based on only 4 children. 
 

In another paper Feiler (2005) described a family’s experience on the Literacy Early Action 
Project (LEAP). The study looked at the impact on one reception class pupil in England. In 

this study a teaching assistant visited the child’s home every week for a year to support the 
mother with engaging the child in literacy activities, teaching her strategies such as role 

playing and games. The child’s outcomes in terms of improvements in literacy skills was not 

evaluated, although there was some evidence that the programme had been successful in 
enhancing parent’s engagement. 

 
Impact:  Not evaluated 
Evidence:  There was no evidence of impact as child’s literacy skills were not evaluated. 

Also study was based on only one child with no comparison. 
 

Johnson et al. (1993) assessed a Home Visiting programme involving one-year old children 
in Ireland where the intervention families received a home visit once a month. The 
programme involved using games such as hide-and-seek (cognitive games) and ball games 
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(psychomotor games). Parents were asked how often they played these games with their 

children and the number was then recorded by the home visitors and used as a measure of 
cognitive and psychomotor development. The study reported that intervention mothers 

played cognitive games with their children more often than control mothers. There was no 
difference between groups in motor development games. 

 
Impact:  Cognitive development not evaluated 
Evidence:  No evidence of impact 

 
Studies from other countries 

 
HIPPY (Home Instruction for Parents of Pre-school Youngsters) 

HIPPY is a free 2-year home visitation programme to provide educational enrichment to at-
risk children from low income and immigrant families. The programme was first developed 

by Avima Lombard and colleagues at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel in 
collaboration with the National Council of Jewish Women (NCJW) Research Institute for 

Innovation in Education. Since its creation it has been implemented throughout the world. 
The programme consists of a 30 weekly curriculum including lessons on shapes and colours, 

use of scissors and crayons, and other early literacy skills. The curriculum also includes 
language development such as letter identification, phonological and phonemic awareness. 
Parents are usually recruited when their children are aged 3. It involves trained personnel 

visiting homes once a week to teach parents to use the HIPPY materials and activities 
through role play. The home visitors are former HIPPY parents themselves. Most of the 

studies conducted in the US targeted minority children, such as Hispanics and African 
American. We included these studies even though the minority children in the US may not 

be similar to those in the UK, because HIPPY is a well-known programme implemented 
among minority children in the UK as well. 

 

Brown (2008) compared the effects of HIPPY on teenage mothers and traditional age 
mothers in the US. Children in the programme were aged 4 to 5. Results suggest that 

HIPPY made no difference to school readiness of children of teenage and traditional age 

mothers, but had some effect on physical development. Parental involvement (PI) was 

found to be statistically significantly related to the literacy skills of children of teenage 
mothers, but not for those of traditional age mothers. This is likely to be because children of 
teenage mothers were twice as likely not to have literacy skills that were on grade level. 

Further analysis also showed that PI had no significant effects on children’s school 
readiness. 

 
Impact:  No effect 
Evidence:  No evidence of impact. 

 

Garcia (2006) evaluated the HIPPY programme for Hispanic children (4 to 5 years old) 
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whose first language was Spanish. This was a quasi-experimental study using matched 

comparison groups. Seventy children from 15 elementary kindergartens participated in the 
programme. Thirty-five participated in the HIPPY programme and another 35 were selected 

proportionately and randomly from the same kindergartens to form the control. Control 
children went through kindergarten as per normal. All children were followed through to 

third grade. The test results indicated a statistically significant improvement in performance 
on the TAKS (Texas-mandated criterion-referenced Texas Assessment Knowledge and 
Skills) and TerraNova tests for the treatment group as compared with the control group, 

suggesting a strong correlation with the intervention and improved academic performance. 
There was no difference in performance on the maths test. This was probably because the 

HIPPY program focused more on language and thinking skills rather than maths. 
 

Impact:  Positive 
Evidence:  Evidence of positive impact, but evidence is weak. The extent to which the 

intervention can be claimed to be solely responsible for improved 

performance is hard to measure without pre-test to normalise the baseline 
results to ensure substantial progress has been made over and above control 

group. There was also a gender difference between the groups leaving room 
for gender-related performance variables to have also affected the test results. 

There were more females in the experimental group (22 girls and 13 boys) 
compared to the control (13 girls and 22 boys).  

 

Johnson et al. (2012) examined the effects of the 30-week HIPPY curriculum on the 
children of 87 participating mothers. Children were aged 3 to 4 when recruited and their 

school outcomes were compared with non-HIPPY children when they were in the 3rd grade. 
Children’s academic outcomes were assessed using TAKS sub tests for maths and reading. 

Although HIPPY children performed significantly better than non-HIPPY children on the 
maths test, the effect was small. Only 2% of the variance in maths performance could be 
explained by participation in the intervention. For reading, control pupils outperformed 

HIPPY children suggesting a negative effect of intervention. However, the programme had 
positive effect on parents’ involvement in home literacy activities. This is not surprising as 

participants were expected to practice the HIPPY materials with their children.   

 

Impact:  No effect on academic outcomes (negative impact on reading) 
Evidence:  No evidence of impact 
 

In another study also conducted in the US, Moore (2011) compared the effects of HIPPY 
on 322 HIPPY with 3,577 non-HIPPY children using a matched comparison design. These 

children were aged 3 or 4 at pre-test. Children were assessed on reading/English language 
arts, maths, science and writing on the TAKS tests. Number of participants varied with 
subjects assessed. Results showed that HIPPY children were more likely to have higher 

passing rates on TAKS reading and maths, but the effects were negligible (effect size for 
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reading: d = 0.0.48; for maths: d = 0.052). No statistically significant differences were found 

between HIPPY and non-HIPPY children for writing (effect size for writing: d = 0.03 and 
science: d = 0.08). These findings suggest that HIPPY did not have a discernible effect on 

academic outcomes of disadvantaged children. 

 
Impact:  No impact 

Evidence:  No evidence of impact 
 

Another evaluation of the HIPPY programme (Necoechea 2007) using random assignment 
with pre-post-test comparison reported a small effect on children’s expressive language skills 

(ES = 0.35), but no effect on children’s receptive language and emergent literacy 

performance. However, there was some programme effect on parental involvement at home 
(ES = 0.87). In this study the programme was implemented for 15 weeks instead of the 30-

week curriculum. It involved 52 Mexican American mothers and their children (aged 3 to 
4). Participants volunteered to be on the programme and were randomly assigned to 
treatment or control groups (26 in each condition). Children’s expressive language skills, 

emergent literacy and the level of parental involvement at home were not significantly 
correlated with the intensity of treatment, quality of home visit or with the fidelity of 

treatment implementation. It has to be mentioned that there was an issue with the validity 
of the test as the test was a test of English vocabulary, but the training materials (story books 

and instructions) were all written in Spanish. The Developing Skills Checklist used for 
measuring children’s emergent literacy skills was also not age appropriate. It was meant for 
children aged 4 or older while study participants were children under 4.  

 
Impact:  No impact 

Evidence:   Evidence of impact is unreliable because of invalid test instruments used , and 
the small sample 

 

An evaluation of the HIPPY programme for Latino immigrants in the US (Nievar, et al. 

2008) showed positive effects on the home environment and parental involvement, but no 

effect on children’s vocabulary (measured using the PPVT test). This was a quasi-

experimental study comparing 48 HIPPY families on the 6-months programme with 48 

families on the waiting list. This study focused on families with children between 3 and 6 
years of age. 

 
Impact:  No impact on academic outcomes 
Evidence:  No evidence of impact. Evidence is weak because of the small sample 

 
Families First 

Families First (FF) is also a free home visiting programme supporting at-risk mothers from 

pregnancy to school entry. It is implemented widely across Manitoba, Canada modeled 
after the Hawaii Healthy Start Program. The main aim of FF is to reduce maltreatment and 
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not specifically about increasing school readiness. Like the HIPPY programme, Families 

First also used trained paraprofessionals to visit homes to support parents in their parenting. 
 

Perchuk (2014) compared 565 families who volunteered to be on the programme with 292 
families who did not volunteer to be on the programme. The children were assumed to be 

between 4 and 5 years old. Most evaluations of FF looked at the effects on the well-being of 
children, the home environment and parenting skills. Uniquely, this study also considered 
the effect of FF on 5 domains of school readiness (physical health and well-being; social 

competence; emotional maturity; language development and cognitive development; and 
communication skills and general knowledge). The study reported no association between 

programme participation on 4 of the 5 domains of school readiness (ES = 0.18 for 
communication & general knowledge; ES = 0.15 for language & cognitive development; ES 

= 0.2 for emotional maturity and ES = 0.23 for social competence). Only children’s physical 
health and well-being were positively related to FF (ES = 0.2).  
 

Impact:  No impact on learning outcomes 
Evidence:   Evidence is weak as programme parents were volunteers so inherently 

different to those who were not. 

 
Other home visiting programmes 

 

A systematic review of Home Visiting programmes for at-risk children (low income 
families) from birth to 6 years of age found only 6 studies that measured cognitive 

development using the Bayley Scales of Infant Development (BSID) for children under six 

(Peacock et al. 2013).  Only four of these were relevant as one was of Jamaican children 

with stunted growth, another was a study of substance-abused mothers. The first study by 
Black et al. (1995) was a one-year weekly Home Visiting programme which found that all 
the children on the programme demonstrated a decline in cognitive development, with 

younger children (under 12 months old) experiencing significantly less decline than older 
children (12 months to 24 months) compared to age-matched control group.  However, in 

terms of receptive and expressive emergent language both older and younger children 
demonstrated less decline compared to age-matched control groups. This study pertains to 

children with non-organic failure to thrive. 
 
Impact:  Mixed effects -Negative for cognitive development; Positive for language 

development 
Evidence:  Some evidence of effects, but quality cannot be assessed as original study was 

not evaluated 
 

The HFAK (Healthy Families Alaska), a home visiting programme reported that children on 

the programme were more likely to score within the normal range on the BSID than control 
children after 18 months’ of intervention. The researchers, however, cautioned that children 
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at low risk of child abuse may be the only ones to benefit from the programme (Caldera et 

al. 2007). The study involved 325 families randomly assigned to control or treatment. 
Children were followed up to 2 years of age. 

 
Impact:  Positive 
Evidence:  There is good evidence of impact with random assignment and a large sample 

of over 300. Level of attrition is 15%. 
 

Another home visiting programme also implemented in the US is the Parent-Child Home 

Program (PCHP). Allen et al. (2007) compared kindergarten children who had participated 

in PCHP when they were 2 and 3 with children who were not on the programme. PCHP 
children were more likely to be considered at-risk (in terms of migrant status, poverty and 
language) than non-PCHP children, but no statistically significant differences were found 

between groups at kindergarten in terms of social-emotional skills and early literacy skills.  
HP children were performing at a level expected of their age. It is important to note that 

assessment of social-emotional skills and early literacy skills were based on class teachers’ 
reports. On standardised tests of verbal and literacy skills, however, PCHP children 

performed worse than comparison children who tended to be from more privileged 
backgrounds. 
 

Impact:  Negative impact based on standardised tests 
Evidence:  No clear evidence of impact. Weak evidence as there was no randomisation 

and the two groups were different at the outset. There was no counterfactual 
to assess the real impact of the programme. 

 

Morrison (2009) looked at a home learning programme called Home Education Literacy 

Programme (H.E.L.P) for first grade pupils (aged 6 /7) in the US. The 12-week programme 

consisted of weekly homework activities for parents and their children. The aim was to raise 
reading comprehension. Parents received grade appropriate story books every week and 

detailed sequential activities in vocabulary, predicting and comprehension. Reading 
comprehension was measured using Brigance Diagnostic Comprehensive Inventory of Basic 

Skills. A total of 146 children from 8 classes were included in the study. Four of the classes 
(n = 74) were selected to receive the intervention and another four formed the control (n 

=72). There were variations in the number of weekly packets completed (only 47% 
completed all 12). Analysis of literacy outcomes showed that experimental children made 
significantly greater gains in reading comprehension than control children (ES = 0.67). 

 
Impact:  Positive 

Evidence:  There is evidence of impact, but the evidence is weakened by the small 
sample and non-random assignment to treatment conditions. Different classes 

may involve different teachers, thus there may be a teacher effect. Also the 
use of significant test is meaningless as sample was not randomly selected. 
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PARENT TRAINING/PARENT SUPPORT 
Some studies have suggested that demonstrating to parents the appropriate parenting 

behaviour may be more effective than simply providing information. In UK, Sure Start has 
pioneered a number of approaches such as Communicating Matters and Peers Early 
Education Partnership (PEEP) and Early Learning Partnership Project (ELPP), which 

provide parent training for families with young children aged three to five.  

  

Parent support programmes in the UK 
 

Early Learning Partnership Project (ELPP) 

ELPP is a parent support programme in the UK. Evangelou et al. (2008) conducted an 
evaluation of the 2-year ELPP which involved several voluntary agencies across 12 sites in 

England. These agencies used a range of interventions to enhance parents’ ability to support 
their children’s learning. These include: Bookstart, Campaign for Learning, Listening to 

Children, I CAN, Newpin’s Family Play Programme, One Plus One’s Brief Encounters, 
PAFT, PEAL, PEEP, PICL and SHARE.  Evaluation was complicated as some sites 
implemented more than one intervention. Participants were parents identified by the project 

managers. Mean age of children was 23 months. A total of 101 parents were recruited for 
the study. Interviews with parents suggest that parents benefited from the programme; they 

reported improvements in parenting skills and general well-being. However, these 
improvements in parental behavior and attitude did not lead to better child cognitive 

outcomes: ‘The study could not demonstrate that ELPP prevented learning delay’ (p. vii).  
 
[C4EO’s evaluation of the Pen Green PICL (Parents Involved in their Children’s Learning) 

was largely based on parents’ and family workers’ self-evaluation using a bespoke 
evaluation tool. Also evaluation of children’s learning was based on a software using a 

MCLV (Making Children’s Learning Visible) graph. The software enables parents to parents 
compare their judgements of their child’s progress with those in the same cohort. Evaluation 

of impact was simply anecdotal based on case study reports by parents and family workers. 

 
Willmott et al. (2009)  

 
 

 
 

Impact:  No impact on learning 
Evidence:   Weak evidence due to the multiple interventions, so not clear which is having 

the effect, if any).  Also participants were selected and there was no control to 

compare with. Most of the measures were based on parental reports 
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PEEP (Peers Early Education Partnership)  

A 6-year study of PEEP (part of the Sure Start programme) in the Oxford area in UK 
compared the cognitive (language, literacy and numeracy) outcomes of children whose 

parents agreed to take part in the programme with a matched group of children in the 
comparison area (Evangelou et al. 2005). PEEP is a parent support programme with 
emphasis on reading readiness, helping parents to support their children’s literacy before 

school entry. PEEP parents are given a range of support. Parents are shown how to sing 
songs and nursery rhymes and how to read together. Parents are also given lots of 

interactive materials like books and games which they can play with their children at home.  
There is also opportunity for them to come together to share experiences and offer support. 

 
In this Birth to School Study (BTSS), children were followed from birth and assessed yearly 
from aged two to 5. Of the 604, only 174 parents can be considered PEEP parents, having 

attended at least one PEEP session in the first 3 years of the child’s life. These were 
compared with a comparison group who were not involved in PEEP. PEEP had no 

beneficial effect on the social-emotional development of children aged 3-5, but some effects 
on self-esteem. The study reported that PEEP children performed less well on cognitive and 

language outcomes at age 2 and 4 compared to non-PEEP children, but there were no 
differences between the groups at ages 3 and 5. PEEP children appeared to have made 
greater progress compared to non-PEEP children between 2 and 5 only on 4 measures of 

literacy, but not other cognitive measure of verbal comprehension, total phonological 
awareness, writing and numeracy skills. 

 
Impact:  Overall mixed effects. Positive effect on some measures of language and 

literacy, but not others. 
Evidence:  There is some evidence of impact, but the evidence is not strong as the groups 

were not randomly selected and allocated. Propensity Match Scoring was 

used, but the authors acknowledged that this did not ‘reduced, but did not 
eliminate’ differences between groups. The suggestion is that there were 

differences between groups at the outset.  
Comments:   There are a number of issues with this report. First it is confusing as to the 

number of participants in the comparison sub-group. There was inconsistent 

reporting across sections of the report. There also appears to be 
underreporting of attrition. Groups were unmatched; there were clear 

differences between groups at the outset.  Results were reported for only those 
with positive effects, but not other measures where there were no or even 

negative effects. 
 
PEEP 

Another evaluation of the PEEP programme involved using PEEP-trained practitioners 
known as the Early Explorers. The 2-year study conducted by Barlow and Coe (2013) 

focused on the Early Explorer clinics in the Oxford area. These practitioners worked with 
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health visitors to engage parents in supporting their children’s development through play 

and interaction. The evaluation was largely to assess the services provided by the Early 
Explorers Clinic, based on the views of the practitioners, health visitors and parents about 

their roles and the effects they have on parents. Data was collected from interviews. It was 
not clear how many parents were interviewed, but the interview transcripts were based on 4 

parents who reported learning new skills and better appreciation of their babies’ 
development. One of them talked about how participation in the PEEP group helped 
enhance her confidence and social interaction, and how she believed this had impacted on 

the mental health of her child. 
 

Impact: No evaluation of child’s outcomes 
Evidence: No evidence of impact 

 
 
Sure Start 

Ford and McDougall (2009) evaluated a home support programme funded by Sure Start 
(UK) which engaged mothers in scaffolded educational activities in the home. This was a 
year-long intervention programme for 30 pre-school children from poor families. The study 

reported positive programme impact on tests in a range of academic outcomes (e.g. 
receptive vocabulary and academic knowledge). Intervention children also performed better 

than control children on teachers’ ratings of listening, writing, maths and personal/social 
skills.  

 
Impact:  Positive impact on receptive vocabulary and academic knowledge 
Evidence: There is evidence of impact on children’s learning outcomes, but it is not clear 

how the participants were selected (i.e. random allocation or voluntary participation, hence 
children could be different at the outset). Also, not sure if comparisons were based on pre-

post-test gain scores or differences in test scores at the end of the intervention.) 
 

