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TITLE OF THE REVIEW 

Community-Based Early Childhood Programmes for Improving Developmental 
Outcomes for Children: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis 

BACKGROUND 

The importance of early childhood  

The interplay between genetics and the influence of the environment in the early years of a 
child’s life are formative in the development of fundamental academic, cognitive and social 
and emotional skills needed to succeed in school and in later life (Bowman, Donovan & 
Burns, 2001; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). During the early years, many environmental risk 
factors play a part in influencing a child’s typical development. Social deprivation is one of 
the most documented environmental risk factors which can negatively affect children 
(White, 1982; Sirin, 2005), particularly in the home environment, access to quality early 
childhood care outside the home, health risks and on the geographical area where the family 
live (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). High levels of poverty and deprivation are associated 
with a range of poor outcomes including low birth weight, poor academic achievement, and 
higher incidence of crime. Moreover, children from disadvantaged backgrounds often have 
limited access to services and resources increasing further the risk of restricted development 
in relation to a range of cognitive, social and health outcomes. It is estimated that around 
200 million children do not follow the typical developmental trajectory for cognitive ability 
because of the direct influence of poverty (Grantham-McGregor, Cheung, Cueto, Glewwe, 
Richter, Strupp, 2007).  

Over the last few decades, there has been a substantial increase in the public investment 
given to early childhood programmes with the aim of intervening early to either prevent or at 
least reduce the impact of some of these negative processes before they begin to take hold. In 
the United States, the numbers of children enrolled in early childhood programmes has 
increased steadily since they began. In 2014, 43% of 3 year olds and 66% of 4 year olds were 
enrolled in preschool education programmes (Kena, Hussar, McFarland, de Brey, Musu-
Gillette, Wang, Zhang, Rathbun, Wilkinson-Flicker, Diliberti, Barmer, Bullock Mann & 
Dunlop Velez, 2016) which is a ten percent increase when compared to the enrolment figures 
in 1990 (Kena, Musu-Gillette, Robinson, Wang, Rathbun, Zhang, Wilkinson-Flicker, Barmer 
& Dunlop Velez, 2015). Early childhood programmes are provided for children and 
sometimes their parents from birth to eight years of age with the aim of improving 
developmental outcomes for children.  

With the increased investment and large proportion of children attending early childhood 
programmes in the United States and across the world, it is important to consider how the 
quality of provision impacts upon the effectiveness of early childhood programmes. Many 
studies which assess the relationship between quality of early childhood programmes and 
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children’s developmental outcomes have differing views on how to operationally define 
quality (La Paro, Thomason, Lower, Kintner-Duffy & Cassidy, 2012) with some focusing on 
programme structure i.e. teacher-child ratios and class sizes and other studies focussing on 
teacher-child interactions and peer interactions, therefore a clear definition of quality in 
relation to early childhood programmes is yet to be determined. In order to assess the quality 
of early childhood programs, the  Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS; 
Harms & Clifford, 1980) and its revised version, ECERS – R (Harms, Clifford & Cryer, 1998) 
are commonly used, in addition to a number of other measures which have found a positive 
relationship between high quality programs  and better outcomes for children (Sylva, Siraj-
Blatchford, Taggart, Sammons, Melhuish, Elliot & Totsika, 2006; Peisner-Feinberg, 
Burchinal, Clifford, Culkin, Howes, Kagan et al, 2001)) therefore in this review, we will 
consider how important the quality of provision is, when measured.  

Early childhood programs vary by the following types of delivery; home visiting programs, 
school-based interventions and community-based programs. Some early childhood 
programs are made up of multiple components with two or more types of delivery e.g. the 
High Scope Perry Preschool Program had a home visiting component and a centre-based 
program (Belfield, Nores, Barnett, Schweinhart, 2006). The proposed review will focus on 
the effectiveness of community-based early childhood programmes which aim to improve 
developmental outcomes for children prior to compulsory schooling. These programmes 
must be primarily community-based but may also have a secondary component such as 
home visiting.  

Community-Based early childhood programmes 

Community-based early childhood programmes represent a wide collection of initiatives that 
target local communities and neighbourhoods characterised by high levels of poverty and 
socio-economic deprivation. These areas also often contain a number of hard-to-reach 
groups, most notably migrant families and refugees and also those from more established 
minority ethnic backgrounds. Such community-based early childhood programmes are 
distinct from standard day care centres because they have an explicit early intervention and 
prevention focus. As such, their primary role is not to provide child care (typically for 
working parents) but, rather, they intentionally target one or more aspects of a child’s 
development including physical development, health, cognitive development and socio-
emotional development before they begin formal schooling.  These programmes can be state-
funded or voluntary and exist particularly, but not exclusively, to support children from low-
income or minority ethnic families. They may be located in pre-schools, community centres, 
health centres or other community settings.  

