
 
 

 

What is the problem?  

 

Thrive at Five is a collective impact initiative, aiming to help children in disadvantaged communities achieve 
improvements in school readiness. Progress against this outcome is measured by the national Early Years Foundation 

Stage (EYFS) assessment of a child’s physical, social and emotional, and cognitive development at the end of the 

Reception Year. The results of the EYFS assessments are collected, monitored, and verified nationally. 

 

In a 2020 survey, Key Stage 1 teachers reported that, on average, 46% of children aged four or five had arrived for 
their first year in reception not ‘ready for school’ (in contrast with 35% in 2019).1 A year on, in 2021, teachers 

reported that only 50% of their students arrived at school to start Reception this year being ‘school ready’. The 

types of issue that teachers identified included: children who did not know how to listen or to respond to 

instruction; who struggled to play or to share with other children; who could not hold a pencil; who were not able 
to eat independently; and/or who were not toilet trained. 

 

Children from low-income families are less likely to develop positively across social, emotional, cognitive, and 

physical measures by the end of their reception year compared to their more advantaged peers and are on average 

4.6 months behind by the end of Reception.2 There are signs that the pandemic has further widened the gap: a 
generation of children have missed out on significant time in nursery. 

 

There are long-term consequences for children whose development is not adequately supported in the early years: 

the evidence shows that gaps at school-entry are associated with gaps in later achievement. One recent study found 
that more than half of the achievement gaps at age eleven are due to inequality that was already present at age five3, 

and poor developmental outcomes in early childhood are associated with poor outcomes in adulthood. 

 

It is also widely acknowledged that the early years sector is exceedingly fragmented. Responsibility for children’s 

development in these critical years, from conception to 5, is spread across 5 different Government agencies and 12 
different Ministers and numerous local agencies. This is before taking voluntary and community services into 

account.  

 

There is a pressing need for strategic collaboration between all the services concerned with the early years to 

provide effective, preventative support from pregnancy through to school. Yet, the system rarely works in this way. 
As the Government’s recent early years review reported: 

“The Start for Life Offer is patchy, is not joined up, and is not easily accessible for parents, making it almost impossible for 

them to navigate the system”4. 

 
This frequently makes it difficult for families and children in the early years to get the effective help they need when 

they need it, and parents describe a system where they are ‘done to’ rather than supported. This problem has been 

long acknowledged but acting to address the problem is challenging.  

 

 

 
1 Kindred2 and YouGov. (2020). School Readiness 
2 Education in England: Annual Report 2020. Education Policy Institute. 
3 Bradbury, B., Corak, M., Waldfogel, J. & Washbrook, E. (2015). Too Many Children Left Behind: The US Achievement Gap in Comparative Perspective. New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation. 
4 HM Government: The Early Years Healthy Development Review Report (2021) The Best Start for Life – A Vision for the 1,001 Critical Days  

Our vision is a society where every child can thrive and achieve their potential. We support 
parents and communities through collective action so every child reaches a good level of 

development at five 



 

How does Thrive at Five address this problem? 
 

Thrive at Five aims to make a difference to outcomes for children in their early years by:  

• harnessing the power of parents and communities to provide support for their own children and for 

their peers, and by ensuring parents’ views are used to inform strategies for early years support 

• providing dedicated capacity to support effective collaboration between the public, private and 

voluntary sectors 

• changing ways of working locally and nationally to improve and strengthen the provision of help for 
parents and children 

• ensuring that local early years strategies are informed by evidence and science.  

 

As a neutral third party Thrive at Five can build trusted relationships both with local communities and with the 

decisionmakers from the public sector, acting as a bridge between the two. Together with the Early Intervention 
Foundation (supported by the Department for Education) Thrive at Five is developing a sustainable model that can 

be replicated nationally. 

 

 

Collective impact. Thrive at Five is a collective impact initiative that is intended to inform ways of working and 
practices nationally, after testing and refining the model in several pathfinder areas. Collective impact is an approach 

to solving societal problems based on the idea that no organisation acting alone can solve complex issues. We 

are adopting and adapting the 5 conditions of collective success first set out in the Stanford Social Innovation 

Review. Thrive at Five is working with diverse groups of stakeholders from the public, voluntary and private sectors. 

This means supporting collaboration between local authorities and their statutory partners (health, education, and 
social services), schools, nurseries, charities, faith groups, community, and voluntary organisations.  

 

Parents and communities. At the heart of the Thrive at Five model is engagement with, and the involvement of, 

local parents whose needs and voices will help to guide the work. This requires commitment to reach all parents, 
including those who do not engage with services and support, whose voices are seldom heard.  