Melhuish et al. (2010) conducted a longitudinal study following 7000 children up from 
aged 3 to 5 comparing children in Sure Start (NESS) with those in the Millenium Cohort 

(MCS) study residing in areas where Sure Start was not offered. The study found no 

differences between the NESS and MCS groups on 7 measures of cognitive and social 
development from the Foundation Stage Profile completed by teachers, 4 measures of socio-

emotional based on mothers’ ratings. However, there were methodological issues with this 
study as data collection at aged 3 and 5 was taken by different research teams. Over the two 

years, over half of children whose initial data were collected could not be traced (data not 
available). Another cause of interference with programme effects was that by the second 
year, most children in the MCS in non-Sure Start area also had access to pre-school 

education (offered by Sure Start). The researchers believed that this could explain the little 
difference between the two groups in terms of cognitive development.  
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Impact: No impact on cognitive development 

Evidence: Not strong evidence as there was diffusion caused by introduction of free 
childcare for all  3 to 4 year olds in non-Sure Start areas as well.  
Book Start 

Bookstart is a national book scheme for babies. Parents are given a Bookstart pack at the 
child’s 9-month health check. The pack includes a board book and reading advice for 

parents. Wade and Moore (2000) evaluated a small-scale Bookstart experiment conducted 
with 43 children in Birmingham (UK). School outcomes were assessed at the end of Key 

Stage 1 (aged 7). The study reported that Bookstart children outperformed a matched 
comparison group of children on both teacher assessments and the SATS tests in English, 

maths and science. The most impressive achievement was in reading. 

 
Impact: Positive 

Evidence: Some good evidence of impact, but because children were matched on gender, 
home language, ethnicity and date of birth rather than SES there may be difference between 

children which may explain differences in outcomes. The small-scale study in one area had 
implications for external validity. However, this is a project for which a bigger scale study 
using RCTs can be trialled. 

 
Family Literacy programme 
Family literacy programmes are designed to provide parents in England with parenting and literacy skills 
to support the development of their children’s literacy skills. Jon et al. (2009) reported a two-year 
evaluation of a Family Literacy project programmes in England. This was a 20-month project consisting 
of a range of family literacy courses of different durations for families with children aged 3 to 7 years. In 
this study, 583 parents and 527 children took part in the evaluation and were assessed on a range of 
areas, including their progress in reading and writing. The authors reported that children made good 
progress in reading and writing.  

 
Impact: No evidence of impact 

Evidence: No evidence of impact as children’s outcomes were not compared with those not 
participating in the programme. Also there was no evidence of analysis in the report, so not 

sure how reading and writing skills were assessed. 

 

Beckett et al. (2012) compared three home support programmes conducted in the UK for 

families with children aged 5 to 7.  The study was a 12-week intervention which randomly 
assigned 171 parents to one of 4 conditions: Incredible Years (IY), SPOKES (Supporting 

Parents with Kids’ Education), a combination of IY and SPOKES or business as usual 
(signposting). IY was designed to tackle behavioural problems while SPOKES was aimed at 

supporting children’s literacy. Intervention parents reported greater improvements in 
behaviour (d = 0.61) and reading ability (d = 0.68) than the control (Signposting) group. 
The literacy programme, SPOKES appeared to have a positive effect on children’s reading 

skills. 
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Impact:  Positive effect on reading ability 
Evidence:  There is evidence of impact but because outcomes were solely based on 

parents’ reports therefore not a valid assessment of intervention effects, the 
evidence is weak. The small sample size with each group having fewer than 50 

mostly self-selected parents also means that the results cannot be generalised. 40% 
of parents dropped out because they could not commit to the programme. These 
parents may be different to those who took part. 

 

In another UK study, Philips and Tolmie (2007) examined the effects of the Karmiloff-

Smith’s Representational Redescription model (RR) of scaffolding on children’s understanding of 

the concept of balance scale. The study subjects were 144 children in Scotland aged between 

6 and 8 years old. Children whose parents volunteered were randomly assigned to receive 
assistance from the parents in either the Tower of Hanoi (n=40) or Balance Scale (n=42) 
tasks. The rest of the children received no assistance from their parents. Intervention parents 

were given brief explanation of the rules and how to assist their children. The study reported 
that teaching parents to assist their children either through explicit explanation of certain 

concepts or prompts has beneficial effects which can be sustained over time. Children whose 
parents explicitly verbalized the concepts and the explanations behind the principles made 

the fastest gains in accuracy of solutions and explicit understanding. 
 
Impact: Positive impact on cognitive development 

Evidence: There is evidence of impact but because of the small sample size the results may 
not be generalizable. This study could be replicated on a bigger scale with proper RCTs 

assessing more measurable academic outcomes. 
 
London Literacy Champions 

Other UK studies included the London Literacy Champions, a National Literacy Project using 

volunteers (Literacy Champions) to improve parents’ attitudes and behaviour in supporting 

their children’s literacy development. This is a family support programme which provides 
support to parents through the local community, such as family literacy activities at the local 

library or children’s centre. Literacy Champions (LS) are recruited from the community and 
trained to work with parents to encourage them to engage in reading activities with their 
children in a fun way. One of the evaluations involved 450 volunteers and over 1,600 

families in London with children aged 2 to 5 years (Cole et al. 2012). LC worked with 
parents for one hour per week for 5 weeks. After one year of its implementation parents and 

volunteers reported significant increase in children’s basic literacy skills and behaviour. 
Even within the first two months, volunteers working with the children noted improvements 

among half of the children in communication skills (listening and speaking) and engagement 
with books and stories. Parents also reported improvements in their children’s reading and 
communication skills.  
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Impact: No evidence of impact on learning outcomes 

Evidence: Although the study reported positive effects, there is no clear evidence of impact 
as evaluation was based on subjective reporting by parents, teachers and volunteers, which 

often does not reflect real measurable progress. The absence of a comparison group also 
makes it difficult to judge if the progress was the result of the intervention or something else. 

There is also the possibility that perceived improvements could be the result of natural 
maturation. 
 
Basic Skills Agency National Support 

Bird and Akerman (2005) reviewed the evidence of a 3-year Basic Skills Agency National 

Support Project, part of the National Literacy Trust initiative. There are two key elements to 

the project: one is supporting parents in developing their parenting skills to enable them to 
support their children’s early language and reading skills, the other is out-of-school hours’ 

support to scaffold children’s learning. Evidence was collected from interviews with 
practitioners working with families and other professionals involved in delivering such 

services. Much of this evidence was focused on the impact on parental skills and parental 
engagement. It is predominantly based on process evaluation of initiatives and 
implementation.  Impact of evaluation was based studies on similar initiatives, many of 

these did not evaluate school or cognitive outcomes. 
 

Impact:  No evidence of impact on children’s school outcomes 
Evidence:  No evidence of impact on children’s learning. Result are largely based on 

secondary sources. 
 

Brooks et al. (1996) evaluated three Family Literacy Demonstration Programmes in England 

and one in Wales in late 1993. These were part of the Basic Skills Agency programmes for 
families with children aged 3 to 6 from low income families. It involved parent sessions 

where they received training in literacy and strategies to support their children’s literacy; 
children sessions which emphasise reading, writing and talk and parent-child sessions where 

parents practised the strategies they were taught in the parent session. The study reported 
improvements in children’s standardised vocabulary scores and the gains were maintained 3 
years after the intervention ended.  

 
Impact:  Positive 

Evidence:  The evidence of impact has to be taken with caution as the study was a pre- 
post-test design without control groups. Hence, it cannot rule out if 

improvements could be due to other factors such as maturation or biased 
selection of motivated parents. 

 

A follow-up study of the original Basic Skills Agency’s pilot programme reported higher 
parental engagement among programme participants compared to comparison parents 

(Brooks and Hutchison 2002). Of the initial 148 children, 124 (63 programme and 61 
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comparison) were tracked and their subsequent academic performance and behavior were 

evaluated. Evaluation was retrospective based on teachers’ recall and ratings. Teachers rated 
programme children’ numeracy skills (confidence and knowledge of mathematical 

language; confidence with maths activities, competence in applying maths to solve problems 
and mental calculation) as above those of comparison children. Programme children, 

however, were rated below comparison in self-confidence, relations with other children and 
motivation.  
 

Impact:  Positive 
Evidence:  The evidence is poor as evaluations were based on teachers’ retrospective 

rating.  Age of children was also not specified. 
 
Triple P (Positive Parenting Programme) 

Triple P is a multi-tiered parenting and family support programme developed in Australia 
by Matthew Sanders in 1999. It is claimed to be one of the most thoroughly evaluated 

parent training programmes in the world. Nowak and Heinrichs’s (2008) meta-analysis 
identified 55 studies that reported significant effects on parent, child problem and parental 
well-being. Its main aim is behavioural intervention. A standard Triple P programme 

includes training parents in techniques that would support positive behaviour in their 
children and also learning. Training takes the form of group discussions, video clips, role 

plays and homework for parents to practice. Parents also received further support from 
Triple P team via telephone contacts. This study did not evaluate children’s learning 

outcomes. 
 
Impact:   Learning outcomes were not evaluated 

Evidence:  No evidence of impact.  
 

In the UK, Lindsay et al. (2010) evaluated the Parenting Early Intervention Programme (PEIP), 

a comprehensive PI programme that involved five PI interventions that originated in the 

US. Among these were FAST(Families and Schools Together), Triple P, Strengthening 
Families and Communities (SSC) and Incredible Years. The focus of these interventions 
was on changing parental attitudes and children’s behaviour.  The evaluations did not have 

a comparison group, and pre- post-test assessments were based on self-report questionnaires.  
Only 50% of the 3,325 parents completed the questionnaires.  Results were therefore based 

on a biased group of parents as those who did not return the questionnaires may be different 
to those who did. It was also not clear how parents were allocated to the 5 interventions.  

The study reported improvements in parenting. There was no evaluation on children’s 
learning outcomes. 
 

Impact:  Learning outcomes not evaluated 
Evidence:  No evidence of impact 
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Various parent support programmes in the US 

Barbre (2003) reported a 36-week parent support programme in California (US) where 
parents attended weekly parent-child Bridge sessions during which they were taught 
principles of child development and emergent literacy. A total of 60 children, mostly 

Hispanic, aged 4 to 5 years old took part in the study. Children attended a 2-day pre-school 
session and a one-day parent-child Bridge session. Teachers in the pre-school also received 

training on language acquisition and emergent literacy. Parents also participated in oral 
language home activities themselves. The study reported that the majority of the children 

improved their English by at least one level on the Pre-IPT Oral test. 30 students were 
scored as Fluent English Speaking. Biggest gains were made by children whose parents had 

high levels of education. This was a school-based intervention with support from the school. 

 
Impact:  Positive 

Evidence:  There is evidence of positive impact on language and literacy, but the 
evidence is weak because there was no control group for comparison and no 

randomisation. Parents participating in the programme may be the self-
selected motivated ones. It is also not possible to attribute the impact on 
parents alone. Effect of school teaching needs to be considered. 

 
Another study conducted in the US examined the effects of providing educational materials 

and activities for parents to practice with their kindergarten children at home (Boggess 
2008). A total of 36 children (18 experimental and 18 control) from one school were selected 

to participate. Experimental children were those whose parents volunteered. Using 
standardised assessments of language literacy, maths and social/emotional skills, results 
showed that the experimental group performed markedly better than the control group 

(where no intervention occurred) in the end-of-year assessments, having broadly performed 
at a similar level at the beginning of the year. 

 
Impact:  Positive 

Evidence:  There is evidence of impact but evidence is weak because of the small sample 
(two groups of 18 students in the same school) which makes drawing 

meaningful generalized conclusions extremely problematic. The non-random 

allocation to conditions means that there is potential for bias. 
 

Campbell (2008) evaluated a mother training and support programme in The Family 

Learning Elementary School in the US.  The aim of the programme was to teach and equip 

parents from disadvantaged homes with the skills to help their children aged four to six to 
acquire reading skills necessary for school. Ten children from each grade (kindergarten, pre-
kindergarten and first grade) participated in the study. Training was conducted in bi-weekly 

parent-child workshops, assisted by teachers, parents, the researcher and the community-
involvement specialist assigned to the Family Learning Elementary School. The program 

involved teaching parents the strategies and activities that focused on phonemic awareness, 
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phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. All children showed gains, but children 

whose parents participated fully (including training workshops, conferences with follow-up 
educational home environment) made greater gains than those whose parents did not 

participate in all the activities.  

 
Impact:  Positive 

Evidence:  There is evidence of impact but the evidence is weak because of the very small 
sample (10 in each grade) thus not generalizable. Also it was not clear how 

the children were selected. The lack of a control group makes it difficult to 
attribute the gains solely on participation in the programme. 

 
Head Start 

Chang et al. (2009) analysed data from 3 waves of Early Head State Research and Evaluation 

(EHRSE) across 17 states in the US. Families of pre-school aged children (aged 3) were 

randomly allocated to treatment (n = 1,513) and control (n = 1,488). Children’s cognitive 
development was measured using the Bayley MDI scores (Index of children’s mental 

development). At-home linguistic and cognitive stimulation were significantly related to 
increases in Bayley MDI scores. Results showed that parenting classes increase parents’ 
linguistic and cognitive stimulation for English-speaking groups, but not for other ethnic or 

language groups, while group socialisation was effective for African American parents, but 
not the English speaking groups. The authors concluded that because at-home cognitive 

stimulation had significant effects on children’s Bayley MDI scores, suggesting that 
parenting behaviour can promote children’s cognitive development. 

 
Impact:  Positive effect on children’s cognitive development 
Evidence:  There is evidence of impact, but the evidence is not strong because 

comparisons were not made with the control group even though there was a 
control group. Instead, comparisons were made with a reference group 

(English-speaking groups). There was also no pre- post-intervention 
comparison. 

 

Hughes (2003) looked at the impact of Head Start (US) parents’ participation in a parent 

training pre-school literacy acquisition programme on children’s cognitive ability.  The 

study found that both participating and non-participating children improved their language 
development between pre- and post-test measured using the Concept of Print Clay test, but 

parent training children had higher mean scores. However, on test of AGS-ESP (Early 
Screening Profiles for predicting mental ability), parent training children performed less well 

with lower group means. Children were all pre-school age (4 to 5 years of age). 
 
Impact:  Mixed  

Evidence:  Undetermined as there was no comparison of gain scores. Children could be 
different to begin with. 
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Starkey and Klein (2000) described two experimental studies of a four-month program that 
trained parents to help develop the math skills of Head Start (pre-kindergarten) children. 

Participants were 30 families, mainly African American and Latinos who were assigned to 
either training (n =15) or control (n =15) who received no training. A pre- and post-test 
comparison with a comparison group was carried out. The dependent variable was a maths 

test. As a different type of “control” the study also tested the pupils in literacy. The 
hypothesis would be that the scores in math would increase but not in literacy. The authors 

reported positive gains in informal mathematical knowledge among intervention group, but 
not for control group, but not for literacy.  

 
Impact:  Positive on maths knowledge 
Evidence:  Evidence is weak because of small sample which is predominantly Latinos 

and African American, there is the issue of generalisability. The groups were 
also not equal to begin with as shown in the pre-test scores. 

 
Even Start 

St Clair and Jackson (2006) examined the effects of a programme aimed specifically for 

migrant families on 14 kindergarten children (aged 5/6) whose parents attended The 
Migrant Education Even Start (MEES) Family Literacy programme. Fifteen children from the 

same local schools were recruited to form the control. The intervention included 25 sessions 
of one-hour training where parents were shown through modelling how to support their 
children in learning the kindergarten curriculum. In addition, these parents also received 

resource materials to support learning at home (e.g. Play Station equipment and Leap 
Pads). Intervention children made significantly greater gains than control children in 3 of 

the 4 measures of literacy (verbal reasoning, letter identification and writing). There was no 
difference in picture vocabulary test. 

 
Impact:  Mixed 
Evidence:  Weak evidence because the very small sample results would not be 

generalisable and also parents were self-selected. These parents would be 

more motivated and perhaps keen for their children to succeed.  
 

St Pierre et al. (2005) evaluated the effects of 18 Even Start projects in the US for pre-school 

children (aged 3-4). Even Start is a Family Literacy Programme which provides parenting 

education, joint-child literacy activities to children and parents from low-literate families. 
The study used a random assignment comparing the literacy outcomes of Even Start 

families with those of control families. 462 families were followed for 2 years. The results 
showed that Even Start programmes did not have a statistically significant impact on child 
literacy, parent literacy or parent-child interactions, when compared with control families. 

The research speculated that the lack of impact could be due to low level participation of 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=St%20Pierre%20RG%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=16351339
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families. The curriculum content and instructional approach was also found to be 

ineffective.  

 
Impact:  No impact 

Evidence:  The evidence is weak because there were no pre- and post-test comparisons so 
it was difficult to see if gains in academic outcomes for the treatment and 

control groups were different or not. There was also no proper 
implementation of the programme and no consideration taken of other 

possible confounding variables.  
 
PALS 

Another parenting support programme which includes parent training is a home-based 
programme known as Play and Learning Strategies (PALS). In an experimental study, 

Dieterich et al. (2006) examined the effects of PALS with and without mentors for two 
aged group of children: pre-schools programme for infants 4 months to one year and the 
toddler/pre-school programme for children 8 months to 4 years. The programme involved 

training mothers through play-and-learn strategy. The aim was to educate mothers 
addressing responsive parenting, behavioural support, language stimulation, and support of 

attention skills.  The comparison group had a facilitator (PALS) to visit the home and 
educate mothers, while the experimental group had facilitator and a mentor (M-PALS) to 
train the mothers. PALS facilitators were research assistants trained to work with families 

using PALS strategies. They made weekly visits to homes to coach and train mothers in 
using PALS parenting concepts. Mentors were recruited from the community and trained to 

identify the mothers’ personal and social needs. In addition they also provided support to 
mothers in implementing the PALS strategies. Study participants were low SES families 

who consented to participation. 48 families were recruited in the M-PALS programme and 
84 in the PALS programme. In the final analysis only 46 M-PALS and 71 PALS families 

completed post-test. Attrition was 4% and 15% respectively. Attrition rate for both groups 
were due primarily to families moving out of the area or inability to complete the program 
session. There was no control group as such, as control is the intervention (PALS). For the 

purpose of the review, the focus is on academic outcomes.  Because of lack of 
randomisation, the researchers used propensity scoring to match the children to overcome 

selection bias. Results showed that children of MPALS made greater improvements in 
cognitive development compared to children in PALS. Large ES (d=0.62) was detected. M-

PALS mothers also showed greater verbal scaffolding compared to mothers in PALS. 
Increased cognitive outcomes was attributed to mother’s verbal scaffolding which was more 
in MPALS where mentors were from the same community as mothers.  

