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Project Overview

Early Words Together is a National Literacy Trust family programme designed to
support the communication, language and early literacy development of children
aged 3-4. The programme focuses on empowering parents to create a language-
rich home learning environment, a key influence on children's development. The
programme is tailored for families with children who may need support with early
language and communication development and includes a variety of engaging,
evidence-based activities linked by research with benefits for children’s language
and early literacy skills'.

Early Words Together consists of six family sessions, delivered weekly for 50-60
minutes, with both parent and child present. Each session focuses on an evidence-
based activity designed to be enjoyable and accessible, helping parents create a
language-rich environment at home. The sessions are as follows:

Supporting talk through imaginary play.
Singing songs and rhymes.

Sharing books and stories.

Mark making.

Getting out and about.

I N

Visiting the library and celebration event.

To deliver the programme, practitioners are equipped with a toolkit containing
detailed session plans, resource lists, key parent information and support on
communication and language strategies. Participating families receive two books
and weekly parent takeaways that provide tips and activities to try at home.

"see e.g., Aslanidou (2019). Home learning activities and children’s learning outcomes: a review of
recent evidence; Sylva et al. (2004). The effective provision of pre-school education [EPPE] project.
Technical paper 12. The final report.
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Programme Implementation and Delivery

Early Words Together was commissioned by 11 Local Authorities? and funded
through Family Hubs funding from March 2023 to March 2025. Training was
delivered across each locality to practitioners working in family hubs, practitioners
from Private, Voluntary and Independent (PVI) settings and early years
practitioners working in nurseries within local schools. Over the course of the
project, a total of 516 practitioners from 178 settings who worked in a variety of
roles (e.g., Librarians, Family Hub practitioners, Speech and Language Therapy
professionals, Nursery Managers and Deputy Managers, Early Years Teachers,
Teaching Assistants) were trained and delivered the programme to over 1550
families.

Practitioner Training

The Early Words Together training covered:

« Language Development Stages: Understanding the typical language
development stages for 3-4-year-olds.

e Support Strategies: Techniques for supporting children’s language
development.

o Delivery: Guidance on how to effectively deliver Early Words Together in
various settings.

e« Home Learning Environment: Strategies to support the home learning
environment of families.

« Engagement: Methods to identify and support families, especially those
facing particular challenges, to engage in the programme.

Resources

Books were provided for practitioners to gift to families at key points in the
programme, supporting families to start building/ expanding their own library at
home. Practitioners were also given copies of parent takeaways to distribute to

2 Cornwall, Enfield, Gateshead, Hartlepool, Middlesbrough, Redcar, Salford, South Tyneside,
Sunderland, Thurrock, Southwark.
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families at the end of each session. Additionally, practitioners received copies of

parent evaluation forms and had access to all resources digitally.

Networking events were held, focusing on revisiting the main aims of the

programme, examining barriers and successes from settings that had already

delivered the programme, and supporting multilingual families.

Evaluation of Impact

Table 1lays out the key outcomes the programme set out to achieve.

Table 1: Summary of key outcomes.

Children

Parents/
carers

Practitioners

Local
provision

Improved speech, language and communication skills.

Improved engagement in and enjoyment of communication, language
and literacy activities.

Increased quality talk and interactions with parents during and outside
sessions.

Increased confidence, understanding and capability around supporting
early language and creating an enabling home learning environment.
Increased shared engagement in language-supporting activities and
interactions inside and outside the home.

Improved confidence and preparedness to deliver activity sessions and
support parents with children’s early language development.

Increased knowledge around children’s communication development
and the importance of the Home Learning Environment.

Early Words Together is increasingly embedded into local Speech and
Language support pathways, and practitioners have increased
capability to offer tailored support around early language and
communication to families living in underprivileged communities.

To help evaluate the project and evidence these outcomes,

e Parents completed pre-and post-programme surveys about their child’s

engagement in early language activities, as well as their own confidence and

knowledge in a range of communication, language and literacy activities.

¢ Practitioners completed post-training surveys around their confidence and

knowledge to engage parents and support children’s early language, as well
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as online delivery logs focusing on successes and challenges of delivery and
benefits observed for families.

Overall, this project evaluation draws on data collected from:

® 899 parents who completed both the pre-and post-programme surveys.
® 391 practitioners who attended the training

® 93 practitioners who delivered the programme in their setting.