In the literature, community-based early childhood programmes vary greatly in many 
aspects e.g. content, target population, outcomes, scale, structure and many more. A well 
known community-based early childhood programme is Head Start which was introduced in 
the United States in 1965 to tackle poor outcomes for children related to poverty (Ludwig & 
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Phillips, 2008). It has many different community-based centres which run programmes to 
support the developmental needs of children in deprived areas. The preliminary findings of a 
report mandated by Congress to evaluate Head Start using a randomised controlled trial 
design across 84 centres showed small to moderate positive effects for 3 and 4 year old 
children across four outcome domains (Puma et al, 2005). They specifically found that 
children who were enrolled in Head Start centres compared with other pre-school centres 
scored significantly higher on measures of vocabulary, pre-reading and pre-writing skills and 
were more informed about access to health care. They did not find a significant effect of the 
intervention on phonological awareness, early mathematical concepts and social 
competencies. This report, which was one of the largest evaluations carried out on Head 
Start, showed that involvement in a state-funded, large scale community-based early 
childhood program can have benefits in cognitive and health outcomes for children. Another 
example of a community-based early childhood program is the Carolina Abecedarian 
program. A follow up study, which collected data four to seven years after children had 
participated in the program showed positive gains in academic achievement at age 12 when 
compared with the control group (Campbell & Ramey, 1994). The majority of the 
participants in this study were African-American therefore generalization to the general 
population may not be possible however, the study does provide further evidence that 
community-based early childhood programs can have long term benefits for children from 
low-income backgrounds.  

The importance of providing early childhood education for children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds has also been recognised in the United Kingdom through the introduction of 
the nationwide initiative, Sure Start. Since it was established in 1998, 3631 centres have been 
set up to provide support for children and families. A quasi-experimental study of Sure Start 
showed positive effects on the home learning environment and parental satisfaction. No 
effects were observed on children’s educational outcomes when the children were followed 
from aged three to age five and seven compared with a control group from the millennium 
cohort study two years after the Sure Start sample (Melhuish, Belsky & Leyland, 2012). Pre-
school education is universally available to all children over three years of age regardless of 
their enrolment in Sure Start programs therefore it is not surprising that there was no effect 
of Sure Start on cognitive outcomes at age five and age seven.   

Under the umbrella of large scale programmes such as Head Start and Sure Start, there are 
specific interventions which support the cognitive, socio-emotional and physical wellbeing of 
children providing a holistic approach to supporting a child’s development. Other early 
childhood programmes are smaller in scale and target specific outcomes such as cognitive 
development. Targeted interventions have also shown positive effects on literacy and 
numeracy outcomes (Hilbert & Eis, 2013; Klein, Starkey, Clements, Sarama and Iyer, 2008) 
and outcomes related to physical activity (Bellows, Davies, Anderson & Kennedy, 2013) for 
children aged three to four years.  
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The focus of this review 

Existing reviews provide evidence that early childhood programmes are effective at 
improving the cognitive development of children; although effects were found to be smaller 
for social outcomes (Anderson et al, 2003; Camilli et al, 2010; Burger, 2010). The majority of 
the evidence has evaluated the effect of the interventions on cognitive outcomes, with some 
evaluations focused on social and emotional outcomes and a few which focused on other 
areas of child development. Given the growing emphasis on and public investment in 
community-based early childhood programmes (Nores & Barnett, 2010), it is timely to take a 
step back in order to develop a more holistic understanding of: the overall effectiveness of 
these programmes; whether they are more effective in relation to some outcomes compared 
to others; and what types of programme, in terms of its structure and modes of delivery, are 
more effective than others. 

