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F O R E W O R D

It is also a statement of intent. Cedarwood is committing to early childhood as a defining part of our
mission, because this is where the gap between the children of this estate and children elsewhere first
opens, and where it can still be closed. Flourish is the foundation. On it we are building an Early Years
Resilience Hub for the Meadow Well and the wider North East, designed with the families who will
use it, and meant to set a standard of excellence for early years development and school readiness
across this region.

“

”

The first 1,000 days shape the whole of a childhood. If we are serious
about children’s development and their readiness for school, we
have to be just as serious about the resilience of the adults raising
them, because resilient parents and carers are the ground on which
resilient children grow.
Dr P. Solomon Lennox, Chief Executive

For those who make regular use of our free-to-access playroom on
the Meadow Well estate, the benefits are tangible. Parents and
children who initially lacked confidence in September are now fully
engaged in activities, moving, reading, playing, and developing key
skills. They are strengthening their bonds with one another and
exploring the world and their surroundings and connections through
play.

This report sets out what a year of funded work achieved, told 
honestly and set against the evidence on what gives children the strongest start in life. It is an honest
account of year one of Flourish, a two-year funded programme of structured early years delivery. The
programme was made possible from an award from the Masonic Charitable Foundation. The report
shows what was achieved at the end of year one and what has been achieved to date for year two. It
signals real gains against key child development markers. It also highlights areas for future work,
specifically with parents facing social isolation and mental health challenges that will need to be
addressed with new sources of funding.

With the right partners we intend to provide this standard of excellence, to share what we learn, and
to give the youngest children of the Meadow Well and the wider North East the start they deserve.

Dr P. Solomon Lennox

 

Chief Executive, The Cedarwood Trust
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From the Chief Executive



Based on national benchmarks of £2.44 to £2.60 returned for every £1 of
integrated family provision, and far more across a childhood. A projection,
not a measured return. See notes.

T H E  Y E A R  I N  S H O R T

The year in brief
In its first year Flourish created a free early years space on the Meadow Well, one of the most
deprived neighbourhoods in England, reaching 216 children aged 0 to 5 and the parents and carers
who bring them. This report sets that achievement within the wider research on early childhood, so
the difference it makes can be read against what the evidence says works. It reports openly, breaks
the data down by group, speaks to the three core areas of early childhood development, and is
candid about what a first year can and cannot show.

 

T H E  Y E A R  I N  N U M B E R S

I L L U S T R A T I V E  R E T U R N  O N  I N V E S T M E N T
£139 returns £339 to £361 per child

“

”

The playroom is perfect for families, especially that it is
free, so if you don’t have money you are still able to come
and your children can play.
Parent, Flourish playroom survey, September 2025
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K E Y  F I N D I N G S

What works
Across the first year a consistent picture emerged of what helps to improve children's development
against the three core areas of the Early Years Foundation Stage, namely personal, social and
emotional development, communication and language, and physical development. These are the
headline findings, and the pages that follow set out the evidence behind each one.

Open access removes the first barrier.
A free offer with no cost, no referral and no waiting list reaches the families, and the
children, who the evidence says gain the most from a strong early start.

Consistency is itself a measure of quality.
A stable, familiar team of staff and volunteers, and a child who settles and engages,
are conditions for development, which is why we track wellbeing and involvement
too.

Working with parents changes outcomes for children.
Parents who feel less isolated, more confident and better equipped with ideas to use
at home are better placed to support their child.

Warm, responsive interaction is the active ingredient.
Children develop fastest where skilled, familiar adults talk with them, follow their
lead and respond, in calm and well organised spaces.

Structured activity lifts development against the three areas.
Daily stay and play gives children a safe and language-rich place to be, and three days
a week of structured, practitioner-led activity, aimed at the three core areas, is where
the clearest gains are made.

Communication and language is the area of highest leverage.
It is the fastest rising area of need nationally and the domain where good practice has
the strongest measured effect, so language-rich, interactive work repays the most
attention.
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82% of UK parents report feeling isolated, three in five report mental health
difficulties around their child’s birth, and perinatal mental ill health costs an
estimated £8.1 billion a year, around three quarters of it falling on the
children. Sources: Home-Start UK, 2024; Healthwatch Trafford, 2026; Bauer et
al., 2014; Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2016.