 
Impact:  No evidence of impact as the evaluation was not about the effect of PALS as 

such, but the use of mentors. 

Evidence:  The evidence is weak as the units were not randomly assigned to groups 
although the researchers tried to overcome the selection bias using propensity 



 

Identifying the most promising parental involvement 

interventions with impact on learning outcomes for 

primary school aged children 

62 

 

scores. What is clear is that both groups were not equivalent. There was also 

no pure control group. The authors assumed that PALS was effective and 
wanted to see if the additional component of using mentors could make a 

difference.  
 

Landry et al. (2011) evaluated a responsive parenting intervention during shared reading 
which used the Play and Learning Strategies (PALS) implemented in the US for babies from 

aged 6 months to 28 months. Babies were randomised to either PALS or DAS 

(Development Assessment Session) and then subsequently to PALS II or DAS II (extended 
intervention). The intervention involved weekly visits of 1.5 hours in homes from trained 

facilitators. Facilitators then videotaped interactions and offered feedback to parents. 
Emphasis was on mother-child reading behaviours. The study started with 264 PALS I 

babies but only 166 remained at 2-years follow-up (representing a 37% drop out). Children’s 
verbal responses and engagement were compared between those who had PALS I + PALS 
II (n = 34), PALS I + DAS II (n = 33), DAS I + PALS II (n =50) and DAS I + DAS II (n 

=49). Results showed improvements in maternal shared book reading behaviours. Mothers’ 
responsiveness showed greatest gain at PALS II and PALSII children showed gains in 

verbal responses and initiative. 

 
Impact: Positive effect on verbal responses, but no evaluation of PALS effects on 

reading ability and impact on later reading ability/behaviours compared to control 
Evidence: There is some evidence of impact on children’s verbal responses but 

evidence is weak because of the small sample (under 50 in each group) and high 
attrition which affects the validity of the results. There was no actual analysis of 
impact on reading ability. Mothers did not all read the same books. 

 
Words-to-Go 

Reutzel et al. (2006) examined the impact of the Words-to-Go programme (an American 

intervention) on six-year old first grade children’s reading and writing progress. This was a 
2-year program conducted in high poverty, low performing schools, with 35% of ethnic 

diversity. Schools worked with parents in providing them with training throughout the 

school year on how to read aloud with their children. In addition to reading to their 

children, parents were trained in decoding instruction and practice. 144 children from eight 
first grade classes (67 treatment and 77 control students from a matched school) participated 
in the programme. Both parents and children received books to bring home. Children 

brought a book of an appropriate reading level home every day to read to their parents. 
Intervention parents and their children were given a new Words-to-Go lesson to bring home 

every week (script and materials). Control parents, on the other hand, only received a letter 
explaining how they could help their child with homework. Both experimental and control 

students were also involved in in-school phonics instructional programme as well as a 
family literacy programme. Outcome measures included the Systematic Sequential Phonics 
assessment and the State Core Assessment End-of-Level Test in Language Arts. Pre- and 
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post-test comparison showed a positive effect size for the WTG programme for both reading 

and writing. The author concluded that being able to decode words accurately is important 
in enhancing reading. However, the researchers presented individual child-level significance 

calculations that are not appropriate to this two school comparison. There was a low level of 
attendance by parents in the training sessions.  

 
Impact: Positive 
Evidence: There is evidence of impact on reading and writing, but the evidence is not 

strong because of small sample and allocation to groups was by schools meaning 
that there were only 2 cases. This weakens the evidence. Further, only 65% of 

parents in experimental group attended training sessions – so the effects of training 
may not be established. However, absent parents did receive information by 

letters.  
 
Family Development Credential 

Another family support programme implemented in the US is the Family Development 

Credential (FDC) initiative. The FDC programme uses trained service workers to help parents 

to be engaged with their children’s learning, to enhance worker-parent partnerships, and to 
help families gain self-sufficiency and better skills. Its aim is to facilitate parents to support 

their babies to prepare them for school. A quasi-experimental study by Harvey (2011) 
compared two groups of parents; one supported by trained FDC workers and one by 
untrained FDC workers. The study included 2,365 children aged 0 to 5). This is a large 

sample, but analysis was conducted for only 695 children for some outcome measures.  The 
outcome measure was school readiness indicated by the level of parental involvement and 

child developmental appropriateness (delay/no delay). The study found no overall impact 
of FDC on delays. The groups were not randomly selected or allocated. It is hard to 
interpret the results as the measurement of school readiness was based on evidence of delays 

or no delays as indicated by the Child Development Assessment questionnaire.  
 

Impact: No impact 
Evidence: There is no evidence of impact because participants were those who 

volunteered to receive the additional services, thus posing a threat to external 
validity. Study results therefore cannot be generalised to other population. Some 
of the family workers were also trained in the parenting curriculum known as 

Parents as Teachers (PAT). There is no data on who the PAT-trained teachers 
were so the researcher was not able to cluster families according to this. Thus, 

cannot rule out the spuriousness of the effects related to PAT training. 
 

Lavelle-Lore (2014) investigated the effects of a 15-week parent-child home numeracy 
intervention where parents received numeracy training to support their children’s numeracy. 
60 parents of first grade children (aged 6-7 years old) from two Catholic schools in the US 

were randomly assigned to receiving training or no training (control). The effects of the 
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intervention on children’s mathematics performance were assessed. The results showed that 

treatment children made significant gains between pre- and post-test on GMADE (Group 
Mathematics Assessment and Diagnostic Evaluation) compared to control children. 

GMADE is a diagnostic maths test that assessed students’ maths skills.  
 

Impact: Positive impact on maths scores 
Evidence:  The evidence of impact is weak because of the very small sample (n=60).  

There were no details of analysis and attrition since the full copy of thesis was not 

available 
 
Parents and Children Making Connections (PCMC) 

In an innovative study, Neville et al. (2013) explored the use of a family-based training 
programme (PCMC) in the US that aimed to improve children’s selective attention. The 

intervention included activities that foster the development of attention skills among 
children. The study involved 141 pre-schoolers (aged 3-4) enrolled in a Head Start school. 

Children were randomly assigned to one of 3 conditions: PCMC, Head Start alone or 
alternative training without parental involvement. PCMC parents attended weekly 2-hour 
group training over 8 weeks while their children participated in small group activities. The 

training curriculum included strategies on handling family stress, behavioural management, 
language use and attention-facilitating activities.  Post-test examinations of brain activity 

showed improvements in attentional processing only among PCMC children. Analysis of 
cognitive measures also showed that PCMC children made greater gains in non-verbal IQ, 

receptive language and pre-literacy skills relative to those in the other 2 comparison groups. 
 
Impact: Positive 

Evidence:  There is evidence of impact but the small sample weakens the evidence a 
little. A sample of 141 which was further divided into 3 groups means that there would be 

about 47 in each group.  
 
FAST Start 

FAST Start is a home reading programme to train parents to use reading strategies at home. 

It is widely practiced in the US. Rasinski and Stevenson (2005) evaluated a FAST Start 

programme in a randomised controlled trial to test the effects of Fast Start (a home reading 
programme) on the reading fluency of 30 first grade children in Ohio. Families were 

randomly assigned to treatment conditions. The intervention involved parents spending 10 
to 15 minutes daily reading to and with their children. Intervention parents attended an 
hour of training to learn to use the Fast Start strategies. These parents were given reading 

materials for the 11 weeks, followed by weekly phone calls to obtain feedback and 
information. Parents in the control group were not given instructional materials or follow-

ups. They followed the usual school reading programme, but information about their home-
based reading activities was collected. The programme was shown to be particularly 

effective in improving the reading fluency of poor readers, but less so for able readers Both 
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experimental and control groups made significant progress between pre and post tests on 

letter word identification (LW) and tests of word reading accuracy (CW). Post-test 
comparisons showed small effect sizes between groups (d = 0.19 for LW and d = 0.2 for 

CW). Among the low ability children, both groups also made significant improvements 
between pre- and post-tests but experimental group made significantly greater improvements 

(d = 3.19 for LW; d = 23.0 for CW). This suggests that the intervention was particularly 
effective in improving the ability of low achievers in reading fluency (i.e. correct word read 
per minute). 

 
Impact: Positive impact on reading 

Evidence:  There is good evidence of positive impact, but given the small sample (n=30) 
and the fact that participants were mainly Caucasian in a suburban are means that 

the results may not be generalisable. For the reading fluency test, the improved 
performance for the experimental group in the post-test may be a regression to the 
means effect or it could be a fluke as the jump was substantial. Given the very 

small sample size, small changes can bring big results. There is potential to trial 
this on a bigger scale. 

 

Roberts (2008) evaluated the Reading First Grant programme in the US which involved 

training parents to use reading strategies at home with their children. The study examined 
the effects on the reading achievement of 139 first grade children (aged 6). Treatment 
parents attended 3 training sessions. In these sessions, parents received home packs with 

instructional materials and resources (e.g. books and word cards) to help set up a home 
library. Parents were shown how to use these materials at home, and more books were 

received after each training session. Control parents received no training and no materials. 
Participants were 139 low-income first-grade students from two elementary schools. 

Treatment children were from School A (n = 48) whose parents participated in the parent 
training sessions. Control children were those in school A who did not participate in 
training (n =47) plus the first graders (n = 100) in School B (control school). The author 

reported that all 3 groups made significant progress between pre- and post-tests on all 
measures. The researcher reported no significant differences between treatment group and 

control group in the same school, but significant differences in reading gains between the 
treatment school and control school. She concluded that this could be because of the 

implementation of the Reading First Grant in the treatment school. Control students in 
School B (n= 100) did not take the standardised DIBELS tests, so comparisons could not be 
made, but treatment students (n= 48) made bigger improvements on DIBELS tests 

compared to control students from the same school (n= 47). There did not appear to have 
any long term effects on children’s reading performance as measured by tests taken at the 

beginning of 2nd grade compared to scores attained at the end of 1st grade. The impressive 
performance of children in School B should be looked into. 
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However, when gain scores rather than post-test scores alone were considered, control 

school performed better than both treatment group and control group in treatment school on 
Word Knowledge test and Concepts about Print. For the Running Records Levels test, a 

small positive effect was detected between treatment group and control group in the same 
school, but the difference was greater when compared with control school (ES = 0.65). 

Comparisons could not be made for the standardised DIBELS tests as students in control 
school did not take the tests. Calculation of effect sizes showed that there was little 
difference between treatment and control groups on 4 of the 5 tests. Comparison of scores at 

the end of first grade with that of the beginning of 2nd grade on the DIBELS and criterion-
referenced tests showed no differences between control and experimental groups. 

 
Impact: No effect (Positive effect on only one out of 5 tests) 

Evidence: No evidence of effect. 
Comments: The number of pupils in the control school (n = 100) is more than twice the 
number of pupils in the treatment group (n = 48) and the control group in the treatment 

school (n = 48). This may have skewed the results. It was not clear how parents were 
selected for training – possibly volunteering. Teachers in the treatment school with a control 

group were not blind to allocation, so this may have influenced teacher’s judgements of 
pupils and parents. There is also a possibility of diffusion in School A, e.g. parents in the 

same school sharing training ideas. Allocation to treatment conditions was not randomised, 
and the hugely disproportionate size of treatment (n= 48) and control (n = 148) group may 
jeopardise the integrity of the study – validity and reliability can be compromised as the 2 

groups may be inherently different. ANOVA suggests that the 3 groups were different to 
each other (p.66). No baseline equivalence between groups was established, so any effects of 

parental training could be due to prior differences between groups, rather than the 
treatment. A large number of identified treatment parents were not able to attend the 

meeting. Both schools were already involved in a Title 1 Reading programme. So the effects 
(especially the impressive performance of children in School B) could be the result of the 
effect of other programmes. 

 

York (2006) conducted a randomised trial comparing the reading ability of second grade 

children (aged 7-8) in the US whose parents participated in active parent involvement 

training (APIT) sessions (n = 13) with another 6 children whose parents received 

information-based training (IBPIT). Children in both groups showed significant gains in 
reading fluency and reading engagement 

 
Impact: Positive impact reported 
Evidence:  Weak evidence of impact as there was no comparison with a control group. 

Any improvements in reading could be the result of natural development. This is 

an Ed D dissertation and full copy was not available in the time for the review. 
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Warren (2010) conducted a quasi-experimental study to compare the effects of training 

parents in phonemic awareness skills (experimental group) and read-aloud techniques 
(comparison group) on the literacy skills of young children (aged 5 to 6) identified as 

struggling readers. Pre- and post-test comparisons on 2 measures of the DIBELS test 
showed no effect of intervention on children’s literacy skills. There was also no difference 

between the performance of children taught by their parents reading aloud to them and 
those taught by parents trained in phoneme skills. The intervention was a 10-week 
programme where parents attended nightly training sessions on phonemic awareness Using 

the skills learnt parents then taught their children every day for 30 minutes on phonemes. 
Comparison group parents were trained to use the read-aloud techniques. Participants were 

low performing children from low income families. Out of 30 parents identified only 10 
agreed to take part. The 10 children were then randomly assigned to comparison (n=5) and 

experimental conditions (n=5). Results showed that phonemic awareness training did not 
have significant effects on the children’s reading skills. Pre-/post-test comparisons showed 
no difference between comparison and experimental children 

 
Impact: No impact 

Evidence: No evidence of impact as the sample was too small for meaningful 
comparisons. The small sample size alone would jeopardise the validity and 

reliability of the experiment. There was also no control for other influencing 
factors as children continued to be taught phonemes in their regular classes. There 
was also no control for differences in teachers and types of schools, all of which 

could affect the validity of the study. 
 

In another study Klein (1990) re-evaluated data from an earlier study using a programme of 
parent education. The exact nature of the programme is not detailed in the study.  19 first 
time parents with children aged 3 to 4 from one school district in Missouri were recruited 

for the study and control families were those matched on child demographic variables 
(n=22). Children were assessed on general mental processing (using Kaufman Assessment 

Battery for Children), pre-school language ability (Pre-school Language Scale) and social 
competence (Balatelle Development Inventory). Analyses of data showed that children 

whose parents participated in a parent education and support program registered higher 
levels of cognitive competency. Compared to control groups, they showed marked 
improvements in language competency (non-verbal auditory comprehension), some 

improvements in naming objects and giving explanation, but no significance difference in 
composite scores. There was no difference between groups in social competency. When 

parents’ age and level of education were taken into account, no difference between groups 
was detected in developmental competency. 

 

Comments 
The lack of detail around the actual original program of parent education makes it difficult 

to extrapolate generalised conclusions. The sample is unlikely to be representative of a 
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national population. The analysis of demographic factors may be an interesting jumping-off 

point for further study but is not explored in detail in this study. 
 

Impact: Mixed 
Evidence: Weak evidence because of the small sample. No true randomisation and no 

baseline equivalence established 
 
Parent support programmes in other countries 

Bekman (2004) reported a Mother-Child Education programme in Turkey for 177 children aged 

between 5 and 6 years old. The intervention entails the training of mothers in interacting 

with their children. Mothers were provided with worksheets every week, with instructions 
on daily exercise to be used with their children. The intervention was for 8 months and each 
session lasted 15 to 20 minutes. In addition, there was an enrichment programme for 

mothers to show them how to provide a conducive home environment. The study reported 
significant short term and long term effects (a year after the end of the intervention) on 

children’s literacy, but not numeracy skills. Intervention children also started to read 
significantly earlier than those whose mothers were not trained. Children’s numeracy skills 

were very much determined by their prior ability. It is not clear from the paper which was a 
greater influencing factor: the home environment or mother’s training. Intervention mothers 
reported using less negative parenting methods, such as physical punishment compared to 

control mothers. 
 

Impact: Positive effect on literacy, but not numeracy 
Evidence: The evidence is weak as participants were not randomly assigned, so 

possibility of selection bias. Both numeracy and literacy skills were measured 
using researcher-developed instruments. The validity of the tests was not 
determined. 

 

Benzies et al. (2014) evaluated a two-generation pre-school demonstration programme in 
Canada. The programme was a combination of parenting education and family support. 

Parents attended a mandatory 6-week course (5 days a week) on parenting skills. Group and 

one-to-one sessions focused on positive parenting behaviour and strategies to promote 

optimal child development.  A total of 132 children aged three were enrolled on the 
programme, but analysis was conducted on 65 children when they were 7 years old. 
Children’s progress was assessed at 3 points: start of the intervention, end of intervention 

and at 7 years of age. The study reported significant improvements in receptive language 
and global development at the end of the intervention, but no long term effect was observed 

in the follow-up. In fact children’s cognitive development reverted to pre-intervention level. 
This suggests that the effects were not maintained. In terms of motor development and 

communication, children showed significant improvements at the 7 years follow-up. This is 
not surprising as a 7 year old is likely to have greater communication and motors skills than 
a 3 year old. This cannot suggest programme effect. 
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Impact: Positive effect on language and general development 
Evidence: There is evidence of positive impact on language and general development, 

but the evidence is weak as there was no control group to compare rates of 
improvements. Any improvement could be due to natural development. 

 
Talk to a Literacy Learner (TTALL) 

TTALL is a 3-stage programme practiced in Australia which offers parents opportunities to 

talk to other parent about literacy practices, the aim of which is to enhance parental 
participation in children’s literacy activities. It supports parents changing the way they 

interact with their children in their reading and writing. It is a community-based literacy 
initiative. In the first stage parents attend 16 two-hour workshops over 8 weeks. In stage 2 
parents attend a further 12 workshops similar to stage 1. Stage 3 is where parents are trained 

as community tutors themselves.  The aim is to bring the parents closer to the culture of the 

school thus breaking down the barriers. Cairney and Munsie (1991) evaluated the phase 

one of the program which involved 25 parents and 34 children (aged 1-12 years), with 75 
other children as controls.  The study reported positive effects on parent-child relationship, 
child’s attitude towards school and literacy. TTALL children also made greater progress in 

vocabulary, comprehension and general literacy on standardized tests.   
 

Impact: Positive effects reported for literacy (vocabulary, comprehension and general 
literacy) 

Evidence:  Evidence of impact is weak because of the relatively small sample and no 
comparison groups 

 

 

HOME-SCHOOL PARTNERSHIP 
 
UK studies on home-school collaboration 

In the UK a family training and support programme known as The Manchester Transition 

Project was developed to train school staff for work with parents with children in the 

Foundation Stage and on entry to Year 1 (Dyson et al. 2007).  The aim of the project was to 
build relationships between school and home via a two-way communication to enhance 
parental involvement in their children's education. Eight schools participated in the study (6 

intervention and 2 comparator schools not involved in the initiative). The report did not 
evaluate pupils’ school outcomes. 

