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Abstract

This paper reports on findings of the evaluation of a pilot initiative that offered 12.5 hours of free early years education per week to over 13,500 disadvantaged two year old children in England between 2006 and 2008. The evaluation explored  parents’ experiences of taking up a pilot place, the quality of the pilot settings, the impact on the children’s cognitive and socio-emotional  outcomes and parents’ views and experiences of using a pilot place. Pilot places were available e.g. in day nurseries, play groups and with childminders. This paper‘s focus is on evidence for improved social and cognitive outcomes for children, and for parents’ improved emotional wellbeing compared to parents and children in a comparison group. The pilot was very popular with parents and was associated with a range of perceived benefits for children, parents and the family as a whole. In contrast there was no evidence of a programme impact on the children, except improved vocabulary and parent-child relationships, among children using relatively high quality settings, suggesting that provision quality is key to making an impact on families. The British Government  subsequently rolled out this initiative to targeted two year olds across England from April 2009, stipulating that settings attended  had to be rated good in inspections. 