W H A T  T H E  D A T A  A S K S  O F  U S

What is needed
The first year showed what works. We conducted two surveys, one in September 2025, and a follow-
up in June 2026. These two surveys show what is still needed. Children developed across all three
areas, safety reached the top of the scale, and every family rated the year excellent or good. For
parents, wellbeing and confidence held or rose. However, for them, one result moved the other way.
Feeling less isolated fell from 4.45 to 4.00, and it is the one we take most seriously.

This is where an open playroom reaches the limit of what it can do alone. The play offer lifted most of what
we asked parents about, yet the measure that speaks directly to isolation slipped, and we read that plainly. A
free-to-access playroom with structured activity three days a week is a genuine good, but it is not equipped
on its own to transform parental isolation and mental health. That needs a more holistic, embedded and
structured response for parents, beyond the scope of the Flourish grant, and it is what informs our future
bids.

Parental isolation is neither unusual nor minor. More than four in five parents in the UK, some 82 per cent,
report feelings of isolation, and almost one in five rarely or never have meaningful contact with another adult
outside the home (Home-Start UK, 2024). It falls heaviest where life is already hardest, on younger and single
parents, fathers, and families on low incomes, with the cost of living the factor parents name most often.

Isolation matters for children because of what it does to the adults who raise them. Parents are the most
important factor in a child’s development, so when they are isolated and low, it drives anxiety and reaches into
the warm, responsive interaction a child depends on. For a community like ours the link is sharper still, because
parental mental health and poverty act on a child together, each deepening the other. The UK Millennium
Cohort Study, which followed 10,500 children, found that more than half grew up exposed to poverty, poor
parental mental health, or both, and that around 40 per cent of the social and emotional difficulties seen in that
group at 17 traced back to those exposures in childhood (Adjei et al., 2023). Children who faced both persistent
poverty and persistent poor parental mental health were about four times as likely to show social and
emotional problems, and twice as likely to have mental health problems, by 17 (Fitzsimons et al., 2017; Centre
for Mental Health, 2024).

Recent research underlines the gap between need and help. Three in five parents report mental health
difficulties around their child’s birth, yet over half do not know where to turn, and three quarters who seek
help say it takes too long (Healthwatch Trafford, 2026). What parents ask for is visible, community-based, peer
support that eases isolation before it escalates.

T H E  N A T I O N A L  P I C T U R E
82% of parents feel isolated
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is the estimated annual cost to England of remedial action that earlier
support might have avoided, roughly five times what is spent on early
education entitlements. A free, trusted offer on a high-need estate is doing
the preventative work the market and recent policy do not. This figure is a
modelled estimate, and the direction it points in is not in doubt.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S

The case for the early years
The early years are when the foundations are laid. More than half of the attainment gap seen at age
11 is already present by the age of five, and disadvantaged children are around 4.6 months behind
their peers by the end of reception. The brain reaches roughly 90 per cent of its adult size by five,
which is why early experience leaves so lasting a mark.

90%
of adult brain size

reached by age five

4.6
months behind by the
end of reception, on

average

2×
the benefit of good

provision for the most
disadvantaged

 

The national research is consistent that good early provision does most for the children who have
least. The major English longitudinal study find the benefit of good group provision around twice as
large for the most disadvantaged children, while independent analysis shows the poorest families
reach provision least, with many living in childcare deserts concentrated in deprived areas. The most
recent sector research find communication and interaction the fastest rising area of need.

T H E  C O S T  O F  A C T I N G  T O O  L A T E

£16.13 billion a year

Sources for this section are listed in the notes, and include the developmental science, the Royal
Foundation and London School of Economics, the Study of Early Education and Development, and the
Education Policy Institute.
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O U R  M O D E L

What Flourish is
Flourish is open to all, with no cost, no referral and no waiting list. The playroom is open five days a
week, for 51 weeks of the year, and every day a responsible adult and child can come simply to stay
and play, supported by a volunteer. On three of those days the offer is enhanced with structured,
practitioner-led activities, focused on developing children against the three core areas of the Early
Years Foundation Stage.