 

We are creating a community-wide movement empowered to help parents in the community. Working closely with 

parents and the community is critical to achieving long term and sustainable change. This means building parents’ 

wellbeing, confidence, knowledge, and skills. Thrive at Five is recruiting and training parents and others from the 
community as volunteers and employees to be our “Community Champions”. NESTA, the UK’s leading innovation 

foundation is an early Thrive at Five partner, advising on and making recommendations regarding the embedding of 

parent voice and the shaping of the Community Champion network so that parent and community engagement is a 

central pillar in delivering the overall objectives of Thrive at Five. 
 

Thrive at Five is the backbone support organisation that will provide the capacity and skills to allow diverse 

stakeholders to collaborate. We act as a critical friend bringing in expert knowledge, insight, and experience through 

our strategic partners5, Trustee Board, Advisory Council, and funding partners6. The strategy is informed by Thrive 

at Five’s national theory of change developed with our strategic partner, Dartington Service Design Lab, and 
adapted as necessary to reflect the early years landscape in our pathfinder areas 

 

Evidence and science informed. Thrive at Five is helping local stakeholders use and share data (quantitative and 

qualitative information gathered from those stakeholders) to understand local needs and to create a common 
strategy for the early years, with children and families at the heart of their vision. We will work with collaborators 

to improve the quality, use, and sharing of data and develop shared measurement systems. This will inform a “test, 

learn and refine” approach, allow us to evaluate what works and what does not work, and help create a long-term 

legacy of effective, data-informed practice.  

 
A learning organisation. Thrive at Five will build on knowledge and good practice from other initiatives and 

programmes, including, for example, Save The Children’s Early Years Toolkit (developed by our strategic partner 

Dartington Service Design Lab) and A Better Start (supported by The National Lottery Community Fund). We are 

also learning alongside other collective impact initiatives including Right to Succeed and Reach Children’s Hub. 

 
5 Early partners – Dartington Services Lab, NESTA, Early Intervention Foundation (funded by Department for Education) 
6 Early funding partners include The Lego Group and The LEGO Foundation who have a long track record of support for early development initiatives 
internationally. We are delighted, with our work in Stoke-on-Trent, by The Denise Coates Foundation. Other national funders include the KPMG Foundation, 
Segelman Trust and CHK Foundation. 



 

From local to national – starting in Stoke-on-Trent 
 

We are building our national model by testing, learning, and refining in 4 pathfinder sites, starting in Stoke-on-Trent.  

 

The decision to focus first on Stoke-on-Trent was based on need, and on acknowledged gaps in school readiness: 

• Stoke is amongst the highest-ranking Local Authorities in England by level of deprivation, when assessed together 
with the numbers of children failing to achieve a Good Level of Development (GLD) at five7. 

• Pre-COVID-19, it was estimated that 23.6% of children in Stoke live in poverty (against a national average of 

16.8%), and the ONS estimates 19,436 children in Stoke are living 'below the breadline'. 

• One in six children in Stoke is diagnosed as having Special Educational Needs. 

• Stoke-on-Trent currently has the highest infant mortality rate in England and the third highest proportion of 

children in care in the UK. 

 
A further criterion used to select Stoke-on-Trent was the leadership and commitment within the Local Authority to 

early intervention, and the thoughtful approach it is taking to building early years integrated services. The Stoke-on-

Trent City Council report of October 2020, Early Help and Prevention Strategy for Children, Young People and Families 

2020-248, outlines a series of key priorities for early years which is fully aligned with the Thrive at Five model: 

• High-quality early years provision, accessible to all families. 

• An integrated early year offering, which will embed evidence-based best practice pathways.  

• Increased engagement with and empowerment of children and families. 

• Improved quality and co-ordination of early help and prevention services. 
 

Stoke-on-Trent’s Local Authority sees Thrive at Five as a key partner and an integral part of their strategy for early 

years transformation. Together with the local health authority (CCG) and Police and Crime Commissioner’s Office, 

they are contributing a joint fund of £200k per year for 3 years towards the costs of Thrive at Five. To ensure 

Thrive at Five is fully integrated in local, cross-sector systems Thrive at Five has been invited onto the Stoke LA’s 
Children and Young People’s Board and onto the Early Help and Prevention Board. We are also members of ward-

level partnership groups and are helping to establish a network for local primary schools and nurseries.  

 

The Local Authority has asked Thrive at Five to roll out its model in two wards in Stoke – Bentilee & Ubberley and 

Abbey Hulton & Townsend. The wards have a third generation of adults struggling with unemployment in a post-
industrial city. The wards are significantly more deprived than the city overall and have worse than average 

outcomes across health, employment, and education. The Local Authority’s intention is to use the strategy, 

experience and learning achieved in two wards (with circa 2000 children under 5) to inform delivery of a robust and 

sustainable early years strategy for the whole of Stoke (circa 20,000 under 5s).  
 