 
Impact: No evaluation of pupils’ outcomes 

Evidence: No evidence of impact 
 

Qualter (2005) described how one primary school in the UK carry out an interesting project 

to keep parents informed of what their children do in school and also to get them to engage 
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in their children’s learning at home. The school made up ‘role-play’ boxes for their Reception 

year to Year 2 children (aged 5 to 7) to take home. The aim was to develop children’s 
literacy skills. 

 
Impact: Children’s literacy skills not assessed 

Evidence: No evidence of impact 
 
Home-school partnership studies in the US 

Rhimes (1991) evaluated the effects of a family-school partnership programme. In this 
programme low SES parents were trained to work with their kindergarten aged children 

(aged 5) at home and at school. This study, conducted in Ohio, US suggest that the 
intervention had an effect in improving attendance. The intervention was a 30-week parent 
training (2 hrs per session). Classroom teachers demonstrated how to use classroom related 

activities. Parents were taught how to help their children with behavioural problems, about 
general health care and how to promote a conducive learning environment. Parents also had 

access to a range of social services. Parents whose children performed 1-2 years below their 
chronological age in the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-R (PPVT-R) were invited to take 

part. 40 of the 91 at-risk students took part (20 in experimental group and 20 in control). 
Experimental children were randomly selected from those whose parents volunteered to 
take part in the training. These were then matched with 20 other children whose parents did 

not volunteer. Assignment to control and experimental conditions was therefore not 
random. Training of parents was not detailed in the study. Results showed that there were 

no significant differences between groups on the post-test reading. Calculation of effect sizes 
showed that the two groups were significantly different in academic achievement as 

measured by the MAT-6 test (ES = 0.496). There were also no significant differences in the 
mean scores between the two groups. Effect sizes also showed no difference. There were 
also no gender differences in achievement. 

 
Impact: No impact 

Evidence: Very weak evidence as groups were not equal to begin with due to lack of random 
assignment to conditions. Use of significant tests was inappropriate given the small sample 

(n = 20 in each arm) and non-random allocation. No pre- post-test comparisons were 
evaluated, so there is no way to judge which group had made more improvements. 

 

Bradshaw et al. (2009) conducted a randomized controlled trial to evaluate the effects of a 
classroom-focused (CF) and a family-school partnership (FSP) interventions involving 267 
first grade children (aged 6-7) in the US. The CF (classroom focused) intervention involved 

a prescribed curriculum which focused on behaviour and learning. The activities included 
keeping a journal, role playing, loud reading, Good Behaviour Games, self-reflection and 

critical thinking activities. The FS (Family-School Partnership) intervention involved 
working with teachers and mental health professionals through a series of nine workshops to 
train parents in teaching and behaviour management skills as well as numeracy and literacy 
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skills. The children were followed through from first grade to aged 19. The study showed 

that CF intervention had positive effects on the KTEA (Kaufman test of Educational 
Achievement) for reading and maths. CF also had positive impact on college attendance for 

girls only and high school graduation among boys. FSP also had significant effects on 
children’s reading and maths for boys and girls alike. Overall CC intervention appears to be 

more effective than FS intervention at the elementary age. Overall CC intervention appears 
to be more effective than FS intervention at the elementary age. 
 

Impact: Positive, but classroom-based intervention had greater impact 
Evidence: Fairly good evidence, but the interventions are very complex in design and 

implementation. One concern with multi-component intervention is internal validity and 
implementation fidelity, as many of the participants could also be involved in other types of 

programmes. There was no report in the follow up measures (questionnaires) to account for 
this type of problem. The results of short time impact are free of this threat, but not the ones 
that measure long-term impact. Another issue is that classrooms in the same school were 

allocated in all three groups. There is a possibility of diffusion, which was not discussed by 
the authors. 

 
Families and Schools Together (FAST) 

FAST (Families & Schools Together) is a well-known family support programme, widely 

implemented across the US. It was originally designed to improve the well-being of children 
identified with social and behavioural difficulties. FAST is a multi-family group prevention 

program that is implemented in three stages: (a) active outreach to engage parents; (b) an 8-
week program of weekly multi-family group meetings; and (c) 2 years of follow-up monthly 

parent-led meetings. Some forms of FAST and FAME (Family Education) have also been 
implemented in the UK. Most of the studies in the UK were for children identified with 
behavioural difficulties, and few have evaluated their impact on school outcomes (Lindsay 

et al. 2010). There is no formal curriculum, but there is a research-based activity package 
which is used in the group sessions. It contains suggested activities for parents to use in their 

interaction with their children.   
 

McDonald et al (2006) evaluated the effects of FAST in a randomised controlled trial in the 

US. 473 Latino children from 10 schools were randomly assigned to either FAST or FAME. 
Parents in FAME did not receive training, but were given parenting pamphlets. Children in 

the study were from first to 4th grade (age 6 to 9). Teacher assessment of academic 
performance in the 2-year follow up showed that FAST children made significantly bigger 

gains than FAME pupils who had actually made negative progress. 
 
Impact: Positive 

Evidence: There is evidence of positive impact, but the use of teacher ratings instead of 
standardised tests weakens the evidence. The predominantly Latino sample also limits the 
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generalizability of the study. There is potential for trialling a robust RCT in the UK with a 

bigger sample using standardised tests. 

 

Hampton et al.’s (1998) evaluation of Project FAST focussed on the parental involvement 

component of the programme. The aim of the project was to encourage collaborative home-
school partnerships through monthly parent workshops where schools informed parents 

about school activities and expectations, showing them how they could support their 
children at home, how to build children’s self-concept and other basic parenting skills. There 
were annual summer enrichment programmes and year-round interactions between school 

and home. Each cohort of children was assigned a teacher who stayed with them from 

kindergarten to 4th grade. The study reported the results for a group of 119 children from 

four schools (five classes). Children were already assigned to classes before teachers 
volunteered to participate on the programme, so the authors simply assumed that there 

would be no differences between children in treatment and comparison classes. There was 
no randomisation and no pre-test. Four of the five FAST classes scored substantially higher 
on reading and maths (using the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills and the Terra Nova 

test), compared to non-FAST children and those in the school district more widely.  

 
Impact: Positive impact 

Evidence: There is evidence of impact, but the evidence is weak because of the small scale, 
the lack of equivalence between the classes, and the fact that the FAST teachers 

were volunteers suggesting a pre-existing difference or bias.  
 
Project EASE 

Jordan et al. (2000) evaluated a parent training programme known as Project Early Access to 

Success in Education (EASE) which focused on training parents in supporting their children’s 

language skills by providing scaffolded activities which were stage appropriate. This was 
aimed at pre-school children (aged 5-6). Parents of 177 kindergarten children in eight classes 

attended training sessions in school and were provided with book-mediated activities for use 
at home to reinforce what was learnt in the parent sessions at school. All children improved 
on Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (PPVT-R) and the Comprehensive 

Assessment Programme (CAP), but Project EASE participants made greater gains than a 
comparison group of 71 children in three other classes not receiving the intervention. This 

included vocabulary, story comprehension, sequence, sound awareness and concept of 
print. The size of the difference varied according to the amount of participation measured by 

completed book-related activities. The change was more impressive for children who scored 
lower in pre-tests than others. This, of course, could be the result of regression to the mean. 
Clarity of reporting was deficient for this study. For example, it was not clear how the 

allocation to groups was decided. It was also not clear whether interventions at home were 
monitored, so hard to say if the intervention was implemented as intended.  It was not clear 

how the groups were allocated. Project EASE was designed to strengthen children’s 
vocabulary, narrative understanding, and letter and sound recognition.  
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Impact:  Positive 
Evidence:  There is some evidence of impact. A sample of 248 is reasonable with 177 in 

treatment and 71 in comparison classes. It is not clear if classes were 
randomised. 

Comments: Intensive and expensive to administer. 
 
Another home-school literacy programme which builds on the Project EASE programme by 

Jordan et al. (2000) involves teaching parents to support their children using school-based 

literacy practices, and teaching teachers to build on the families’ literacy practices.  Steiner 

(2008) investigated the effects of the programme on first-grade (aged 6/7) children’s literacy 
achievement. Parents (n = 6) were taught effective read-aloud strategies and how to 
encourage conversations using storybook reading. Treatment teacher (n = 1) was shown 

how to integrate children’s home reading practices with the school’s literacy activities. The 
teacher (n =1) and parents (n = 5) in the control group did not take part in the training, but 

were involved in the data collection only. Treatment teacher and parents were those who 
indicated interest in the project. A total of 25 children in the first grade were involved (6 in 

the treatment group and 19 in the control group). This means that some of the children did 
not have parents who were in the programme. In fact none of the children in the control 
group had parents and teachers being involved in the programme. Results were compared 

across 3 groups: those whose parents and teachers participated; those whose teachers but 
not parents participated and those whose teachers and parents did not participate. There 

were no differences in post-test DRA (Development Reading Assessment) and DIBELS 
(Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy) scores between the two treatment groups. 

Compared to the control group, there were also no significant differences in DRA and 
DIBELS scores between those in the 2 treatment groups and those in the control group. 
Overall the intervention did not seem to have an effect on all measures of literacy apart from 

Concepts about Print. 

 
Impact:  No impact 

Evidence:  Weak evidence as the sample was too small (n = 25) and unequally distributed. 

Given that the treatment students were divided further into 2 groups (those 

whose parents and teachers were involved in the intervention and those where 
only their teacher was involved) makes the sample too small for any meaningful 
analysis. Little is also known about the characteristics of the children and the 

parents’ background. It is also not clear how many children were in each of the 2 
intervention groups. There could well be only one child in one of the groups. 

Only one school and one teacher in each condition were involved, so the results 
cannot be generalised. 

 
Other family-school collaboration  
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Brotman et al. (2013) evaluated a universal intervention (Parentcorps) which included after-

school group sessions for parents to increase parental involvement at home and promote 
positive behavior and effective behavior management. 1,050 children aged 4 from 

disadvantaged neighbourhoods in the US took part in this randomized controlled trial. 
Parents attended 13 parental training sessions each lasting 2 hours. Sessions were conducted 

by pre-K and kindergarten teachers. Results showed that intervention children performed 
better than children in control schools on standardised tests in reading, writing and maths 
(Cohen's d = 0.18) and also on teacher-assessed performance (Cohen's d = 0.25). 

 
Impact: Positive 

Evidence:  There is good evidence of impact. There is promise that teachers working with 
parents can enhance home and school environment with positive effect on 

children’s academic outcomes. 
 

Calnon (2005) evaluated a home-school collaboration project training parents to use school 

activities at home. Both parents and children attended 2-hour workshops every two weekly 
where they were trained to use ‘literacy kits’ at home. 255 at-risk kindergarten children and 

their families from 11 elementary schools in the US took part in the study. The activities 
included practising State Reading Test Skills (SRT). Those that agreed to be on the 
programme (n =114) formed the experimental group, and those that declined formed the 

control (n = 141). All the experimental group children experienced higher gains between 
their spring and winter SRTs than the control group.  

 
Impact:   Small positive effect 

Evidence:  Weak evidence of impact as participation was voluntary so the sample cannot 
be assumed to be demographically representative. Groups were unequal to 
begin with and this jeopardises the validity of the intervention. 

 

Davis (2004) investigated the impact of School-Home Link (SHL) on six-year old children’s 

reading in the US.  The intervention involved the use of a School Home Link (SHL) activity 
guide homework. For 12 weeks intervention pupils took these SHL guides home every 

week. Additional homework on maths, science, reading or social studies could be given by 
teachers (researcher had no control over these extra homework). Parents were given 
activities to complete with their children. Activities focused on the Texas Primary Reading 

Inventory (TPRI) criterion-referenced test. Parents signed and returned these activity guides 
each week. Participating children were those whose teachers volunteered to be on the 

programme. Of those who volunteered, 14 from 3 schools were selected (not clear what the 
selection criteria were) to be in the experimental group. 20 teachers from another group of 

volunteers from 4 schools made up the control group. Students who were identified as at-
risk were assigned to the district-sponsored reading intervention programme. Experimental 
group were those who were given SHL activity guides to take home. The experimental 

group was made up of 147 children. There were 164 in the control group. Both groups 
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included some children who were also in district sponsored reading intervention which does 

not include parental involvement. Control children were not given an SHL. Although 600 
students were targeted for the programme, only data for the 311 children whose parents 

agreed for their child’s scores to be used for the study were analysed. Reading performance 
was measured using The Texas Primary Reading Inventory (TPRI). Results showed no 

significant differences between groups in gain scores between pre-test and post-test (no effect 
size reported, and significant testing not appropriate for non-random sampling). There were 
also no differences between those who participated in SHL + district intervention and those 

who had only district intervention or SHL only. 
 

Impact: No impact 
Evidence:  No evidence as assignment to conditions was non-random. Significant tests 

are therefore inappropriate. Results were reported only for those whose parents 
consented to data being used. All these could seriously threaten both internal and 
external validity as well as reliability of the intervention. It was not clear what 

criteria were used to select teachers. Also almost half of the data were not 
included. Parents who consented and those who did not could be different (biased 

due to self-selection). 

 

Hindman’s (2008) dissertation looked at the effects of the School-Family Partnership and Early 

Learning programme in Head Start schools on children’s learning outcomes. Data from 133 

pre-school children found that the programme did not increase family involvement and 

teacher outreach. Family home involvement with children was associated with children’s 
positive behavior, but negatively related to sound awareness and vocabulary learning. 
Communication between parents and schools was positively related to children’s learning of 

the alphabet and vocabulary. It is possible that children who do well at school are more 
likely to have parents who have greater communication with the school. The study design 

cannot determine the cause and effect direction. 
 

Impact:  No impact on learning outcomes 
Evidence: There is no evidence of impact on learning outcomes. Evidence is weak as the 

low frequency of parent-school communication and teachers’ outreach activities 

make it difficult to access the full impact of the programme. Also studies of 
association do not take into account other possible confounding variables, such as 

home background. 
 

In another study, Waller (2002) compared 20 pre-school children in Head Start schools in 
the US whose parents participated in a classroom maths enrichment programme with 
another 20 whose parents were selected to take part in parent education sessions.  Results 

indicated that children in the enrichment programme outperformed those who did not 
participate. However, parent participation did not have a significant effect on children’s 

maths readiness skills.  
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Impact:  No impact of parent participation 
Evidence:  Weak as the sample is small and there is also a threat to validity as participating 

parents communicated with non-participating parents thus diluting the effects. 
 

Sheridan et al. (2011) evaluated a randomised controlled trial of a home-school 
collaboration effort (The Getting Ready Intervention) to facilitate the school readiness of 

disadvantaged pre-school children (aged 3 to 4 years) in the US.  This was a 2-year 

intervention involving 60-minute home visits (average 8 times over 2 years) and structured 
activities to encourage positive parenting skills to support child’s learning. A total of 217 

children were randomly allocated to treatment or control. Teacher assessments showed that 
intervention children made greater gains in language use, reading and writing skills 

compared to the control children. Gains for intervention children were also maintained over 
the summer, but not for the control group. This could be due to parents’ continued 
engagement in learning experiences outside the classroom. However, standardised norm-

referenced measurement (PLS-4) found no significant difference between groups in gains in 
Expressive Communication scores. 

 
Impact:  Mixed (positive impact using teacher assessments, but not on standardised tests) 

Evidence: There is some evidence, but the evidence is weak because the high attrition rate 
(46%) meant that the statistical power to detect intervention effects might be 
limited. As teachers were not blind in their allocation to treatment and control, 

there is a possibility that treatment teachers may be influenced by their awareness 
that they were in the treatment group. It is possible that the coaching and training 

received by treatment teachers may have enhanced their classroom teaching, in 
terms of better instruction in language and literacy teaching. It is not clear whether 

the intervention effects were the result of greater parental engagement or 
improvement in the quality of classroom instruction as a result of the training and 
coaching.  

 
Family Literacy Bags 

Smith (2000) evaluated a randomised controlled study of a home literacy programme in the 
US where the schools worked with families using home literacy bags which children take 
home. The project lasted nine weeks at the end of which children’s performance on the 

Metropolitan Achievement Test (MAT7) pre- and post-intervention was compared. Five 
second grade classes (aged 7) were randomly assigned to Literacy Bags (n = 3) or no 

treatment (n = 2). Children whose parents agreed to take part were included in the study (n 
= 88). Of these only 82 took the pre-test and 60 completed the post-test (representing a 25% 
attrition rate). Results showed no intervention effect for both reading and writing.  

 
Impact:  No impact 
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Evidence: Weak evidence as baseline equivalence between groups was not established. It 

was subsequently found that one of the control classes had extremely high post-
test scores which skewed the results. Interestingly, the researcher found that this 

was because the teacher in that particular control class had used a formulaic-
writing method that resulted in very high scores in the T-Units test. This suggests 

that the method used by that class was perhaps more effective in improving 
writing skills (as tested on the T-Units test) than the method proposed in the study. 
So, to discount this in the analysis would bias the findings of the study. The 

sample also cannot be considered random as 14% of initial parents approached did 
not take part, and of the remainder only 75% were involved in the study (attrition 

was 25%). 
 

COMBINATION  
 
UK studies 

Close (2001) conducted a review of parental involvement interventions in the UK to 

identify the best ways in helping parents to support their children’s literacy. Their review 
concluded that early intervention, such as parents reading to their children and parent-child 
relationships and visiting libraries, partly accounts for differences in children’s performance 

on entry to school.  Parent-child support programmes like the Sheffield’s ORIM framework 
and family literacy can help to boost parents’ confidence in supporting their children’s 

literacy. The ORIM framework was developed by Sheffield University’s REAL Project. 
ORIM stands for Opportunities for learning, showing Recognition of the child’s activities, 

Interaction with the child on literacy activities, and providing a Model of a literacy user. 
 
Raising Early Achieving in Literacy (REAL) 

One of the programmes in Brooks et al.’s (2008) review of family literacy and numeracy 
programmes in UK was REAL (Raising Early Achievement in Literacy) using the ORIM 
framework to raise parents’ own literacy and learning so that they can support their 

children’s literacy development.  One of the components of the programme was home 
visitation by teachers. REAL is a family literacy initiative for children aged 3 to 5. Besides 

home visitations, parents also received literacy resources. Children from 21 schools took 
part in the original study. Families were from deprived areas in the north of England. 