Child Outcomes

1. Increased quality talk and interactions with parents
during and outside sessions

Many of the surveyed parents reported that their child was already engaged in
early language activities even before starting the programme. However, focusing
on those children who were not?, we can see that according to parents:

o 77% (n=488) had asked to look at or read stories at home more
e 72% (n=534) had increased the attention they pay to stories

When asked about the biggest change experienced by their child, parents’
comments frequently highlighted positive changes in their child’s early
communication and language skills. Commonly reported benefits included:

o Expanded vocabulary (e.g., using new words, naming characters or objects)
e Improved attention, listening and comprehension
e Increased talking and storytelling

“He pays much more attention to stories now and takes active part in crafts and
drawing things [...] His overall attention has improved and his responses
improved towards us.”

3 The number of participants ranking themselves high varied from statement to statement.
Percentages refer to those participants with room for growth as indicated by their self-evaluation
on each statement. For this reason, percentages and their corresponding counts might vary.
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“His attention and communication has improved and he is reciting stories &
telling me more about what has happened in the past & predicting what is
happening next!”

“[My child] is using more words at home. Nursery gave him a weekly award for
using his voice more at nursery since coming to Early Words Together.”

All parents who identified their child as having diverse communication needs, said
their children showed positive changes in communication and language.

“Great for my son who is non verbal. [...] He joined in with everything including
the dancing & song time at the end [...]. | found these classes would be
extremely beneficial for children like [my child] & would urge any one that needs
help with communication barriers. [...] The help & advice given from [the
practitioner] throughout the sessions have been greatly appreciated & very
helpful, including extra services available to us as a family with 4 young children
(2 of which have ASD/ non-verbal).”

“She improved her speaking ability, and imaginations. In case of [my child], her
mother-tongue is different, and she improved [her] English a lot.”

“Been diagnosed with ASD. [...] | have seen a big change in his ability to engage
and be in the room with lots of people. | could tell he has enjoyed it!”

2. Improved engagement in and enjoyment of
communication, language and literacy activities

Of the parents who had not reported daily engagement in activities before the
programme, around 7 in 10 reported increased shared engagement with their child
in activities and 3 in 4 reported more child enjoyment of such activities:

e 71% of parents (n=424) said they read or shared stories with their child more
often and 68% (n=380) sang songs and rhymes more often

e 76% of parents (n=462) said their child enjoyed mark-making, while 74%
reported increased child enjoyment to share books (n=490) and to sing
songs and rhymes (n=412)

© National Literacy Trust 2025
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Many parents felt their children’s positive attitudes towards, and engagement with,
language-supporting activities developed and strengthened not just during the
sessions, but at home too. When talking about their child’s enjoyment of and
participation in activities, parents most frequently mentioned increased
engagement in story sharing and reading, singing, drawing and crafting, as well as
increased enjoyment when doing these activities. One parent, for example, shared
that their child now, “wants to read a book every night before bed.”

“She now brings books over to me and says some words in songs we share. We
spend more time talking.”

“Since joining Early words... [my child] engages really well in reciting stories. He
questions the story and uses his imagination to act out the story.”

“He enjoys making things at home together a lot more. Using his imagination to turn
‘recycling' into things to play with. He also asks to sing songs more.”

In terms of positive attitudes observed, parents most often mentioned greater
interest in books and stories. One parent also mentioned that their child “has more
respect for her books and will put them away properly.”

“[My child] enjoys listening to me reading more and we talk more about the book
and enjoying looking at the pictures we draw more pictures and enjoy colouring
more.”

“[My child] has become confident in his conversations. He has picked up on
observing things and talking about them especially outside. He also has become
very interested in "stories" and enjoys making up bed time stories together.”

A frequent theme across parents’ comments related to changes in children’s
confidence, mainly to communicate and engage in language-supporting activities
like storytelling, reading and drawing:

“Since joining Early Words [my child's] confidence in playing, communicating and
sharing has improved massively.”

[The biggest change is] “Confidence! Comes home and discusses her day which
was previously difficult. More willing to try new books, previously was the same
few stories even when there was a selection available.”

© National Literacy Trust 2025
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3. Social benefits

A distinct theme across parent comments around changes for children related to
children’s social confidence and engagement. While this was not explicitly an
outcome the programme set out to achieve, it came across strongly in parents’
open-ended comments. Repeatedly, parents noted positive changes in their
children’s social confidence and their interactions not only with them, but also with
peers, other family members and new people.

“[My child] opened up in her nursery class, she feels now more happy, more
confident and ha[s] now friends to play with because she feels now confident
enough to talk to them in English.”

“He is more comfortable speaking around people he doesn't know as well as his
immediate family.”