This latter issue is of particular importance to early childhood organisations and 
professionals who continue to struggle in relation to working out how best to engage with 
disadvantaged communities and particular hard-to-reach groups. In this respect, 
community-based early childhood programmes can vary in relation to a number of 
components including: their overall approach (whether the programme is holistic or 
targeted); whether the programme is community-based only or has multiple components; 
who the programme is delivered by (e.g. by professionals or community volunteers); the 
length of the programme; the type of instruction ( i.e. directed at the child or directed at the 
child and the caregiver); and the assessed ‘quality’ of the programme (measured, itself, in 
relation to a range of indicators including staff/child ratios, qualifications of staff and the 
physical environment of the setting). Decisions regarding all of these components are critical 
when working with disadvantaged and hard-to-reach communities and yet, currently, the 
evidence base regarding which of these elements impact on the effectiveness of community-
based early childhood programmes is limited. 

By necessity, and in order to focus on these questions regarding the potentially differential 
effects associated with differing types of programmes, the proposed review will remain broad 
and inclusive of all community-based early childhood programmes regardless of location, 
language or content. This will also enable the review to assess the overall effectiveness of 
such programmes on early child development and whether this effectiveness is uniform 
across key social, cognitive, physical and health outcomes or varies between these. It is 
acknowledged that this is an ambitious and potentially large review. However this will be 
managed by limiting the review only to those studies that have used the most robust designs 
(e.g. randomised or cluster randomised controlled trials) and also setting out a detailed a 
priori analysis plan at the Protocol stage. 
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OBJECTIVES 

The main aim of this review is to assess the effectiveness of community-based early 
childhood programmes for improving developmental outcomes for children. Within this, the 
review will also seek to answer the following questions: 

1. What is the overall impact of community-based early childhood programmes on 
developmental outcomes for children? 

2. Do community-based early childhood programmes have differential effects for 
different core developmental outcomes? 

3. Do community-based early childhood programmes have differential effects on 
outcomes for children from socially disadvantaged and minority ethnic backgrounds 
and, if so, in relation to which developmental outcomes? 

4. Which types of community-based early childhood programmes, in relation to their 
structure and modes of delivery, are associated with the largest effects in improving 
developmental outcomes and do these effects differ for children from socially 
disadvantaged and/or minority ethnic backgrounds? 

5. How important is the quality of provision in relation to improvements in child 
development? 

EXISTING REVIEWS 

The Campbell and Cochrane libraries were searched in March 2016 for completed and 
ongoing reviews in this area. The search found one relevant ongoing review in the Cochrane 
library. The aim of this ongoing Cochrane review is to determine the effectiveness of centre-
based early education interventions aimed at improving school readiness (Macdonald & 
McCartan, 2014).  It’s focus is more limited than the current proposed review as it only 
includes interventions which provide a combination of academic and socio-emotional 
support. Early childhood interventions which target academic or socio-emotional 
development in isolation are excluded. It also does not seek to compare the effectiveness of 
differing programme components. 

In the general literature, a number of other reviews and meta-analyses exist in the area of 
early childhood intervention programmes with a specific focus on ‘closing the gap’ between 
learners from different socio-economic backgrounds prior to formal education. Anderson et 
al (2003) conducted a systematic review on the effect of early childhood programmes on 
children's outcomes. Although they found that they are effective at improving children's 
cognitive outcomes, they did not investigate which programme components were most 
effective. As many more evaluations of early childhood programmes have been carried out 
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worldwide since this review, there is a need for it to be updated and to further explore what 
makes these programmes effective for children. 

Camilli et al (2010) carried out a meta-analysis of the effects of dosage, curriculum content 
and type of instruction in Early Education Interventions on the cognitive, behavioural and 
schooling outcomes of children. Their meta-analysis is not systematic, it only focused on 
studies carried out in the United States and mainly focused on interventions aimed at 
improving cognitive outcomes.  

Nores and Barnett (2010) completed an international (non-U.S. based) meta-analysis of 
early childhood programmes including studies from Africa, Central and South America, Asia 
and Europe and also investigated the differential effect of the length of the programme, age 
at the time of intervention, outcome, content of the programme and study design on the 
intervention. The meta-analysis was not systematic and it also did not include U.S. based 
studies.  

Burger (2010) completed a systematic review on the effect of Early Childhood Care 
programmes such as day care facilities, nursery schools and kindergartens on the cognitive 
outcomes of children. The review synthesises large scale studies to determine the 
effectiveness of early childhood programmes at improving children's cognitive outcomes.  

While these reviews provide evidence that early childhood programmes are effective at 
improving children’s cognitive and social outcomes, little is known of what makes these 
programmes effective. Existing reviews are not all systematic, are often U.S. based, any 
analysis of the programme components is limited and the reviews are mainly focused on 
cognitive outcomes. Since the most recent reviews in this area were conducted in 2010, a 
world-wide systematic review and meta-analysis of community-based early childhood 
interventions is needed. It will explore the programme components in more depth and 
determine their effectiveness at improving all developmental outcomes for children.  