The model leads with relationships, because skilled, familiar staff are the active ingredient the
evidence keeps returning to. Practice draws on the common elements that recur across the most
effective early years programmes, with a first focus on communication and language, and on warm,
responsive interaction in calm, well organised spaces.

Work with parents is part of the offer, not an
addition to it. The home learning environment
carries much of the lasting effect on a child, so
alongside the children’s play, parents find
company, ideas to use at home and people who
know them, and on site they can reach mental
health practitioners, midwives and other
professionals.

Stay and play every
weekday, supported

by a volunteer

Practitioner-led sessions
across the three core

areas

Open almost year
round on the

Meadow Well estate
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live in the most deprived 20% of
neighbourhoods in England. 36% are in
the most deprived 10%, and 81% in the
most deprived 30%.

R E A C H  A N D  A C C E S S

Who we reached
Flourish is open to all, with no cost, no referral and no waiting list. Across the year it reached 216
individual children, all aged 0 to 5, who came 3,352 times in all. The figures below come from the
attendance records and are broken down by the age of the child, by gender, and by where a family
lives against the national deprivation measure.

Under 1

Age 1

Age 2

Age 3

Age 4

Age 5

individual children visits in the year on the year before

AGE OF CHILDREN GENDER

WHERE CHILDREN LIVE

5%

20%

28%

23%

18%

7%

Girls Boys
52% 48%

58%

Demographic breakdown based on the 122 children with records in the attendance system for early
years family sessions, 1 November 2024 to 7 August 2025 (134 sessions, 1,790 visits). Ethnicity is not
yet recorded, and the Meadow Well is a predominantly White British community, so the deprivation
profile is the truest measure of reach. We have begun recording ethnicity so that future reporting can
disaggregate by it.
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O U T C O M E S  F O R  C H I L D R E N

The difference for children
In September 2025 we asked 22 families how their child had changed over the year. We group what
they told us under the three core areas of development, which line up with the prime areas of the Early
Years Foundation Stage. The strongest gains were in social and emotional development, then
communication and thinking, then physical confidence. Every measure improved.

AVERAGE PARENT RATING OF THEIR CHILD’S DEVELOPMENT,
OUT OF 5

Social and emotional

Physical confidence

Communication and thinking

4.05

3.83

3.77

20 of 22
 4.5 / 5 

families rated the year
excellent or good

how safe children
felt with us

Each area maps to a prime area of the Early Years Foundation Stage, namely personal, social and
emotional development, communication and language, and physical development. These are parents’
judgements at a single point in time, which is an honest place to start, and exactly what the firmer year
two measurement was built to test and deepen.
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O U T C O M E S  F O R  P A R E N T S  A N D  C A R E R S

The difference for parents
The same families told us about their own experience, and the clearest theme was connection.
Parents and carers felt less isolated, more confident in their parenting, and supported by people who
knew them. These are the families’ own judgements, on a scale of 1 to 5.

AVERAGE PARENT AND CARER RATING, OUT OF 5

Felt less isolated

Made friends

Own wellbeing

Supported by staff

Ideas to use at home

More confident as a parent

4.45

4.23

4.09

4.09

3.95

3.68

These results matter for children as much as for adults. The evidence is consistent that parental
confidence and wellbeing, and the everyday talk and play of the home, shape a child’s development
as much as anything that happens in a setting. This is why Flourish treats its parenting support as part
of the early years offer, and not separate from it.
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T H E  D I R E C T I O N  O F  T R A V E L

Change over time
We returned to families in June 2026, partway through year two, and asked the same questions again.
The gains reported at the end of year one had held, and in most areas they had grown. Thirteen
families took part, fewer than the year before, so this shows the direction of travel rather than a
precise measure, and the direction is clear and upward.