Almost all the families were white mono-lingual. The project was developed and 
implemented by Nutbrown and colleagues (Nutbrown and Hannon 2011) from Sheffield 
University. In the second phase of the project a randomised controlled study involving 176 

children from 11 schools (16 in each) was conducted. Eight children from each school were 
randomly assigned to REAL or not. The intervention lasted from 12-18 months. Pre- and 

post-tests of children’s literacy were based on the Sheffield Early Literacy Development 
Profile (SELDP); British Picture Vocabulary Scale – revised (BPVS-II). Post-test included an 

additional letter recognition test. The study reported positive impact while the programme 
was in operation. As the actual study report was not available, it is not clear which aspect of 
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literacy was assessed but the study suggests that when compared to control children REAL 

children did not appear to have made greater progress. However, on the developers’ website 
(http://www.niace.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/projects/Family/External_resear

ch/THE-UNIVERSITY-OF-SHEFFIELD-Impact-of-the-REAL-Project.pdf) they reported 
positive gains by programme children with a small to medium effect size (ES=0.4) 

immediately after the intervention. Results on the standardised BPVS test were not reported. 
Effects of the programme also seem to wear off when children entered school at age 5 and 
completely disappeared at age seven. This could suggest that the benefits were not 

sustained, or it could be because different assessments were used. The pre- and post-
programme comparisons measured literacy using the developers’ own instrument of 

measurement (the Sheffield Early Literacy Development Profile), whereas the school 
follow-up assessment used the Key Stage One Standard Assessment Literacy Tasks. 

Nevertheless, the programme seems to benefit those whose mothers had the lowest 
educational qualifications. 
 
Impact:  Positive impact using developer’s-designed instrument, but no impact using standardised 

assessments. No lasting effects either. 
 

Evidence:  There is some evidence of short-term effect, but evidence is not strong because 
of the small sample (under 100 in each arm) in a specific region of UK. The full 
paper was not available – so it was not clear how the literacy levels were tested. 

The positive impact could be the result of ‘Hawthorne effect. The results can only 
be suggestive, not conclusive, but there is promise here. The project could be 

scaled up to include more diverse regions with diverse population and using 
standardised assessments. 

 

Sylva et al. (2008) evaluated SPOKES (Supporting Parents on Kids Education in Schools), 
a parent training programme aimed at tackling behaviour and literacy problems in 5 and 6 

year-old children in London, UK. The intervention combined the ‘Incredible Years’ parenting 

programme (a behavioural intervention) with a literacy programme based on the Pause, 

Prompt and Praise (PPP) approach that trained parents to support their children’s reading at 

home. 112 parents from disadvantaged backgrounds who agreed to participate were 

randomly allocated to either the intervention (n=60) or control (n=52) group. The 
intervention spanned over three terms, where parents were trained in the Incredible Years 

Strategy in the first term and the literacy programme in the second term. In the third term 
parents received a top up of both programmes. Parents in the control group were not trained 
but were offered a telephone helpline service. Analyses of 104 children’s literacy 

performance showed significant differences between intervention and control groups in pre- 
post-test gains for word reading (ES = 0.30), but not for other measures of literacy: 

BPVS(British Picture Vocabulary Scale), phonological awareness and concepts of print. 
Word reading was measured on the British Ability Scale which assessed the child’s ability to 

http://www.niace.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/projects/Family/External_research/THE-UNIVERSITY-OF-SHEFFIELD-Impact-of-the-REAL-Project.pdf
http://www.niace.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/projects/Family/External_research/THE-UNIVERSITY-OF-SHEFFIELD-Impact-of-the-REAL-Project.pdf
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read single word. Gains in reading are equivalent to 6 months. In terms of writing, 

intervention group also performed better than control although the difference was small. 
 

Impact:  Mixed (Positive for word reading and writing, but not for other measures) 
Evidence:  There is mixed evidence of effect, but the evidence is not strong enough 

because of the small sample (about 50 in each arm). The trial could be scaled 
up to establish its effects on other measures of literacy. 

 
Combination studies from other countries 

The Turkish Early Enrichment Project (TEEP) combined the HIPPY programme (a home 

instruction programme) and a Mother Enrichment programme (parent training). Evaluation 

of the project by Kagitcibasi (2001) involved 280 children aged between 3 and 5 years old. 
The study compared the effects on children in three settings: home, educational and 
custodial centres. The HIPPY component involved mothers receiving worksheets every 

week over two years, plus storybooks, alternating between home and educational settings 
and with instruction. The Mother Enrichment Programme involved biweekly group 

discussions (again over 60 weeks across two years) lasting about an hour and covering 
topics on general child health and development aimed at building mother confidence. 

Children in the 3 settings were randomly allocated to Mother Enrichment or not. This was 
to find out if the additional component would make a difference. The results are unclear. 
The study found short-term positive effects on 23 (out of 28) measures, particularly for 

children in educational settings. Differences for children in custodial and home settings were 
less obvious. Therefore, the Mother Programme could be deemed ineffective (and this is the 

element of interest to this review). However, this trend was reversed over time, with follow 
up results six years later showing Mother Enrichment Programme being the significant 

factor.  
  

Impact:  Mixed effects (Positive short-term impact on some measures only) 
Evidence:  There is little evidence of impact, but the evidence is weak because of small 

sample in each sub group (average of 30 for the intervention arm). Outcome 

measures were complicated and often adapted by researchers themselves. There 
was no pure control as such since all children also received HIPPY. The 

comparison s in the 3 settings were with HIPPY + ME or HIPPY alone. 
 

In a follow-up study, Kagitcibasi et al. (2009) revisited the sample 19 years later tracking 
the children to adulthood. They reported that those receiving either the Mother Enrichment 
Programme or Educational Preschool Education had positive effects in development which 

could be detected in early adulthood. Less than 47% of the original participants were 
included in the analysis.   
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Impact:  Mixed - Positive effects on children’s development (knowledge of Turkish 

vocabulary); Positive effects on social development for older children; No effect 
on children with very low cognitive skills 

Evidence:  There is weak evidence of impact because of the high attrition of over half of 
original participants. Also  intervention works only in very specific Turkish 

context.  
 

Denton (2001) looked at 10 very well-known pre-school programmes in the US, including 

the four widely evaluated ones: High Scope/Perry Pre-school project; the Carlolina 
Abecedarian Project , the Chicago Child-Parent Centers and the New York State 

Experimental Pre-Kindergarten program). The report highlighted findings from landmark 
studies of these so-called model programmes. All these studies suggested that early 

interventions had beneficial long term effects on school performance for disadvantaged 
children.  Positive effects included higher grades and achievement scores several years later, 
lower grade retention rates and fewer placements in special education. One common key 

feature of these programmes is school-based intervention and small class sizes with 
children:staff ratio ranging from 6 to 8.  

 
The High Scope/Perry Pre-school project  

Evaluation of 58 programme children and 65 control children found positive effects with 
children entering school with higher IQ, achieving higher grades and achievement scores up 
to age 19.  This project was aimed at children age 3-4 with IQ below 85. The programme 

includes 2.5 hour daily classroom instruction and weekly 90-minute home visit to support 
parents. Programme duration is 2 years.  

 
The Carolina Abecedarian Project  

This programme targets at-risk children from 6 weeks to 3months and include full-day year 
round child care or pre-school plus home support. Programme duration  is from 5 to 8 years. 
Evaluation of 57 programme children and 54 control followed through to age 21 showed 

that programme children had higher IQ at age 21 and higher achievement scores through 
age 21. They also outperform control children on other school performance measures 

through age 15.  
 
Chicago-Child Parent Centers (CPC) 

The programme caters to disadvantaged African American children from ages 3-5 and 
includes half day pre-school and half day or full day kindergarten with a comprehensive 

range of health and social services. Programme duration is 1 to 6 years. Comparison of 989 
CPC children with 550 control children also showed higher achievement scores for CPC 

children at age 14, high graduation and low grade retention rates. 
 
Impact:  All the programmes studied suggest that early intervention had beneficial long-

term effects on school performance for disadvantaged children. Positive effects 
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included higher grades and achievement scores, lower grade retention and fewer 

placements in special education 
Evidence: There is some good evidence of impact on children’s learning outcomes 

 
Head Start 

Head Start is a multiple parenting programme which includes parenting classes, group 

socialisation and support groups. Early evaluation of the Head Start programme found that 
Head Start children outperformed those not in the programme in the first and second 

grades. The study concluded that there was no evidence of benefit in the third grade. Also 
the selection of programme and comparison children was seriously flawed, thus 

jeopardizing the validity of the evaluation. Since then a number of small-scale evaluations of 
individual Head Start programmes have presented mixed results. There were a number 
reporting positive impact on school performance and an equal number suggesting no 

impact, and a smaller number showing negative effects. Denton (2011) explained that 
because of local controls of Head Start programmes there were wide variations in its 

implementation with little monitoring. 
 

Impact:  Mixed results 
Evidence:  No clear evidence of impact 
 
Other evaluations of similar programmes 

The Chicago-Child Parent Center (CPC) programme has been in operation since 1967 and 
has since been widely evaluated. CPC is a centre-based pre-school intervention for families 

(largely African American) in high poverty neighbourhoods in Chicago. It has been 
delivered in 24 centres in Chicago and includes parental involvement, comprehensive 

services and child-centred focus on developing reading and language skills. It includes a 
nine-month programme plus summer programme. Parents are required to attend and be 

involved in centres one half day per week. The key feature of the programme is mandatory 
parental involvement. It provides educational and family support for children between 3 and 

9 years old. The aim is to reach parents and children early, to develop language skills and 
self-confidence. It is a multi-strategy intervention combining home support and classroom 
strategies. It includes teacher-directed whole class instruction, small group activities, field 

trips and play. There is low child-staff ratio and parents are encouraged to work with the 
children in the classroom. There are also other outreach activities such as home visits. 

 

Reynolds and colleagues (2011) examined the long term effects of the programme on the 
whole cohort of children who completed pre-school and kindergarten in all 20 CPCs (n= 

989). Another 565 children from 5 randomly selected schools involved in an alternative 
kindergarten intervention (e.g. Head Start and home care) formed the comparison group. 

Children stayed on the programme for 6 years and followed through to age 28. Results 
showed that pre-school participation in CPC had had the most consistent and lasting effects 

for a number of outcomes, including education, SES, health behaviour and crime. 
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Intervention group had significantly higher levels of educational attainment compared to 

comparison group.  They were more likely to stay on in school for longer, more likely to 

attend a 4-year college and complete high school and graduate on-time. An earlier study by 

Ou (2005) using the same cohort of pupils looked at the shorter term impact. Results 
showed significant effects on cognitive advantage (Iowa Test of Basic Skills word analysis 
and maths subtest scores at age 6 and in the eighth grade, lower grade retention and higher 

grade completed. Parent involvement was significant to highest grade completed (.14), and 
preschool participation increased parental involvement which in turn led to higher grade 

completed. 
 

Impact:  Positive effects on attendance and high school completion 
Evidence:  Fairly good evidence considering the large sample (n=1,554), with comparison 

group randomly selected from non-participating schools Good evidence 

 

Ou and Reynolds (2010) reported on the same programme but analysed the data by gender. 

The results showed that the boys seemed to benefit more from preschool programmes than 
girls. 

 

Reynolds et al. (2004) analysed the same data but this time looking at the path of effects on 
educational attainment and delinquency. They found significant relationship between 

attendance and high school completion, perhaps because of mediating factors such as less 
likely to be retained in school grades, more likely to attend ‘magnet’ schools, etc. There was 

also a 40% reduction in juvenile arrest figures. 
 
Impact:  Positive effects on high school completion  

Evidence:  Good evidence but difficult to pin-point which aspect of the intervention is 
the key ingredient. Perhaps it is a combination of school plus home support that 

makes the difference.  
 

An earlier evaluation of the Chicago-Child Parent Centre by Barnard (2001), a student of 
Reynolds, considered the association between parental involvement in CPC and children’s 

later academic success. Data from a sub-sample of the Chicago Longitudinal Study (n= 

1,295) were analysed. Results showed participation in CPC was associated with both school 
and home parental involvement as reported by parents. Teachers also noted higher parental 

involvement in grades 1 to 6, and this was found to have a positive and long term 
relationship with a number of child out come measures, such as reading performance at age 

14, dropout rate and high school completion. 
 
Impact:   Positive long term effects on reading performance at age 14 and drop out and high 

school completion 
Evidence:  Medium 
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Abecedarian Project and the Carolina Approach to Responsive Education (CARE) 

Pungello et al. (2010) evaluated the effects of the Abecedarian and the Carolina Approach 
to Responsive Education (CASE) on children’s learning. Both are early educational 
intervention from infancy to kindergarten, delivered in a full-time child-care facility in a 

university based research centre. The programme involves home visits when children were 6 
months until age 54 months. Pungello et al. tracked the children to age 21 to estimate the 

long term effects of the programmes on a range of outcomes. The sample was made of 139 
children (53 in the Abecedarian group with 51 controls and 14 in the CARE group with 21 

controls). The study reported significant effects of early intervention on general educational 
attainment and participation in post-compulsory schooling as well as skilled employment. 

For the control group, HOME scores (home environment) were associated with education 

attainment, but for the treated group HOME scores and child risk were not related 
significantly to education attainment. High school graduation was also predicted by home 

environment, although there was no evidence of moderating effect. These findings suggest 
that early intervention may help to ‘boost’ children enabling them to go on to achieve, and 

may be more protective than enhancing. Home environment may be more significant in 
getting children out of harmful early environments. However, the paper did not describe 
how the treatment may have an effect on the home environment. 

 
Impact:  Positive effects on general education, participation in post-compulsory schooling 

and gaining skilled employment 
Evidence:  Weak evidence, largely because of the very small sample. Given the 

longitudinal nature of the study, it is not clear how many children dropped out of 
the programme or were untracked. Traceable and untraceable children tended to 
be different. The largely African American sample also limits generalizability. 

Also, the treatment took place in the University research centre, and is thus not 
representative of child care experience for most children. A number of possible 

risk factors that may have contributed to outcomes have not been considered. 
 

FATHER’S INVOLVEMENT 
A majority of parental involvement interventions for very young children addressed the role 

of mothers, for example, programmes about shared/dialogic reading, family literacy 

programmes invariably involve mothers. It is now increasingly acknowledged that the role 
of fathers is just as important, and a growing number of research in this area has emerged. 
However, much of this includes studies of association (e.g. Downer 2003, McFadden 2012, 

Nicholas & Fletcher 2011 and St George and Fletcher 2012). Where intervention studies are 
conducted, for example, in the UK they tended to evaluate the effects on the level of 

parents’ engagement and parental outcomes, such as skills and confidence (e.g. Goldman 
2004, Lloyd et al. 2003). Rarely, do they evaluate children’s school outcomes. Even when 

they do, it is often via teacher or parents’ ratings. 
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Fagan and Iglesias (1999) evaluated a Head Start programme for children under 5 (average 

age 53 months) looking at how involving fathers in children’s reading can contribute to 
children’s literacy development. The intervention involved father (n=96) reading to their 

children, father-child activities at home and outdoor activities. It also included training 
fathers to use literacy and numeracy materials and regular meetings to review progress. 

Results showed significant programme effects on children’ school readiness (letter-word 
identification and applied problem skills). This was particularly so for those whose fathers 
were most active and consistent in attending the programme. However, analysis compared 

intensity of programme use rather than with control group. 
 

Impact:  Positive effects on children’s school readiness (letter-word identification and 

applied problem skills). Children of high intervention fathers showed greater 
and positive gain scores than children of comparison low intervention fathers 

Evidence:  There is little evidence, but this could be a ‘Hawthorne effect.’ Comparison 
with control group was not reported. The evidence is weak because of the small 

sample which included only 34% of those selected to take part. There was also 
no randomisation. Because of other confounding variables (e.g. fathers’ 
interest) the study is not able to convincingly attribute impact on intervention. 

 

PARENTS AS TEACHERS 
Parents as Teachers (PAT) programmes started in the early 1970s by early childhood 

professionals to help parents understand their role in their children’s development from 
birth. The programme is available in 50 states in the US and available to all families, but 

many targeted at disadvantaged families. There have been several studies prior to 2000 in 
the US. Results were mixed and almost all studies were seriously flawed.  

 
Hebbeler and Gerlack-Downie (2002) studied children from 3 months to aged 3. They 
reported that PAT did not increase children’s school readiness. Evaluation of a Multisite 

Parents as Teachers program (Wagner, et al. 2002) positive effects were found for parenting 
behaviours, but no effects on children’s outcomes. Wagner et al. (2002) studied the children 

from 8 months to 3 years at 3 sites. However, the study did not continue to the third year as 

very few families continued beyond the second year. A total of 665 consenting families were 

then randomly assigned to either PAT (n=275) or control (n=390). Children’s development 
was assessed using the Development Profile II (DPII) inventory. Information collected by 
the instrument is based on parents’ report and observations by the field evaluator. The 

intervention appeared to benefit the poorest children more than those from moderate 
income families. Small positive effects were registered for 3 of the 5 DPII measures for the 

poorest children (ES=0.07 for cognitive development and 0.12 for social and physical 
development). There were negative effects on moderate income children on cognitive 

development, social and physical development.  
 
Impact: No clear impact on children’s cognitive development 
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Evidence: Medium evidence with large sample and random allocation 

 

Beach (2004) looked at whether explicit phonological awareness training on children aged 4 
to 5 using parents as teachers can contribute to higher reading than if they had not 

participated. Reading readiness was measured using the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills (DIBELS).  Children were assigned to programme or non-programme using 

regression discontinuity method of allocation. The study reported small effects on sound 
and letter naming fluency (standardised effect sizes of 0.18 and 0.16). 
 

Impact:  Little impact on children’s learning outcomes  

Evidence:  Little evidence of impact 

  

Mendoza’s (2008) dissertation on a Parents As Teachers (PAT) programme in the US for 

children under 5 years of age found no difference in children’s school readiness outcomes 
between PAT and non-PAT children. Study participants were Hispanics. Although 24 
parents signed up only 6 took the PAT programme and participation was voluntary. Results 

are therefore likely to be biased compared to the control. The very small non-random 
sample made the study result invalid. 

 
Impact:  No impact - no difference in children’s school outcomes between PAT and non-

PAT children 
Evidence:  There is no evidence of impact, but evidence is weak because of the very small 

non-random samples (6 PAT parents). Participants were Hispanics so 

generalisation limited 
PAT parents were also volunteers. 