“[...] [My child] is also a bit more open with talking about her feelings :)”

Parent Outcomes

1. Increased understanding, confidence and skills to
support child early language and communication

As with shared parent-child engagement in activities, many parents reported high
levels of knowledge and confidence around supporting their child’s early language
development prior to the programme. Among those who did not, around 3 in 4
showed positive changes after the programme. For example:

® 72% of parents (n=377) reported an increase in their confidence to share
books and stories with their child and 69% (n=348) in their confidence to sing
songs and rhymes with their child

® 76% of parents (n=278) reported an increase in their understanding about
why talking to their child is important and 72% (n= 394) felt they talked more
to their child

Parents’ comments around the biggest change for them, since taking partin the
programme illustrate this:

© National Literacy Trust 2025
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“For me, a deeper understanding of how playing and learning connect. ©

“It has been lovely to gain further knowledge of activities to do at home and out
and about.”

“... am now more encouraged to explore and become more creative with my
child at home.”

“[...] now | feel OK to attend groups.”

“| feel more confident to use Spanish and English with my child and sing songs to
her.”

2. Positive behaviours and learning routines

Many parents also shared examples of positive changes in how they engage with
children in learning activities. For example, one parent shared that the biggest
change for them has been “encouraging siblings to join in similar activities” now,
while another shared that they “follow her [the child’s] lead more and engage with
her interest(s)”. Other examples of positive shifts in behaviours included prop
making, joining the library and bedtime reading.

“Using... and making props has inspired me to do activities like this to further my
child's interest in books. | have now joined the library, it's such a nice place to
visit especially in winter.”

“We have noticed the need to spend more time reading books together. This has
prompted us to make more effort to read to the children regularly at bed time.”

What do practitioners say about benefits for families?

Most practitioners who delivered the programme also shared examples of the
benefits they observed for families. For children, practitioners observed
differences in their confidence and communication. For parents, they observed
benefits around their learning and confidence as well as positive behaviours and
interactions, including with practitioners themselves and with services.

“We have seen a big difference mainly in confidence with our children. They
were very quiet at the beginning and on the final session they talked our ears
offll”

© National Literacy Trust 2025
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“We have seen parents making other friendships with other parents and the
children/parents are more confident. Parents using the handouts provided
again and again.”

“The parents are happy to come and speak to us for support for themselves or
to borrow books.”

“I noticed both children and adult grew in confidence and were keen to engage
more with the family hub.”

Practitioner Outcomes

1. Confidence and preparedness to deliver activity
sessions and support parents

After the training, almost all practitioners (98%) felt equipped to increase parents'
confidence to support their child’s development at home and confident to share
key activities and information about the programme with parents, as well as
confident to put learning into practice. Across their comments, practitioners noted
benefits like gaining, “Deeper understanding in importance of HLE and how to
support the families” and “how to keep parents involved even if they do not attend
the sessions”, as well as “understanding how to help MLL families”. Finally,
practitioners benefitted from being prompted to “think of the barriers they (the
parents) face.”

Figure 1. Practitioner confidence after the Early Words Together training.

| feel equipped to increase parents I - - 61%
confidence to support their child’s 2% ° m Strongly agree

development at home
W Agree

. 63%
| feel confident to share key 35% Neither agree nor

activities and information about 2%

the programme with parents disagree

m Disagree

e 0%
| feel confident about putting what I 35% m Strongly disagree

0,
I've learned into practice 2%
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The weekly breakdown of the sessions and clear delivery plans, as well as
opportunities for discussion, were identified as valuable strengths of the training,
helping practitioners feel “not so concerned” and “not panicked about all the prep
involved” in session delivery.

“Going through the session plans and listening to the other participants + their
experiences. [The trainer] was very clear and | feel confident in delivering the
programme specific to our families”

“The training manual, real life experiences and the trainers knowledge of the
barriers we may face.”

2. Knowledge around early communication and
language development

More than 9 in 10 practitioners said their understanding of the importance of the
home learning environment (93%) and of children’s communication and language
development (92%) increased after the training.

Figure 2. Practitioner knowledge after the Early Words Together training.

My understanding of the r 61%
importance of the home 32%

m Strongly agree

learning environment (HLE) has 1%?% mAgree
increased 1%
Neither agree nor
disagree
My understanding of the _380 53% m Disagree
communication and language ? %
development of children has 1%
increased 1% m Strongly disagree

In line with this, a frequently noted benefit across practitioner comments was
learning about new strategies to support early language and communication.

“Learning more about how to improve children’s communication and language
skills through books and activities linked to the books, extending their learning.”

© National Literacy Trust 2025

10



National
Literacy

Trust

Change your story

“...Irealised how much | have been using questions rather than comments with
children at times so great to be more mindful of not overloading children with
questions and not giving time to respond.”

“The detailed discussions about each individual session, so that you could
implement the programme immediately.”