HOW CHILDREN DEVELOPED, AVERAGE RATING OUT OF 5

HOW PARENTS AND CARERS FARED, AVERAGE RATING OUT OF 5

September 2025 June 2026

Social and emotional  4.05

Communication and thinking  3.83
Physical  3.77

4.46

4.15
4.06

September 2025 June 2026

Felt less isolated  4.45

More confident  4.23
Own wellbeing  4.09

Made friends  3.95

Ideas to use at home  3.68

4.69

4.23
4.15
4.08
4.00

For parents the picture is the most telling. Confidence held and connection slipped, and that is where
an open playroom reaches the limit of what it can do alone. Holding confidence steady and turning
isolation around takes sustained and personal support for parents, shaped around each family and
rooted in their community, which reaches beyond what a single grant can carry. It is the next thing we
intend to build.

Both waves are families’ own judgement, a real signal and distinct from the validated Ages and Stages
and Leuven measures that carry the closing report. The items that fell are shown as is.
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National benchmarks suggest integrated family provision returns
between £2.44 and £2.60 for every £1 spent, and early intervention can
return far more over a lifetime. Applied to the £30,000 first year grant,
that points to roughly £73,000 to £78,000 in near-term value, and at the
level of a single child it points to between £339 and  £361 returned for
the £139 spent.

W H A T  I T  R E T U R N S

Flourish delivers at low cost. Year one was run on the first £30,000 of the grant. Against the year’s
reach that is about £139 per child, £131 per session, and under £9 per visit.

£139
per child across

the year

 

£131
per early years

session
 

under £9

£2.44 to £2.60 back for every £1

FUNDING PER CHILD, A YEAR

Primary school pupil

Early Years 
Pupil Premium

£342

£1,455

These are projections drawn from national figures, not returns measured at Cedarwood. The wider
case is one of prevention. Disadvantage is funded thinly at present, with the Early Years Pupil
Premium at £342 a year against £1,455 for a primary pupil, so a free, evidence-based offer that
reaches disadvantaged children does work the market and recent policy are unlikely to do.
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M E A S U R E M E N T  A N D  E V I D E N C E

How we measure
Year one rested on what parents told us, a real and trustworthy signal gathered from 22 families at a
single point in time. For year two we established a firmer framework, faithful to evidence-based
practice and to the Early Years Foundation Stage, and we put three established instruments to work
together.

AGES AND STAGES
QUESTIONNAIRES

 ASQ:SE-2
 

THE LEUVEN SCALES
 

A validated developmental
screen completed with the

parent, across
communication, gross

motor, fine motor,
problem solving and

personal and social skills,
for children from around
one month to five and a

half years.

A companion measure
focused on social and

emotional development,
strengthening the picture
in the area where families
saw the strongest gains.

Two short observational
scales of wellbeing and

involvement, recorded by
practitioners, that read
the quality of a child’s
experience rather than

milestones alone.

Each instrument maps onto the Early Years Foundation Stage. Communication aligns with
communication and language, the motor areas with physical development, and the personal, social
and emotional measures with that prime area, while wellbeing and involvement align with the
characteristics of effective learning. We took a baseline near the point a child started with us,
repeated it at planned intervals, and recorded results so they could be disaggregated by age, by
gender, by deprivation and, as recording improved, by ethnicity, in the same spirit as the statutory
progress check at age two.

This follows the strongest national research. The Study of Early Education and Development measures
children’s development with validated tools across the same prime areas, gives particular weight to
self regulation, and assesses the quality of provision itself, finding that the quality of a setting at age
three predicts a child’s cognitive and self regulation development at age five, even once home and
family circumstances are accounted for (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2020; 2021). So alongside measuring
how children develop, we hold ourselves to the quality of what we provide.
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The road ahead
Year one told us where to press in year two. So we deepened the sensory, story and language work
that supports communication, the fastest rising area of need. We strengthened the home learning
environment and the parental wellbeing strands that carry so much of the lasting effect. We
embedded the new assessment and began recording ethnicity.

W H A T  C O M E S  N E X T

Peer-led parent support groups that outlast a single visit.

District and parish nurse sessions brought into the early years offer.

Free on site counselling with the Northern Guild, for stress, anxiety and low mood.

Supported access to wider services, with our registered childminder easing the way.

Flourish is also the foundation for something larger. We are building an Early Years Resilience Hub for
the Meadow Well and the wider North East, co-designed with more than sixty parents and carers. It
runs as two interlinking projects, one shaping the early years offer and one redesigning the space that
holds it, with calm, natural materials, child-designed furniture, and a Changing Places fully accessible
facility so that disabled children and their families can use the building with dignity. An awareness
campaign with Bauer Media reached 9,829 people and drew local parents into the co-design.