 

Using archival data, Roberts (2002) compared school readiness level of at-risk pre-school 
children who were part of the PAT programme in Missouri in the US with those who were 

not on the programme. The study also did not find significant effects of programme 
participation on a range of school readiness measures (e.g. cognitive/language and motor 
skills). 

 
Impact:  No impact - No significant effects of programme participation were found on a 

range of school readiness measures (e.g. cognitive, language and motor skills) 

Evidence: No evidence of impact 
 

Sutherland, K.A. (2009) also using archival data in Missouri, US compared the outcomes 
for children in one school district who were on the PAT programme with similar children in 

other districts not on the programme. Data from 288 children from pre-kindergarten to third 
grade were analysed. Results showed that children who participated in pre-K and PAT 
programmes scored higher on the school readiness screening test (DIAL-3) than non-

participants (ES = 1.42) and on the Kindergarten Stanford Test (ES = 1.6). There were more 
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PAT & Pre-Kindergarten children than non-Pat &Pre-K children for the DIAL-3 test 

(n=120 vs 83) and the Stanford Kindergarten test (n=90 vs 63). Analysis of PAT alone also 
showed that PAT children outperformed non-PAT children. The results have to 

 
Impact: Positive impact - Children on PAT programme and Pre-K scored higher on school 

readiness screening test (DIAL-3) than non-participants and on the Kindergarten 
Stanford Test (ES=1.6). Analysis of PAT alone showed that PAT children  
outperformed non-PAT children.  

Evidence: There is evidence of impact, but the evidence is weak as comparisons were 
based on post-intervention comparisons of mean scores. There was no pre-/post- 

test comparisons. As PAT is available to all families, children whose families did 
not participate in PAT or pre-kindergarten classes may be different to those who 

did. 

 

Others  
Most parental involvement activities are initiated by the school or involved school 

partnership. This section covers interventions that encourage parents to provide guided 
enrichment activities for their children.  

 
An experiment conducted among 44 Head Start classes in the US involving 356 four year 
old children compared children who received enriched activities with those who did not 

(Bierman et al. 2008). The intervention included extension activities and special teaching 
strategies. In addition parents also received take-home activities to enhance the home 
learning environment. Duration of the trial was one year. Children on enriched activities 

performed better than children on ‘usual practice’ activities on measures of vocabulary, 
emergent literacy, learning engagement and social behavior. However, the contribution of 

home environment alone was not analysed. 
 
Impact: Positive effects reported for improvements in children’s vocabulary, emergent 

literacy, learning engagement and social behaviour 
Evidence:  No evidence that enhancing home learning environment alone contributed to 

children’s school outcomes. Intervention could be trialled testing the different 
aspects of the programme separately. 

 
A UK study looked at the use of media boxes in the home to promote the literacy 
development of 3 to 4 year old children (Marsh and Thompson 2001). The idea behind the 

project was to develop literacy materials that parents can borrow and bring home. The 
media boxes provided the literacy resources for parents to use at home. 18 families took part 
in the study. Children’s literacy skills were not evaluated but their children’s reading of 

printed and televisual texts were documented. 
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Impact: Children’s literacy skills were not evaluated (study included because it is a UK 

programme) 
Evidence: No evidence of impact 

 

Kelly (2003) evaluated a parental involvement intervention using an activity that children 

and parents are familiar with: watching television. In this study, participating parents and 
their children watched an education programme together followed by activities related to 
the television programme that focused on reading readiness. Children’s letter-sound 

recognition before and after intervention was assessed. Results were inconclusive. There 
was no clear effect of the activity on children’s test scores. As the full copy of the 

dissertation was not available, the age of the children and the number of participating 
children could not be ascertained, but assumed to be pre-school. 

 
Impact:  No clear effect of activity on children’s test scores 
Evidence:  No evidence of impact. Not sure how many children were involved. No 

comparisons with non- participants made it impossible to assess impact. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Much research on parental involvement in the UK has been about enhancing parental 
engagement in their children’s education, enhancing parenting skills to support children’s 

learning. While these have been successful, few studies have been conducted to test the 
effects of such parental engagement strategies on school outcomes of children. Where they 
had, many were not robustly evaluated, had poor designs with serious flaws, such as no pre-

/post-test comparisons, no random allocation to ensure that groups were similar, small 
sample size or big samples with very high attrition (over 30%). The evidence, particularly 

those in the UK, is therefore not reliable enough for judging the relative effectiveness of 
interventions for children in different stages of development. 
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Summary table 

 

 
Table 1a –Pre-school interventions, their impact and quality of evidence (ages 3-4/5) 

Type of 

intervention 

Reference /Age of children/country of 

study 
 

Result (effective/not effective) Evidence rating 

Shared 

reading/dialogic 
reading 

 

Lonigan & Whitehurst (1998) 
Training parents in dialogic reading 

 Children under 5 

 US 

 Positive effect expressive vocabulary and 

verbal vocabulary 

 Negative effect on receptive vocabulary 

skills 

 More effective when combined with school 

teacher-paired reading 

(Mixed effects) 

Weak evidence 

 Small sample (n=91) 

 High attrition (20% 

dropout; 60% parent 

logs missing) 

 Parents in home 

reading group were 

volunteers 

Baker (2011) 
Training parents in shared reading strategy 

plus –small-group reading in the classroom 

 Children 4.5 years old 

 US 

 Parent reading had no association with 

changes in children’s language and literacy 

skills on all measures 

 No significant association between 

intervention and outcomes 

 Children of parents who read optimal 

number of days had significantly higher pre-

/post-test scores on 4 out of 6 measures of 

Weak evidence 

 Small sample (n=80) 

 Missing data (57% 

of parent logs and 

23% of teacher logs 

were missing) 

 Varying degree of 

implementation by 
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literacy skills 

(No impact) 

parents 

Pillinger and Wood (2014) 
Compared dialogic and shared reading 

 Children 4 years old 

 UK 

 No short term impact on writing 

vocabulary, but improvements in Print 

Awareness 

 

(No impact) 

Weak evidence 

 Small sample (n=4) 

 No counterfactual, 

so improvements 

made in 6 weeks 

could be due to 

other factors such as 

children’s natural 

maturation 

Mullis et al. (2002-2004) 
Parental support to encourage dialogic reading 
and vocabulary activities 

 Children aged 4 and 5 years old 

 US 

 Positive effect on Print Awareness and 

Receptive Vocabulary (small effect of 0.3 

 Positive effect on only one measure of 

vocabulary but not PPVT 

(Mixed effect) 

Weak evidence 

 Small sample (n=67) 

 No randomisation 

 Differences between 

centres in terms of 

level of literacy 

instruction and 

resources available 

 

Senechal et al. (2008) 
Parent-child shared reading experience, but 
parents were not trained 

 Children aged 4 

 Canada 

 Shared reading did not correlate with 

children’s reading ability 

 In most measures shared reading was 

negatively correlated with narrative ability 

 Positive correlation with vocabulary and 

comprehension, but shared reading 

accounted for only 7% of the variance in 

comprehension. 

 Children’s narrative comprehension 

Weak evidence 

 Small sample 

(n=106) 

 Frequency of 

reading based on 

parents’ report  

 No counterfactual to 

explain exogenous 

factors 
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mediated by parent’s level of literacy 

(No impact) 
 

Stevens (1996) 
Training parents in parent-child reading 

 Children aged 4 in one school 

 US 

 No impact (no differences between groups 

on Academic and Communication skills 

Although researcher reported that 

experimental group made significant 

improvements between pre- and post-test, 

no similar analysis was carried out for 

control group, so not possible to attribute 

improvement to treatment. 

(No impact) 

No evidence 

 Because no 

comparisons of gain 

scores were carried 

out between groups 

for language ability. 

 No pre-/post-test 

comparisons of 

language ability 

were carried out for 

control group 

 Treatment parents 

were those who 

volunteered, while 

control were 

randomly selected 

from list of Head 

Start children 

 Sample was small 

(n=34) 

 Terry (2011) 
Compared dialogic reading with dialogic 
reading (DR) plus emotional-skills training of 
Head Start children 

 Children aged 3-4 

 US 

 No differences between groups for both 

Concepts of Print knowledge and emotional 

knowledge. 

 No effects on parents’ reading behaviour 

 Study concluded that adding emotional 

component may not contribute to immediate 

gains in literacy skills, but has the potential 

No evidence 

 Study did not 

compare 

intervention with a 

control group not 

involved in any 

intervention 
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to develop children’s emotional skills  

 

(No impact) 

 Sample was small 

(n-33) 

 

Roberts (2013) 
Training parents to integrate 

comprehension strategy instruction in 
read-aloud with children 
 

US 

 Intervention children were able to 

comprehend text even though they may not 

be able to read connected text 

independently. 

 Low level implementation can have some 

effects 

 Tests on vocabulary and other reading skills 

were not conducted, or not reported 

 

(Not evaluated) 
 

No evidence of 

impact 

 Very small sample 

(n=20) 

 Test on other 

reading skills not 

conducted or not 

reported 

Home 
instruction/Home 

visiting 
(e.g. HIPPY, 
LEAP, Families 

First, Parent-Child 
Home 

programme) 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Brown (2008)  
HIPPY(Home Instruction for Parents of Pre-
school Youngsters) – a home instruction 

programme including home visitation 
Study compared effects of HIPPY on teenage 
mothers and traditional age mothers 

 Children in pre-school (aged 4-5) 

 US 

 No effect 

 No difference between groups in school 

readiness 

 PI had no effect on children’s school 

readiness 

 

(No impact) 

No evidence of effect 
of HIPPY on children 

as comparison was 
with 2 groups of 
participating families. 

There was no control 
group. 

 
It cannot be 

established from 
abstract what how 

may children/parents 
were  included in the 
study 
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Garcia, (2006)  
HIPPY – Study used matched comparison 
groups from 15 kindergartens 

 Hispanic children (aged 4-5) 

 US 

 Significant improvement in performance on 

TAKS (Texas Assessment of Knowledge 

and Skills) and TerraNova tests for 

treatment compared to control  

 No difference between groups in maths test 

(probably because HIPPY focused on 

language and thinking skills) 

(Mixed impact) 

Weak evidence 

 Small sample (n=70) 

 Groups were not 

equal at the outset 

(proportionately 

more girls than boys 

in the treatment 

group, while control 

had more boys than 

girls) 

 Possible gender 

effect 

Johnson et al. (2012) 
HIPPY programme  

 Children aged 3-4 

 US 

 HIPPY children outperformed non-HIPPY 

children on TAKS maths test, but effect was 

small. Only 2% of variance in maths 

performance can be explained by the 

intervention 

 Non-HIPPY children outperformed HIPPY 

children on reading test 

 Positive effect on parents’ involvement in 

home literacy activities 

(Mixed effect: positive impact on maths but 

negative effect on reading) 

 

Some evidence, but 

weak because of the 

small sample (n=87) 

 
 

Moore (2011) 
HIPPY programme using matched comparison 
design 

 Children aged 3-4 

 US 

 HIPPY children more likely to have higher 

passing rates than non-HIPPY children on 

reading and maths (TAKS), but effects were 

negligible (ES for reading =0.048; 

maths=0.052) 

No evidence of 

impact. Good 

evidence:  large 

sample (n=322 

HIPPY and 3,577 
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 No differences between groups found for 

writing and science 

(Overall no impact) 

 

non-HIPPY) 

Necoechea (2007) 
HIPPY programme using random selection of 
groups 

 Children aged 3-4 (Mexican 

American) 

 US 

 Medium effect on expressive language 

skills (ES=0.35) 

 No effect on receptive language or 

emergent literacy 

 No correlation between language skills, 

emergent literacy and level of parental 

involvement, and intensity of treatment 

or quality of home visits 

(Overall mixed effects) 

Weak evidence  

 Tests of receptive 

abilities not valid as 

children & parents 

were trained in 

Spanish, but tested 

in English 

 Emergent literacy 

test was also not 

valid as the test was 

for older children 

(over 4), but 

intervention children 

were all 

 under 4 and whose 

first language was 

not English. 

 There was also a 

question of fidelity 

as implementation 

of treatment in the 

home was not 

monitored. 

  

Nievar et al. (2008)  No effect on children’s vocabulary (PPVT) Weak evidence 
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HIPPY programme for Latino immigrants 

 Children aged 3-6 years 

 US 

 
 

(No impact) because of small 

sample of specific 

migrant group 

(n=98). Not 

generalisable 

 

Perchuk (2004) 
Families First 

 Children aged 4-5 

 Canada 

 No effect on 4 of 5 domains of school 

readiness including language and cognitive 

development, communication skills and 

general knowledge 

 Only physical health and well-being were 

positively related to intervention 

(Overall no impact) 

Weak evidence as 

programme parents 

were volunteers 

(n=565) and control 

families were those 

that did not 

volunteer (n=292) 

Feiler (2003) 
LEAP (Literacy Early Action Project) is a 

home-based literacy project to support 
children’s literacy 

 Children in Reception year 

 England (UK 

 

 3 of 4 children moved up in class rankings 

at the end of Reception year 

 

(No evidence of impact) 

 Weak evidence 

because of the very 

small sample (4 

children) 

 No comparison 

group, so cannot 

attribute 

improvements to 

intervention  

Feiler (2005) 
LEAP programme 

 Children in Reception class 

 England (UK) 

 

 No evidence of impact as child’s literacy 

skills outcomes were not evaluated although 

there was some evidence of success in 

enhancing parental engagement. 

(Not evaluated) 

 No evidence of 

impact 

 Very small sample 

(Only one child 

studied) 

Parent Barbre (2003) 

A 36-week parent support programme 
 Majority of children improved their English 

by at least one designation level on Pre-IPT 

 Weak evidence as 

there was no 
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training/Parent 

support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

training teachers and supporting parents 

 Children aged 4-5 years old 

 California, US 

Oral test. 

 
(Positive effect reported) 

comparison group. 

 Participating parents 

may be self-selected 

and motivated.  

 Also not possible to 

attribute impact on 

parents alone. 

Effects of school 

teaching needs to be 

considered. 

 

Benzies et al. (2014) 
Combines parenting education and family 
support 

 Children aged 3 years old 

 Canada 

 Significant improvements in receptive 

language at the end of the intervention 

 No long term development observed in 

follow up, 4 years later (children aged 7). In 

fact , children’s cognitive development 

reverted to pre-intervention level. 

(Short term positive impact) 

 No evidence as there 

was no comparison 

group to compare 

the rate of 

improvement. Any 

improvement could 

be due to natural 

development as in 

children’s 

development of 

psychomotor skills. 

Campbell (2008) 
The Family Learning Elementary School – 
teach and equip parents with skills to help their 
children 

 Children aged 4-6 years old 

 US 

 

 Children of fully participating parents made 

greater gains than children who did not 

participate in all activities. 

(Positive impact reported) 

 No evidence 

because of very 

small sample (n=10 

from 3 grades) 

 No comparison 

group, so difficult to 

attribute gains solely 
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on participation in 

programme 

Chang et al. (2009) 
Early Head Start Research and Evaluation 
(EHSRE) – a multiple parenting pgoramme 

 Children aged 3 -4 years old 

 US 

 Parenting classes increased parents’ 

linguistic and cognitive stimulation  

 Parenting classes more effective for English 

speaking groups 

 Home cognitive stimulation had significant 

effects on children’s cognitive development 

(Bayley index of children’s mental 

development) 

(Positive effects) 

 

 Some evidence with 

very large sample 

(treatment n=1,513; 

control n=1,488) 

 However, 

comparisons were 

not made with 

control group; 

instead comparisons 

were made with a 

reference group 

(English-speaking 

groups) 

 There was also no 

pre-/post-test 

comparison 

Bird and Akerman (2005) 
Basic Skills Agency National Support Project 
This is another National Literacy  Trust 
initiative that develops parenting skills to help 
parents support their children’s language and 
reading skills. It also includes outside school 

support for children 

 England, UK 

 

 Positive impact on parental behaviour  

 No evaluation of children’s reading 

outcomes 

(No impact) 

 

 No evidence of 

impact on school 

outcomes. Evidence, 

largely based on 

secondary evidence 

Brooks et al. (1996) 
Family Literacy Demonstration Programmes 

 Study reported improvements in children’s 

standardised vocabulary scores  

 Weak evidence of 

impact as the 



 

Identifying the most promising parental involvement 

interventions with impact on learning outcomes for 

primary school aged children 

10 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

This is also a Basic Skill’s Agency programme 

which focused on training parents in literacy ‘s 
and strategies to support their children’s 
literacy. 

 Children aged 3 to 6 years of age 

 England and Wales, UK 

 Gains in scores maintained 3 years after 

intervention, but no impact when compared 

to control children 

(No impact) 

evaluation did not 

compare control 

group, so cannot 

rule out 

improvements 

caused by other 

factors 

 

Brooks and Hutchison (2002) 
Follow-up study of the original Basic Skills 
Agency pilot 

 Study reported higher parental engagement 

among programme participants relative to 

comparison parents. 

 Teachers rated programme children’s 

numeracy skills as above comparison 

children’s 

 Programme children were rated below 

comparison children in self-confidence and 

social skills 

(Positive impact on numeracy knowledge) 

 Weak evidence as 

evaluation was 

retrospective based 

on teachers’ ratings 

and recall. 

 Quite a small 

sample of 148 

children 

Jon et al. (2009) 
This is another Family Literacy Programme to 
provide parents with the parenting and literacy 
skills to support the development of their 
children’s literacy 

 Children aged 3 to 7 years 

 England, UK 

 

 Study reported that children made good 

progress in reading and writing 

(No impact) 

 No evidence of 

impact as children’s 

outcomes were not 

compared with 

those not 

participating in the 

programme 

 No evidence of 

analysis in the 

report, so not sure 

how reading and 
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writing skills were 

assessed 

 However, the large 

sample of 583 

parents and 527 

children made this a 

promising 

programme for a 

robust evaluation 

 (Promising) 

Hughes (2003) 

Head Start parents’ participation in parent 

training to support pre-school children’s 

language development 

 Children aged 4-5 years old 

 US 

 

 Both treatment and control children 

improved test scores but parent training 

parents had higher mean scores. 

 On test that predicts mental ability, parent 

training children performed less well. 

 

(Mixed effects) 

 No evidence as 

there was no 

comparison of gain 

scores. Children 

could be different to 

begin with. 

