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child does painting/colouring, sings/says nursery rhymes, does jigsaws or play-
doh. 

RESULTS 

Consistent with previous research, children tended to know more words 
when they came from households with greater socio-economic resources. The 
method separated out the contributions of parental education, household 
income and family social class. The largest gaps in vocabulary scores were linked 
to mothers’ education: the children of highly-educated mothers had higher 
average scores on vocabulary than children whose mothers have lower 
education. Higher income and social class were also associated with higher 
vocabulary scores at age 3. Although mothers’ education, family income and 
social class are related to each other, each had a separate link to children’s 
vocabulary.  

More frequent home learning activities were linked to higher vocabulary 
scores. However, the extent of home learning accounted for only a very small 
part of the difference by mothers’ education and none of the family income or 
social class differences. We found some evidence that home learning activities 
were more important for vocabulary development in children from families with 
low income and lower social class backgrounds, thereby compensating 
somewhat for disadvantage. Home learning activities also encouraged 
vocabulary development between age 3 and 5, reducing the gap in vocabulary 
between high- and low-income children. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND FOR PARENTS 

These findings suggest that it may be beneficial for policymakers to consider 
ways to support and educate parents in how to enrich the learning 
potential of individual homes (such as schemes to widen access to 
suitable books and providing advice on how parents can foster children’s 
early learning). However, cognitive stimulation and activities parents provide 
for preschool children form only one element of a more complex 
relationship between social origin and cognitive outcomes. Structural social 
inequalities affect parents’ mental and physical health, the quality of their 
own educational experiences, and the availability of social support, all of 
which affect parents’ capacity to provide a home environment that 
facilitates cognitive development. Interventions that focus just on ‘improving 
parents’ without addressing wider structural inequalities are likely to have 
limited effects. 
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