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1. The Bill’s proposal to increase provision of free pre-school education to 600 hours 

is to be welcomed. Previous research has shown that whether sessions were full 

day or half day did not influence child outcomes (Sylva et al, 2004) so assuming 

appropriately trained staff and high quality provision, the proposed plans for five 

half day sessions a week should allow three year old children sufficient access to 

educational and social experiences to assist in promoting early development.  

2. The increased number of hours of free preschool education proposed by the Bill 

not only helps parental availability for employment, but in addition such 

programmes can also provide much needed parental support and feedback about 

their children’s development for parents in disadvantaged communities. Our pilot 

study (Woolfson & King, 2008) showed improved parenting capacity in parents 

whose vulnerable two year olds participated in an early education programme 

compared to those who had not. Furthermore these parents showed better 

adjustment to the daily hassles of situations with their children that challenge 

parents than comparison group parents. Participating parents also gained 

valuable new insights and understanding into their children’s behaviour and their 

role as parents. Parents learned from informal experiences including casual 

observation of their children interacting with children/ staff and undertaking 

activities in the education programme, talking to other parents, as well from more 

formal experiences such as direct advice from staff in meetings with their 

keyworker and parent support groups. Pre-school staff therefore should be 

trained, not only in how to promote children’s development themselves, but in 

how to help parents in a supportive, non-judgmental, non-didactic manner. 

3. The issue of access to free pre-school education for disadvantaged and 

vulnerable two year olds is however one which requires further consideration. 

Notably, the UK Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project 

found age of attendance to be important, with those attending pre-school before 

age three demonstrating higher cognitive and peer sociability gains than those 

beginning at three years (Sylva et al, 2004).  

4. The importance of investing in the early years is well recognised by public health 

professionals, development psychologists and economists (Heckman, 2006; 

Marmot, 2010; Woolfson et al, submitted). US Head Start, Early Head Start, 

Smart Start and the Abecedarian projects as well the (EPPE) project have all 

shown the importance of early education for IQ, cognitive, social and emotional 

development, language skills, concentration and school attainments (Campbell & 

Ramey,1995; Abbott-Shim et al, 2003; Barnett, 1995; Kazimirski et al, 2008; Love 

et al, 2005; Sylva et al, 2004). 

5. We (Woolfson et al, submitted) recently carried out a Scottish pilot of the Early 

Development Instrument (EDI), an extensively internationally validated tool that 

measures how well local communities prepare their children for transition to 
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school. Our analysis of vulnerabilities in different developmental domains for our 

local authority sample showed that 15.4% children were vulnerable (i.e, 

concerningly low) in their development in two or more domains We do not know 

whether these local data represent national developmental vulnerabilities for 

Scotland as a whole, but it is worth noting that lower figures of 12.4% and 11.8% 

developmental vulnerability in two or more domains were reported for the 

Canadian national sample and the Australian national sample respectively.  

6. In our local Scottish EDI pilot we also observed socio-economic gradients in 

readiness for school, with children in the most deprived socio-economic quintile 

3.36 times more likely to be vulnerable in two or more domains than those in the 

most affluent quintile. 

7. Addressing these EDI findings has important implications for planning and 

delivery of services for disadvantaged and vulnerable children. Collecting EDI 

data nationally in Scotland on a triennial basis as currently carried out across 

Australia can provide holistic, community-level data that can be used both 

prospectively for early years service planning as well as retrospectively for 

evaluation purposes.  

8. Not only is evidence accumulating for the influence of early development on 

these proximal school factors, but longitudinal research has also demonstrated 

positive effects on outcomes much later in life such as economic productivity, 

social participation, family relationships, criminality, and mental health (Irwin et al, 

2007; Schweinhart et al, 2005; Kuh & Ben-Shlomo, 2004). Returns to society 

over the lifespan are therefore expected to more than repay initial investment in 

early education (Ludwig & Phillips, 2007). 

9. The above findings suggest that the Scottish Government might consider 

extending these plans to include all vulnerable or disadvantaged two year olds in 

order to achieve its aim of ‘strengthen(ing) the role of early years’ support in 

children’s and families’ lives’. 
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