Starkey and Klein (2000) 

Head Start programme for to help families 

develop maths skills in pre-K children  

 Children aged 3-5 years 

 US 

 Positive gains in informal math knowledge 

(Positive effect),  

 Weak evidence 

 Differences were 

observed in pre-test 

scores suggesting 

lack of 

randomisation 

 Very small sample 

size (n=30) 

Klein (1990) 

Parent education programme 

 Children aged 3 to 4 years olf 

 US 

 Positive effect on cognitive 

competency and nonverbal language 

competency 

 No effect on verbal language and social 

 Weak evidence 

because of limited 

sample (n=41) 
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competency and composite score 

(Mixed) 

St Pierre et al. (2005) 

Even Start –programme for migrant 

families which provides parenting 

education and parent-child literacy 

activities 

 Children aged 3-4 years old 

 US 

 Even Start did not have a significantly 

impact on child literacy, parent literacy and 

parent-child interactions compared to 

control. 

(No impact) 

 Weak evidence, 

because of the lack 

of monitoring of 

implementation, so 

cannot ascertain 

true impact. 

 No pre-post-test 

comparisons 

 Reasonable sample 

size (n=462)  

Ford and McDougall (2009) 

Sure Start – a home support programme in 

UK to engage mothers in scaffolding 

educational activities at home 

 Children aged 3-4 years old 

 UK 

 Positive impact on a range of academic 

outcomes (e.g. receptive vocabulary, 

academic knowledge) compared to control 

 Positive impact on teachers’ ratings of 

listening, writing, maths and person and 

social skills 

 No impact on short term memory 

(Overall positive impact) 

 Weak evidence 

because of very 

small sample (n=30) 

 Not clear how 

participants were 

selected (i.e. 

random allocation 

or voluntary 

participation) 

 Not clear if 

comparisons were 

based on pre-/post-

test gain scores or 

differences in test 

scores at the end of 

intervention 

 Children could be 
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different at the 

outset. 

  

Melhuish et al. (2010)  

National evaluation of Sure Start 

 Children under 5 years of age 

 UK 

 

 No differences between the NESS and 

MCS children on 7 measures of cognitive 

and social development at age 5 teacher 

assessment; 4 measures of socio-emotional 

development based on mothers’ ratings. 

 

 This is a well 

constructed study 

involving over 7000 

families, but the 

evidence is 

weakened by the 

high attrition (over 

50% over 2 years) 

and diffusion 

caused by 

introduction of pre-

school education in 

non-Sure Start 

areas. 

 

Neville (2013) 

PCMS (Parents and Children Making 

Connections) 

A family-based training programme to 

improve children’s selective attention 

 Children aged 3 to 4 years of age 

 US 

 

 PCMC children made greater gains in non-

verbal IQ, receptive language and pre-

literacy skills relative to those in Head Start 

alone and those on alternative training 

programme 

(Positive impact) 

 Weak evidence 

because of the small 

sample (n=141) 

divided into 3 

groups. 

 

Home-School 
Partnership 

 

Brotman et al. (2013) 

After-school group sessions for parents to 

promote positive behaviour and effective 

 Intervention children outperformed control 

children on standardised tests in reading. 

Writing and maths and also teacher 

 Good evidence 

involving a large 

sample (n=1,050) 
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behaviour management  

 Children aged 4 

 US 

 

assessments 

(Positive) 

randomised to 

control and 

intervention 

(Promising that 

teachers working 

with parents can 

enhance home and 

school environment 

with positive effects 

on children’s 

academic outcomes 

Dyson et al. (2007) 

The Manchester Transition Project 

Project trains school staff to work with parents 

with children in Foundation stage and on 
entry to Year 1 

- Children aged under 5 

- England, UK 

 

 No evaluation of pupils’ outcomes  No evidence of 

impact on 

attainment 

 

Hindman (2008) 

School-Family Partnership and Early 

Learning in Head Start 

 Children in pre-school Head Start 

programme (aged 3-4 years old) 

 US 

 Programme did not increase family 

involvement and teacher outreach 

 Positive relation between parent-school 

communication and children’s learning of 

the alphabet an vocabulary 

 Family home involvement negatively 

associated with children’s vocabulary 

learning and sound awareness 

 (Mixed) 

 Weak evidence 

 Low frequency of 

parent-school 

communication and 

teachers’ outreach 

make it difficult to 

access the full 

impact of the 

programme. 

Waller (2002)  Parent participation did not have a  Weak evidence 
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Head Start 

Parents involved in classroom enrichment 

with parent education sessions 

 Children aged 3-4 years 

 US 

significant effect on children’s maths 

readiness skills.  

(No impact) 

because of very 

small sample (n=20) 

who were selected 

to take part in the 

programme 

 There is also s 

threat to validity as 

participating parents 

communicated with 

non-participating 

parents thus diluting 

the effects 

Sheridan et al. (2011) 

The Getting Ready Intervention – a home-

school collaboration to facilitate school 

readiness 

 Children aged 3-4 years old 

 US 

 

 Significant positive effects using teacher 

reports, but not on standardised tests 

(Inconclusive) 

 Weak evidence 

because of the high 

attrition (46%)  

 Extra training and 

coaching or teachers 

may also enhanced 

classroom teaching. 

 Not clear if the 

intervention effects 

were the result of 

the parental 

engagement or 

better quality 

teaching 
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Combination  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Nutbrown and Hannon (2011) 

Real Project – combination of parents 

working with teachers, use of specially 

developed ORIM framework 

 Children aged 3-5 years old 

 UK. 

 Improvements in children’s literacy 

reported 

 Programme seems to benefit children of 

mothers with the lowest educational 

qualifications. 

(Positive impact between pre- and post- 

intervention, but no effect at Key Stage 1) 

 Some evidence of 

impact but not 

strong because of 

the small sample 

and positive impact 

only on developer’s 

own tests. Results 

for the standardised 

BPVS not reported. 

 Not clear how 

literacy skills were 

assessed 

Kagitcibasi (2001) 

TEEP (Turkish Early Enrichment 

Programme) 

Combined HIPPY with a Mother 

Enrichment programme 

 Short term positive effects for 23 of the 

cognitive measures for children in 

educational settings but not in custodial or 

home settings. (Cognitive tests include 

various tests of intelligence and tests of 

academic achievement in Turkish, maths 

and general ability, grades/report cards) 

 Long term positive effects of Mother 

Enrichment Programme 

(Mixed - Positive short term effects on 

some measures) 

 Weak evidence 

because of small 

sample in each sub 

group (n=280 

children in 3 

settings and 

randomly allocated 

to Mother 

Enrichment or not 

 Measures were 

complicated and 

often adapted by 

researchers 

themselves 
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Kagitcibasi (2009) 

TEEP (Turkish Early Enrichment 

Programme) 

Combined HIPPY with a Mother 

Enrichment programme 

 

Follow-up of same study 19 years later 

 

 Positive effects on children’s development 

(knowledge of Turkish vocabulary) 

 Positive effects on social development for 

older children 

 No effect on children with very low 

cognitive skills 

(Mixed effects) 

 Weak evidence 

Intervention works 

only in very specific 

Turkish context. 

 

Denton (2011) 

Study looked at a range of pre-K 

programmes in the US (Carolina 

Abecedarian Project, Chicago-Child Parent 

Centers, New York Experimental Pre-K 

program) 

 All the programmes studied suggest that 

early intervention had beneficial long-

term effects on school performance for 

disadvantaged children 

 Positive effects included higher grades 

and achievement scores, lower grade 

retention and fewer placements in special 

education 

 Medium 

Reynolds and colleagues (2011) 

Chicago-Child Parent Center (CPC) 

Programme combines parental training, 

home support, classroom strategies 

and a range of comprehensive services, 

such as health & nutrition services 

 Children aged 3-6 

 Chicago, US 

 Positive effects on attendance and high 

school completion 

 

(Positive effect) 

 Fairly good 

evidence 

considering the 

large sample 

(n=1,554) 

 Comparison group 

randomly selected 

from non-

participating 

schools 
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Ou & Reynolds (2010) 

Chicago Child-Parent Centre (CPC) 

Programme combines parental 

involvement, comprehensive services and 

child-centred focus classroom strategies 

aimed at developing reading and language 

skills 

 Positive effects on children’s cognition 

 Positive effect on grade retention  

 Positive effect on grade completion 

 Pre-school programmes benefit males 

more than females 

(Positive effect) 

 Some evidence 

Reynolds et al (2004) 

Paths of Effects of Early Childhood 
Intervention on Educational Attainment and 
Delinquency 
 

 Positive effects on high school completion 

 Positive effects on reducing juvenile arrests 

(Positive impact) 

 Good evidence but 

difficult to 

pin=point which 

aspect of the 

intervention is the 

key ingredient, or 

perhaps 

combination of 

school plus home 

support 

Barnard (2001) 

CPC 
 CPC enhances school and home parental 

involvement (reported by parents and 

teachers) 

 Positive long term effects on reading 

performance at age 14 and drop out and 

high school completion 

(Positive impact) 

 Cannot evaluate the 

strength of evidence 

as full copy of 

dissertation was not 

available 

Others  

 
 

 
 

Marsh and Thompson (2001) 

Development of literacy media boxes for 

parents to use at home to develop 

children’s literacy skills 

 Children aged 3 to 4 years old 

 Children’s literacy skills were not evaluated 

 

 No evidence of 

impact 
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 UK 

Fagan and Iglesias (1999) 
Head Start programme involving fathers in 
children’s reading and including training 

fathers in father-child activities at home and 
outdoor 

 

 Children under 5 years of age 

 US 

 Positive effects on children’s school 

readiness (letter-word identification and 

applied problem skills) 

 Children of high intervention fathers 

showed greater and positive gain scores 

than children of comparison low 

intervention fathers 

(Positive effects) 

  

 Weak evidence 

 34% attrition 

(96/146) 

 Non-randomisation 

 Because of other 

confounding 

variables (e.g. 

fathers’ interest) the 

study is not able to 

convincingly 

attribute impact on 

intervention. 

Bierman et al. (2008) 
Enhancing home learning environment 
through extension activities, teaching parents 
strategies and take-home activities 

 Children aged 4 years old in Head 

Start schools 

 US 

 Study suggested enriched activities 

contributed to improvements in children’s 

vocabulary, emergent literacy, learning 

engagement and social behaviour 

 

(Positive effects) 

 Medium quality 

evidence,  but no 

evidence that 

enhancing home 

learning 

environment alone 

contributed to 

children’s outcomes 

(Promising, could 

be trialled testing 

different aspects o 

the programme) 

Kelly (2003) 
Enrihment activities – watching educational 
programme on television with parents followed 

by guided activities related to the programme 

 No clear effect of activity on children’s test 

scores 

(No impact) 

Weak evidence 
because 

there was  no 
comparisons with non-  
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 Children’s age could not be 

ascertained, but assumed pre-schools 

 US 

(Full copy of dissertation not 

available in the time frame so details 

not available) 

participants made it  

impossible to assess  
impact. 

 

Parents as 
Teachers 

Beach (2004) 

Using Parents As Teachers (PAT) to train 

children phonological awareness 

 Children aged 4 to 5 years of age 

 US 

 Little evidence of impact (ES=0.18 and 

0.16) 

 

(Not conclusive because of the small effect) 

 Little evidence of 

impact 

 

Mendoza (2008) 

Parents As Teachers 

 Children under 5 years of age 

 US 

 No difference in children’s school outcomes 

between PAT and non-PAT children 

(No impact) 

 Weak evidence 

because of the very 

small non-random 

samples (6 PAT 

parents) 

 Participants were 

Hispanics so 

generalisation 

limited 

 PAT parents were 

also volunteers. 

Roberts (2002)  

Parents as Teachers 

 Children in pre-school (aged 3=4) 

 Missouri, US 

 No significant effects of programme 

participation were found on a range of 

school readiness measures (e.g. cognitive, 

language and motor skills) 

(No impact)  

 No evidence of 

impact 

 Study used archival 

data comparing PAT 

and non-PAT 

children 
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Sutherland (2009) 

Parents As Teachers 

 Children in pre-K (aged 4-5) 

 Missouri, US 

 Children on PAT programme and Pre-K 

scored higher on school readiness screening 

test (DIAL-3) than non participants 

(ES=1.42) and  on the Kindergarten 

Stanford Test (ES=1.6) 

 Analysis of PAT alone showed that PAT 

children outperformed non-PAT children.  

(Positive impact) 

 Limited evidence as 

comparisons were 

based on post-

intervention 

comparisons of 

mean scores. 

 No pre-./post-test 

comparisons 

conducted 

 As PAT was 

available to all 

families, those who 

participated and 

those who did not 

are likely to be 

different. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1b – Interventions for under 3, their impact and quality of evidence  
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Type of 

intervention 

Reference  

(author/s and year) 

Result (effective/not effective) Evidence rating 

Shared 
reading/dialogi

c reading 

Goldfeld et al. (2011) 
Training parents in shared reading activities via 
modelling by health nurses 

 Children aged 12 to 18 months 

 Australia 

 No impact of programme (ES= -2.0) 

 Negative impact on vocabulary and home 

literacy (ES= -0.4) 

 Small effect on communication skills (ES= 

0.2 

(Negative impact on literacy) 

 Medium  evidence 

given large sample 

(n=552)  with proper 

randomisation 

Morgan (2008) 
Replication of Lonigan and Whitehurst study in 
training parents in dialogic reading 

 Children aged 2.5 to 3 years old 

 UK 

 No impact on language skills 

 Parents reported higher levels of 

engagement and children enjoyed reading 

 

(No impact) 

 Weak evidence 

because of small 

sample (n=40) 

Makin (2006) 
Shared reading programme 

 Children aged 8 to 12 months old 

 Australia 

 Differences in children’s engagement in 

literacy activity noted 

 Treatment children demonstrated a range 

of linguistic patterns in their interaction 

(Positive impact)  

 Weak evidence with 

very small sample 

(10 parent-child 

pairs) 

 No comparison 

groups 

 No pre-post test 

comparison 

Home 

instruction/Ho
me visiting 

(e.g. HIPPY, 
LEAP, 

Families First, 
Parent-Child 

Caldera et al. (2007) 
Healthy Families Alaska Programme 

 Children 18 months 

 Alaska 

 Programme children were more likely to 

be within normal range on the BDIS than 

control (Brigance Diagnostic 

Comprehensive Inventory of Basic Skills) 

 Did not reduce child abuse and neglect 

(Overall positive) 

 Some evidence as 

sample was large 

(n=300) with 

random assignment 

 Level of attrition is 

15% 

 There was low 



 

Identifying the most promising parental involvement 

interventions with impact on learning outcomes for 

primary school aged children 

23 

 

Home 

programme) 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

adherence to the 

programmed 

standards 

 

Johnson et al. (1993)  
The Community Mothers Programme used 
experienced volunteer mothers in disadvantaged 
areas to give support to first-time parents in rearing 
their children up to 1 year of age. Involves home 

visiting with mothers taught to play cognitive and 
psychomotor games with their children 

 Children aged one year old 

 Ireland 

 No difference between groups in motor 

development games 

 Cognitive development not evaluated 

 

(Not evaluated) 

No evidence of impact 

Allen et al. (2007) 
Parent-Child Home Program 

 Children in  (aged 2 to 3) 

 US 

 Positive impact on social-emotional skills 

and early literacy skills based on teacher 

assessments, but negative impact on 

standardised tests 

(Inconclusive) 

 No clear evidence of 

impact  

 No randomisation  

 Groups were 

different at outset 

Parent 

support/parent 
training 

 
 
 

 
 

Cole et al. (2012) 
London Literacy Champions 
A community volunteering project to enhance 
parents’ ability to support their children 

 Children from 2 to 5 years of age 

 England, UK 

 

 Significant improvements in children’s 

basic literacy skills reported  

 Children also shown improvements 

  in enjoying reading 

 Parents’ showed increased confidence in 

supporting children 

(No evidence of impact on learning 

outcomes) 

 No evidence as 

evaluation was based 

on reports by 

parents’ and teachers 

and volunteers. 

 No objective 

assessments 

conducted 
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 Also absence of 

comparison group 

makes it difficult to 

judge if progress was 

the result of 

intervention of 

something else. 

London Literacy Champions (2012) 

(Same study as above) 
This is a National Literacy project using volunteers  

 Children aged 2 to 5 years of age 

 England, UK 

 Parents and volunteers reported significant 

improvements in children’s literacy skills 

 Volunteers and parents reported 

improvements in children’s 

communication skills (listening and 

speaking) and reading skills. 

 Children showed greater engagement with 

books and stories 

(No impact) 

 Weak evidence as 

outcomes were based 

on views of parents 

and volunteers which 

can be subjective. 

 There was no control 

group to compare, so 

it is not clear if the 

children would have 

made the same 

progress if they were 

not in the 

programme.  

Evangelou et al. (2005)  
PEEP (Peers Early Education Partnership 

 Children aged from birth to school entry 

 UK 

 

Evangelou and Sylva (2003) 

 PEEP children performed less well on 

cognitive and language outcomes at ages 2 

and 4 relative to non-PEEP children, but 

made greater progress than non-PEEP 

children between 2 and 5. 

 No beneficial effects on social-emotional 

outcomes, but some effects on self-esteem 

 

(Inconclusive results because results were 

 Inconclusive 

evidence because 

comparison children 

were not randomly 

selected or allocated. 

Children matched on 

demographic 

variables, but 

matching was not 
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not reported for all measures for all years 

(e.g. numeracy was not reported for most 

years, only some literacy measures were 

reported for some years. Apparently a case 

of reporting only positive results. Number 

of children reported also varied without 

any explanation; attrition rates also do not 

tally.  Not clear how many are in the PEEP 

sub-groups and comparison sub-groups) 

ideal as there were 

differences between 

groups in the early 

years. 

 The greater progress 

made could be due to 

regression to the 

means because PEEP 

children started at a 

lower base. 

Barlow and Coe (2013)  
PEEP 

 Parent support programme, also known 

as the Early Explorers Project, where 

PEEP-trained practitioners worked with 

health visitors to support parents in their 

child’s development. 

 UK (Oxford area) 

 Children under 3 years of age 

 Children’s educational outcomes were not 

evaluated 

 Evaluation focused on the views of the 

practitioners, health visitors and parents 

about the Early Explorers’ project. 

 

(No evaluation of children’s outcomes) 

 No evidence of 

impact 

 Evidence of efficacy 

of programme is 

largely anecdotal. 