Reflections on Delivery

At the end of each delivery cycle, practitioners were asked to complete delivery
logs designed to capture successes, challenges and adaptations made during the
implementation of Early Words Together. A total of 93 delivery logs were submitted.

As it might be expected, delivery across diverse local contexts highlighted both
strengths and challenges around programme implementation.

When asked about the strengths and successes of the session delivery, key themes
across practitioners’ comments were around benefits for parents and children, as
well as for their own partnership with parents and other organisations.

“[...]  have built stronger relationships with the parents that attended and
communication during drop off and pick up is more meaningful.”

“The parents are commenting more on their children's learning rather than
asking a lot of questions. The children have had more first hand experiences
with their families. One little boy showed a real love for the books he received
during the programme, he asks his parents to read all of them to him every bed
time. Working in collaboration with Sharon Moore from the Rainbow Family
Centre has been very beneficial. Siblings of the children on the programme have
accessed sessions at the Hub. One family has received additional support for
their younger child with additional needs through the hub.”

When asked about the challenges encountered, most practitioners shared
comments relating to (1) staffing capacity, time constraints and logistics and (2)
parent availability and sustained engagement. When faced with these challenges,
all practitioners were adaptable and resilient, often adjusting their approach to
meet the needs of their settings and families.

© National Literacy Trust 2025
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Staffing capacity, time constraints and logistics
Practitioners across areas struggled with staff shortages, competing priorities and

time pressures. One frequently noted challenge was access to delivery spaces,
particularly local libraries. In response, some practitioners used school libraries or
invited librarians into their settings. These experiences point to the importance of
local context mapping prior to delivery, to help mitigate logistical constraints. While
challenges like access to a local library may not always be possible to address,
there may be value in including explicit advice around library access at pre-delivery
stages and offering suggestions for adaptations and alternatives.

Parent availability and sustained engagement
Another shared challenge related to engaging families and ensuring regular

participation. Work commitments and scheduling conflicts often limited families'

ability to participate. Practitioners responded by offering flexible session times,

providing incentives and employing tailored communication strategies—such as

personalised invitations and text reminders. They also adapted delivery methods
and materials to align with unique family needs.

“By making the sessions more flexible, we had more than 5 families that signed up
who were not able to complete all the course but signed up for next term.”

Recommendations and next steps

The delivery of Early Words Together in Family Hubs was complex and diverse, but
most practitioners and parents who participated had positive learning and social
experiences. Data collected from both groups shows Early Words Together had a
positive impact on children's communication and language skills, as well as on
parents and practitioners’ learning and confidence. Based on evidence collected as
part of this programme, the following recommendations are made for future Early
Words Together deliveries:

1. Facilitate more reflective practice through increased opportunities for
practitioner discussion and interaction during training and once delivery
begins (e.g., network meetings, collaborative online boards, shared
communication groups, etc.).

© National Literacy Trust 2025
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2.

Highlight and encourage adaptations both during training and during
delivery, providing practical alternatives for a variety of scenarios (e.g.,
venue closure, bad weather, small groups, children with particular special
needs attend, limited space, etc.). Suggestions can range from strategies
and activities for early language support to parent engagement suggestions,
session planning adaptations, to local community places that might support
delivery, such as schools, university libraries, museums, etc.

Encourage co-delivery models that involve health visitors, librarians, speech
and language therapists, school and nursery practitioners and community as
well as local early years leads. This helps strengthen delivery and family
recruitment, but it also helps ensure that families have access to holistic
support around their child’s early learning and development.

Use trusted local community contacts and regular reminders to strengthen
family recruitment and retention throughout delivery. For parents with
access to digital devices, communication channels like WhatsApp can be
useful, while resources like a takeaway calendar marked with session dates
can be useful to remove the need for digital contact. Links with trusted local
spaces like community centres, churches, shops and small businesses can
also facilitate recruitment and retention while also helping to integrate the
programme into both formal and informal local language support pathways.

. Foster strong local partnerships to enhance delivery and sustainability by

collaborating with a broad range of local partners such as early years leads,
schools, health and social care teams, libraries, museums, voluntary
organisations, etc.; this can strengthen the reach and quality of delivery by
supporting practical needs (e.g., venues, resources, co-facilitators),
expanding recruitment thorugh trusted local contacts, and ensuring families
can access wraparound support across services. Establishing regular
partner forums or working groups to share feedback and coordinate efforts
can also help embed the programme within community infrastructure,
ensuring it is sustainable and responsive to local needs.

We would like to thank the key leads at all the local authorities and all the

practitioners who work with families and young children, for their support of the

Early Words Together programme.
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