INTERVENTION 

This review will seek to identify and synthesise the evidence from all evaluations of 
community-based interventions that aim to improve developmental outcomes for children 
between birth and seven years of age. The interventions may differ in content, length, 
frequency, type of structure and various other components. The study may have a number of 
intervention groups and it must include a ‘no-intervention’ control group.  

Criteria for inclusion in the review: 

• All interventions must be led by a community or community-based organisation.  

• The intervention must take place in a community setting e.g. community centre, 
preschool or health centre. 
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• The intervention must involve the active participation of children but may also 
involve support for parents, teachers or other care-givers.  

• The intervention may be either holistic in focus or targeted towards improving 
particular developmental outcomes. 

• The intervention must take place before the child has entered formal education. 

Exclusion criteria: 

• Interventions delivered at home or through home visitation. 

• School-led interventions that target children who have entered formal education and 
that are delivered by teaching professionals in a school setting including after-schools 
clubs. 

• Targeted interventions aimed at particular subgroups of children within the local 
neighbourhood and addressing a deficit for children with special education needs or 
disabilities. 

POPULATION 

The participants included in the review will be children between birth and seven years of age, 
taking part in a community-based intervention before they enter formal education. 

OUTCOMES 

This review will focus on any developmental outcome. This reflects the fact that most 
community-based early childhood programmes do not tend to limit their focus to specific 
outcomes but tend to be more concerned with enhancing the overall development of 
children. These outcomes will therefore fall into the following four core domains: 

• Cognitive (e.g. visuo-spatial skills; verbal reasoning; short-term, long-term and 
working memory; other measures of IQ; expressive and receptive language; academic 
skills in literacy and numeracy). 

• Behavioural/ Socio-emotional development (e.g. social interaction; social 
skills; problem behaviours; relationships with parent/teacher) 

• Physical (e.g. gross motor skills; fine motor skills). 

• Health (e.g. height; weight). 
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STUDY DESIGNS 

In the literature, a large number of quasi-experimental studies and randomised controlled 
trials have been carried out on early childhood programmes. The review will only consider 
randomised (or cluster randomised) controlled trials where there is a pre-test and post-test 
and the participants have been randomised to the intervention and control. This is because 
randomised controlled trials are considered to be the gold standard evaluation method for 
education and health interventions providing a rigorous and unbiased estimate of effect 
when implemented well. In practice, bias can be introduced during an RCT (Torgerson & 
Torgerson, 2003) and in order to detect this in the review, the studies will be assessed using 
the Cochrane Collaboration’s tool for Risk of Bias.  

Studies will be excluded if they: 

• are quasi-experimental studies. 

• do not have a ‘no intervention’ control group. 

• are only qualitative evaluations. 

PROPOSED ANALYSIS 

It is recognised that the wide-ranging nature of this review will result in considerable 
heterogeneity in the final sample of studies that meet the inclusion criteria. A detailed 
analysis plan will be provided in the Protocol for this review that will set out a rationale and 
coding frame for how each programme will be categorised in relation to: 

• Outcomes (the four high level outcomes listed earlier and then the more specific 
outcomes that fall within each of these); 

• Types of programme (the differing possible elements of each programme in terms of 
its nature and modes of delivery as indicated above); and 

• Target communities (the socio-economic profile of the target communities/groups). 

It is envisaged that there will be a series of random effects meta-analyses based upon each 
key outcome and using meta-regression techniques, where appropriate, to assess the relative 
influence of programme types and target communities on the effectiveness of programmes. 
The findings of each meta-analysis will then be compared and reviewed in a narrative 
summary. 
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journals, however, have restrictions that preclude publication of findings that have been, or 
will be, reported elsewhere and authors considering publication in such a journal should be 
aware of possible conflict with publication of the monograph version in Campbell Systematic 
Reviews. Publication in a journal after publication or in press status in Campbell Systematic 
Reviews should acknowledge the Campbell version and include a citation to it. Note that 
systematic reviews published in Campbell Systematic Reviews and co-registered with the 
Cochrane Collaboration may have additional requirements or restrictions for co-publication. 
Review authors accept responsibility for meeting any co-publication requirements. 
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