Dieterich et al. (2006) 
PALS (Play and Learning Strategies) 

A toddler/pre-school programme- involves training 
parents in play-and-learn strategy 
Study compared PALS with home visitation with 
MPALS with home visitation plus mother training 

 Children for children aged 4 months to 

one year (infants) and 8 months to 4 

years (toddler/pre-school programme.  

 US 

 MPALS (using mentor to educate 

mothers) more effective than just PALS in 

enhancing children’s cognitive 

development 

 Mothers’ verbal scaffolding also increased 

with MPALS compared to verbal 

scaffolding of PALS. 

 Improvement in cognitive outcomes 

attributed to mother’s verbal scaffolding 

with MPAL mums where mentors are 

 Fairly good evidence 

of effect of 

additional 

component, but not 

whether PALS as a 

strategy is effective. 

 Although groups not 

randomly assigned, 

this was overcome 

using propensity 
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from the same community. 

(No beneficial effects of PALS alone. 

Overall positive impact of using mentors 

to train mothers, but not about PALS as 

such) 

 

(No evidence of impact as there was no 

comparison with a control group) 

score matching 

 Attrition rates were 

not equal (4% 

MPALS and 15% 

PALS) 

 Sample size is small 

(n=117) with 46 

MPALS and 71 

PALS 

 No pure control 

group and 

assumption was 

based on previous 

research suggesting 

PALS was effective.  

Paper compares 

intervention with 

additional 

component 

(Overall evidence is 

weak) 

Landry et al. (2011)  
PALS – train parents to interact with their babies  

with emphasis on mother-child reading behaviours. 
The study compared PALs and DAS (Development 
Assessment Session) 

 Children ranged from 6 months to 28 

months 

 US 

 PALS II children showed biggest gains in 

verbal responses and initiative 

 Mothers showed improvements in reading 

behaviours  

( No evaluation of PALS with control) 

 No evidence but the 

very small sample 

(n=166 divided into 

4 groups) and the 

high attrition rate of 

37% at PALSII (2-

year follow-up) 

means the results are 
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 not valid 

 There was also no 

actual analysis of 

reading ability and 

impact on later 

reading ability. 

Harvey (2011) 
Family Development Credential (FDC) initiative 
FDC trained uses trained service workers to train 

parents to help them support their babies to prepare 
them for school 

 Children aged 0-5 

 US 

 Programme was more effective in 

increasing parental involvement for black 

children than for white children, even 

those without untrained workers 

 No effect on preventing developmental 

delays 

 (Overall no effect) 

 No evidence as 

treatment parents 

were those assigned 

to service workers 

and who expressed 

interest in receiving 

intensive services. 

 Some family 

workers were also 

trained in parenting 

(Parents as 

Teachers). There 

could be a spill over 

effect.  

 Cannot rule out the 

effects of PAT 

training. 

 Although 2,365 

children were 

included in the 

study, analysis was 

conducted for only 

695 and for some 
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outcome measures 

only 

Evangelou et al. (2008)  
ELPP (Early Learning Partnership Project)  
This is a parent support programme involving 
volunteering agencies across 12 sites in UK using a 

range of interventions: Bookstart, Campaign for 
Learning, PAFT, PEAL, PEEP, PICL and 
SHARE 

 Children mean age 23 months 

 England, UK 

  

C4EO’s evaluation of PICL 
Willmott et al. (2009) 

 Improvements in parental behaviour and 

attitude 

 No impact on child cognitive outcomes 

“The study did not demonstrate that ELLP 

prevented learning delay” (p. vii) 

 

(No impact on learning) 

 

 

No evidence of impact  

No evidence of impact 

 Weak evidence 

because the multiple 

interventions 

involved made it 

difficult to determine 

which was having an 

effect, if any. 

 Participants were 

self-selected 

 No comparison 

group  

 Most measures were 

based on parents’ 

reports. 

Wade and Moore (2000) 
Bookstart – a national book scheme for babies 

 Children aged 9 months 

 UK 

 Bookstart children outperformed 

comparison children on both teacher 

assessments and SATs (taken at the end of 

Year 1, aged 6-7) in English, maths and 

science 

 Most impressive improvements were made 

in reading 

(Positive) 

 Weak evidence: 

children were 

matched on gender, 

home language, 

ethnicity and age, 

but not SES. 

Children may have 

different family 

backgrounds which 

could explain the 

differences in 

performance. 

 Small scale study 
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(n=43) in one area 

had implications for 

external validity. 

(project could be 

trialled on a larger 

scale using RCT) 

Cairney and Munsie (1991) 
Talk to a Literacy Learner (TTALL) -  a 3-stage 

programme practiced in Australia 

 Children started at age 1 through age 12. 

 Australia 

 Positive effects reported on vocabulary, 

comprehension and general literacy) 

 

(Positive effect 

 Weak evidence 

because of the very 

small sample, no 

comparison groups. 

Combination Pungello et al. (2010) 
Abecedarian and Carolina Approach to Responsive 

Education (CARE) 
combines parental training and home support 

 Children aged 6 months to 54 months 

 US 

 Positive effects on general education, 

participation in post-compulsory schooling 

and gaining skilled employment 

(Positive effects) 

 Weak evidence 

because of the small 

sample (n=139 

children divided into 

4 groups: 

Abecedarian control 

and treatment; 

CARE treatment and 

control 

Parents As 

Teachers 

Wagner et al. (2002) 
Parents As Teachers 

Includes home visits and regular group 
meetings 

 

 Small effects on children’s outcomes for 

low income families 

(Overall no impact) 

 Medium evidence: 

large sample with 

random allocation 
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Table 1c – Interventions for children aged 5-7/8, their impact and quality of evidence  

 

 

Type of 

intervention 

Reference  

(author/s and year) 

Result (effective/not effective) Evidence rating 

Shared 
reading/dialogic 

reading 

Sparkes  (1995) 
Training of parents in parent-child reading 

 Children aged 7-8 

 Canada 

 Positive impact on reading (GMRT) 

 Positive impact on sight vocabulary 

(Positive impact) 

 Weak evidence 

because of small 

sample (n=14) 

 Pupils selected 

for study based 

on teacher 

observation and 

matched by 

demographic data 

 No real 

randomisation  

 Not generalizable  

Rasinski and Stevenson (2005) 
Home reading programme to train parents in 
reading strategies 

 Children aged 6-7 years old 

 US 

 Positive impact on reading, particularly for 

low-achievers 

 (Positive impact) 

 Weak evidence as 

sample is only 30 

children with 15 

in each group  

 Participants were 

mainly Caucasian 

 Improvement in 

reading fluency 

between pre- and 

post-test for the 
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experimental 

group could be a 

fluke. With Small 

sample size, 

small changes 

can bring big 

results  

Home 

instruction/Home 
visiting 

(e.g. HIPPY, 
LEAP, Families 

First, Parent-
Child Home 

programme) 

Morrison (2009) 
Home Education Literacy Programme (H.E.L.P.) 

 Children aged 6/7 

 US 

 Experimental group made significantly 

bigger gains in reading comprehension 

than control (ES=0.67) 

(Positive impact) 

 Some evidence, 

but weak because 

of small sample 

(n=146) 

 Assignment to 

groups was not 

random, but by 

classes. 

 Different classes 

with different 

teachers – there 

may be a teacher 

effect 

 Use of significant 

test with non-

random samples 

is meaningless 
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Parent 

training/Parent 
support 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Beckett et al. (2012) 
Home support programme comparing 4 conditions: 
Incredible Years (IY) 
SPOKES (Supporting Parents with Kids’ 

Education) 
Combination of IY and SPOKES 
Business of Usual (Signposting) 
IY is a behavioural intervention 

SPOKES is a literacy intervention 

 Children aged 5-7 

 UK 

 Parents reported greater improvement in 

behaviour and reading ability (ES=0.68) 

than control group. 

(Positive effect reported by parents) 

 No evidence of 

impact as 

outcomes were 

based on parents’ 

reports, therefore 

not a valid 

assessment 

 Small sample 

(n=171, divided 

into 4  

 conditions)  

means results 

cannot be 

generalised 

 40% of parents 

dropped out 

because could not 

commit. These 

may be different 

to those who 

stayed on. 

Boggess (2008) 
Home instruction programme where parents are 
given support to practise skills at home with their 
kindergarten children to prepare them for first grade 

 Children in kindergarten (aged 5-6) 

 US 

 Experimental children outperformed 

control children on standardised tests of 

language literacy, maths and social-

emotional skills 

 (Positive impact) 

 Weak evidence 

because of small 

sample (n=18) 

from one school. 

This makes 

drawing 

generalisation 

problematic. 
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 Non-randaom 

allocation means 

there is potential 

bias. 

Bekman (2004) 
Mother-Child Education Programme 
Training parents to interact with their children 

 Children aged 5-6 years old 

 Turkey 

 Significant short and long term effects 

reported on children’s literacy, but not 

numeracy 

 Intervention children started reading 

significantly earlier than children of 

untrained mothers 

 
(Mixed effects) 

 Weak evidence 

because of 

relatively small 

sample (n=177) 

 Participants not 

randomly 

assigned , so 

possibility of 

bias. 

 Validity of tests 

not determined 

  

Reutzel et al. (2006) 

Words-to-Go involves training parents to read 

aloud with their children. Parents also offered 

literacy classes as part of family literacy 

programme. 

Intervention uses matched-pair comparisons 

 Children aged 6 years old in first grade 

 US 

 Significant positive effects in favour of 

WTG children on reading and writing 

(WTG children read more words correctly 

and mis-spelled fewer words than control 

children) 

  WTG children also outperformed control 

on state criterion-referenced test. 

 Value of study was in instruction on 

decoding and practice at home in addition 

to just reading. 

(0verall positive impact) 

 Not strong 

evidence because  

of small sample 

(n=144) 

 Only 65% of 

WTG parents 

attended training, 

so effects of 

training cannot be 

established. 

Promising 
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St Clair and Jackson (2006) 

Even Start a programme for migrant families of 

kindergarten children 

Parents received training in helping their 

children to learn the K-curriculum 

 Children aged 5/6 years old 

 US 

 Intervention children made 

significantly greater gains than control 

children in verbal reasoning, letter 

identification and writing 

 No impact on picture vocabulary test 

(Overall mixed effects) 

 Weak evidence as 

results based only 

14 children. 

 Parents were also 

self-selected 

Philips and Tolmie (2007) 

The Karmiloff-Smith’s model of scaffolding 

children’s understanding of concept of balance. 

Parents taught how to assist their children 

 Children aged 6-8 years old 

 Scotland, UK 

 Children whose parents explicitly 

verbalised the concepts and 

explaining the principles behind it 

showed the biggest gains in accuracy 

of solutions and explicit 

understanding 

(Positive impact on cognitive 

development) 

 Some evidence 

but because of 

the very small 

sample (n=82), 

may not be 

generalizable 

 There was no 

control group 

Roberts (2008) 

Reading First Grant programme – training 

parents in 

reading strategies, plus provision of reading 

materials 

 Children aged 6 

 US 

 No effect 

 Positive effect on only one out of 5 

measures 

 (No impact) 

 Weak evidence as 

there were only 

48 in 

experimental 

group and 100 in 

control 

 Not clear if 

parents 

volunteered  

 Allocation to 

conditions not 

randomised 
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York (2006) 

Active Parent Involvement Training (APT)  

 Children aged 7-8 

 US 

 Children in both groups made 

significant gains in reading fluency 

and reading engagement 

(Positive) 

 No evidence of 

impact as there 

was no 

comparison 

group. Any 

improvements 

could be the 

result of natural 

development 

Warren (2010) 

Training parents in phonemic awareness skills 

and read-aloud techniques 

 Children aged 5-6 

 US 

 Phonemic awareness training of parents 

did not have significant effects on the 

children’s reading skills. 

 No difference between groups on pre-and 

post-test comparisons for 2 measures 

(Phoneme Segmentation Fluency and 

Nonsense Word Fluency).  

 Test scores of experimental (phoneme 

training) and comparison group (parent 

reading aloud) showed no significant 

difference between groups. 

 (Overall no impact) 

 Weak evidence as 

sample was too 

small (n=10) for 

meaningful 

comparisons 

 No control for 

differences in 

teachers and 

types of schools 

 

Lavelle-Lore (2014) 

Parents received training in numeracy to 

scaffold their children’s numeracy 

 Children aged 6- 7 years of age 

 US 

 Treatment children made significant 

gains between pre- and post-test on 

GMADE maths assessment compared 

to control children 

(Positive impact) 

 Weak evidence 

because of the 

very small 

sample (n=60 

parents) weakens 

the strength of 

evidence 
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Home-School 

Partnership 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Rhimes and Pearl (1991) 

A 30-week parent training programme where 

teachers taught parents how to use classroom 

related activities. Parents also trained in 

managing behavioural problems, general health 

care and promoting conducive learning 

environment. A range of social services also 

available to parents. 

 Children aged 5 

 Ohio, US 

 No significant differences between groups 

in post-test reading 

 No significant differences between groups 

in terms of student attitude 

(No impact) 

 Weak evidence 

because treatment 

parents were 

those who 

volunteered. 

Children of these 

parents were 

compared with 

those who did not 

volunteer. 

 Sample (n=40), 

not large enough 

 

Bradshaw et al. (2009) 

Compares classroom intervention (CF) with 

family-school partnership (FSP) 

 Children aged 6-7 

 US 

 Positive impact of FSP but classroom-

focused intervention had greater impact 

(Positive) 

 Fairly good 

evidence with 

sample of 267 

 Promising but 

complex in 

design and 

implementation 

 

Hampton et al. (1998) 

Family and Schools Together (FAST) 

Multi-component encourage collaborative home-

school partnerships 

 Children in kindergarten (aged 5-6) 

followed up to 4
th

 grade 

 Ohio, US 

 

 Positive effects on reading, maths and 

language 

(Positive effects 

 Weak evidence 

because there was 

no pre-/post-test 

comparisons 

 Possibility of 

teacher effect 
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McDonald et al. (2006) 

FAST - After-School Multi-Family groups: A 

randomised controlled trial involving low-income, 
urban, Latino children 

 Children aged 6-10 

 US 

 

 Very high engagement with programme 

(FAST) compared with virtually none in 

FAME) 

 Children assigned to FAST tended to 

improve mean score test to follow up, 

particularly in TRF (teachers’ reportO. 

 FAST students scored significantly higher 

on social skills and teachers reported less 

aggressive behaviour in the classroom. 

 Increased parental engagement in school. 

(Positive impact) 

 Weak evidence  

Academic 

performance 

measured using 

teacher ratings 

(Promising can 

be trialled in UK 

using more 

diverse and 

bigger sample 

using 

standardised 

assessments) 

Calnon (2005) 

Home-school collaboration project training 

parents to use school activities at home 

 Children aged 5-6 (Kindergarten) 

 US 

 All experimental children experienced 

higher gains between spring and summer 

than control group 

 Small positive impact 

 Weak evidence as 

participation was 

voluntary. 

 Groups were 

unequal to begin 

with. 

Davis (2004) 
School-Home Link (SHL)  
Children receive homework guides and take 
additional homework on maths, science, reading or 
social studies. Parents given activities to complete 
with children. 

- Children aged 6 

- US 

 No difference between controlled group 

and treatment group in terms of their 

achieved results on TPRI (Texas Primary 

Reading Inventory).  

(No impact 

 Weak evidence 

 Children 

allocated based 

on consent from 

parents 

 High attrition 

(out of 600, 

results available 

for only 311) 

 Control group 
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was also involved 

in a reading 

intervention 

 Baseline 

equivalence was 

not established 

Qualter (2005) 
Project involves keeping parents informed of school 
activities and to get them to engage in learning at 

home – using ‘role-play boxes’ to take home 

 Children aged 5 to 7 years old 

 UK 

 

 Children’s literacy skills not assessed 

 

(No evidence of effect) 

 No evidence of 

impact 

Smith  (2000) 
Home literacy programme where schools worked 
with families using family literacy bags for children 

to take home 

 Children aged 7-8 years old 

 US 

 No intervention effect for both reading and 

writing 

 Control class children outperformed 

literacy bags children in writing 

 (No impact) 

 Weak evidence 

 Small sample of 

only 60 (25% 

attrition) 

 Groups were not 

equal 

 Control class 

taught by teacher 

using formulaic-

writing which 

was more 

effective than the 

literacy bags 

Jordan et al. (2000) 

Project Early Access to Success in Education 

(EASE) Home literacy programme to 

 Positive effect on vocabulary, story 

comprehension, sequence, sound 

awareness (ending) and concept of print 

 Some  evidence, 

but not clear how 

groups were 
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encourage parents & teachers to work co-

operatively to integrate literacy practices at 
home & in school. 

 Children aged 5-6 years old 

 Minnesota, US 

 

(reading). 

 (Positive effect) 

allocated (not 

radmomised) 

 Intensive and 

expensive to 

administer 

 

Steiner (2008) 

Project EASE –replication of Jordan et al.s 

study 

 Children aged 6-7 years 

 US 

 No effect on all measures of literacy apart 

Concepts about Print. 

 No differences in post-test DRA and 

DIBELS scores between the two treatment 

groups. 

 Compared to the control group, there were 

also no significant differences in DRA and 

DIBELS scores between those in the 2 

treatment groups and those in the control 

group. 

 Weak evidence  

Very small 

sample, only 11 

parents (6 

treatment and 5 

control) 

 Small sample size 

(n=25) with 19 

control group and 

6 experimental. 

 Sample not 

randomised to 

control or 

intervention 

 Not clear how 

many children 

were in each 

intervention 

groups. Possible 

that there could 

be only one child 

in one of the 

groups. Little is 



 

Identifying the most promising parental involvement 

interventions with impact on learning outcomes for 

primary school aged children 

40 

 

 

 
 

 

known about the 

characteristics of 

the children and 

their family 

background. 

 Only one sch and 

one teacher in 

each condition, 

so results not 

generalizable. 

Combination Sylva et al (2008) 

SPOKES 

Intervention combined Incredible Years, a 

parenting programme with Pause, Prompt and 

Praise- a literacy programme 

 Children aged 5-6 years old 

 UK 

 

 Positive effects on word reading and 

writing, but not for other measures of 

literacy, e.g. BPVS Picture Vocabulary 

Scale, phonological awareness and 

concepts of print. 

(Mixed effects) 

 Some evidence, 

but small sample 

of about 50 in 

each arm 

weakens the 

strength of the 

evidence 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 