We are building on firm ground. Newcastle University has backed the approach with a £2,500 pump-
priming award led by Dr Cara Crivellaro at the Open Lab, with Dr Harriet Broadfoot at Durham
University and Dr Henry Collingham at Northumbria University helping ground the work in evidence,
and it sits within the North East Child Poverty Action Plan for 2025 to 2030. It is a larger undertaking
than this grant can fund, and with the right partners investing for the long term we will give families
the sustained parenting support they need, and share openly what we learn.

A  S T R U C T U R E D  R E S P O N S E  T O  P A R E N T A L  M E N T A L  H E A L T H
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The work we are now undertaking puts parental mental health and connection at the heart
of the Hub’s design.
Resilient parents and carers stand a better chance of raising resilient children, so we are
developing practical, low-threshold routes to support.



The school readiness challenge
Fewer children are arriving at school ready to learn, and our region is at the sharp end of it. The most
recent national survey of teachers and parents judged 37 per cent of the 2025 Reception intake not to
be school ready, up from 33 per cent the year before, with the steepest declines in the North East, the
West Midlands, the North West and London (Kindred Squared, 2026).

Around 45% of children in the North East are reported as not school
ready, and 36% are not toilet trained, against a national average of 26
per cent. Source: Kindred Squared, 2026.

W H A T  C O M E S  N E X T

School readiness here means the full range of early development, the communication and language,
the emotional regulation, the independence and the physical skills that let a child take part in
Reception, not narrow academic attainment. These are the very areas Flourish works on, and the
survey names the same pressures we see on the Meadow Well, the rising cost of living, deepening
deprivation, and parents who want help earlier and clearer, with 94 per cent calling for guidance
before their child turns four (Kindred Squared, 2026).

This is the gap the Early Years Resilience Hub is built to close. By developing readiness across the
prime areas from birth, strengthening children’s emotional regulation and resilience, and giving
parents the early, practical support the evidence calls for, the Hub is our answer to a regional
challenge, and our bid to set a standard of excellence for early years development and school
readiness where it is most needed.

45% not school ready

W H A T  T H E  C L O S I N G  R E P O R T  W I L L  S H O W
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The grant concludes in November 2026. Its closing report will show
movement in developmental screen scores for children with both a
baseline and a follow-up, the spread of wellbeing and involvement over
time, the same outcomes broken down by deprivation and, increasingly,
by ethnicity, and children tracked against the prime areas of the Early
Years Foundation Stage, with projections kept separate from change
measured directly.

THE NORTH EAST PICTURE



H O N E S T  R E P O R T I N G

How to weigh this evidence
This report draws firm conclusions where its evidence is firm, and it is open about the limits, because
building evidence honestly is part of the standard it is written to.

Ethnicity is not yet recorded, so this report cannot disaggregate by it. We have begun to record
it.

The year one outcomes are self reported, gathered from 22 families at a single point in time.
They are a genuine signal, and they are not yet validated or longitudinal. The year two
measurement closes that gap.

Provision works best as part of a wider response that includes family support and action on
poverty, and it cannot, on its own, offset the effects of deep disadvantage.

The demographic breakdown rests on the 122 children with complete records rather than all
216 reached, and we are improving the completeness of recording.

The social return figures are projections from national benchmarks, not returns measured at
Cedarwood, and they are presented as such.
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O U R  T H A N K S

S U P P O R T E D  B Y

W I T H  T H A N K S

Thank you

To the Masonic Charitable Foundation, whose grant made this year possible. To the families of the
Meadow Well, who trust us with their children. And to the staff and volunteers who open the door
every week. The pages above set out what that support achieved, and the firmer ground on which we
mean to build.
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Reach, visit and cost figures are drawn from Cedarwood’s attendance records and the year one grant.
Outcome ratings are from the family surveys of September 2025 and June 2026. The return on
investment figures are illustrative projections from published national benchmarks, not returns
measured at Cedarwood. From year two, the developmental screen and the Leuven Scales let us
report development observed directly.
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