The youngest in society have been badly affected by Covid, with significantly reduced opportunities for parents to 

meet professionals and each other, and for children to have opportunities to play, learn and thrive. We are beginning 

to see the impact this has had on development in the critical early months and years. In Stoke-on-Trent 41% of 

nursery-aged children were off track with their communication and language in September 2021 compared to 30% in 
2019. Over the summer months of 2022 Thrive at Five is supporting local stakeholders to deliver an initial 6-month 

campaign of action to improve nursery and school readiness in Stoke for children joining nursery and school in 

September 2022. We are working with nurseries, primary schools, the local authorities, and parents to test the 

power of collective action.  
 

 

Selection of next pathfinder areas 

 

We are keen to identify a second pathfinder in 2022 and start working there early in 2023, once implementation in 
Stoke is underway. Our aim is to understand which parts of the Thrive at Five framework can be scaled and spread, 

which parts are replicable, and which must be built locally. We expect to see within our pathfinder community areas 

a diverse mix of culture, ethnicity, faith, and religion to ensure these factors are considered in defining approaches to 

parental engagement.  

 

 
7 https://www.stoke.gov.uk/directory_record/333579/joint_strategic_needs_assessment 
8 https://www.stoke.gov.uk/info/20043/councillors_and_decision-making/365/early_help_and_prevention_strategy_2020-2024 



There are many Local Authority areas where there are high levels of disadvantage and lower than average levels of 

development (measured against EYFSP). We are particularly interested in Local Authorities that are actively working 

to strengthen early help and prevention practices. 

Measuring Success 

 

Success for Thrive at Five will be measured by assessing the improvement in the number of children moving towards 

and achieving or exceeding a Good Level of Development (GLD) at the end of reception year, using the nationally 
recognized Early Years Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP) assessment. Thrive at Five will measure its progress 

towards the desired outcome by reference to intermediate outcomes with a causal, evidence-based link to the 

ultimate outcome of fostering school readiness. In working with communities where there is distrust between 

parents and those in positions of power, and between stakeholders, initial measures of progress will include levels of 

parent engagement and increased parental wellbeing as well as changes in attitudes and perceptions in the wider 
community around parents. We are as interested in making improvements in the way people work (system change) 

as we are in short term outcomes for children, as we are seeking to make a long term and sustainable difference. 

 

Long term sustainability and reaching national scale  

Thrive at Five will develop its model to ensure it is proven to be effective, affordable and can be replicated and 

adapted in different community contexts. Each place-based pathfinder programme will enable us to test empirically 

the Thrive at Five theory of change, gathering a large amount of data, knowledge, and practical experience around 

driving improvement in school readiness. The data and knowledge acquired in the pathfinder communities will help 

us to build the wider framework for Thrive at Five to promote adoption of the approach nationally. 
 

We will develop a framework which will provide local communities with practices and tools to work together, that 

are easy to navigate, cost-effective, and supported by local authorities and the wider early years system.  

 
Putting parents and communities at the heart of Thrive at Five (building their knowledge, skills, and confidence to 

support themselves and each other) is key to sustainability. We aim to demonstrate the cost-effectiveness of 

preventative support provided by the Community Champion network, compared to the significant costs of late 

intervention.  Work will also be required to understand how, using an outcome-based model, it might be possible to 

attract long-term funding from Government or through alternative financing models, such as impact investment, to 
achieve long-term systemic improvements in early childhood development. We are intentionally piloting lean, local 

programme offices with the aim that local collaborators will fund this extra capacity and integrate it into their 

systems once they have seen how it supports effective joined-up working.  

Legal 

Thrive at Five is an independent registered charity (registered number 1195059) 

Governance & management team 

  

The national board of Thrive at Five is co-chaired by Thrive at Five co-founders, Grant Gordon (Chair, Childhood 

Trust) and Larissa Joy (Chair, Foundling Museum and Social Business Trust).  
 

We have 5 other independent trustees: Merle Davies, Radhika Radhakrishnan, Ben Levinson, Dr Julian Grenier and 

Lesley Patricia-Holst. 
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Aida Cable is the Chief Executive of Thrive at Five. She joined Thrive at Five after 8 years at The Royal Foundation 

where, as its Chief Advisor, she led both the Early Years and Mental Health strategies. Her non-executive positions 

include being Trustee of Family Action, a position she has held for 9 years.  

The work in Stoke on Trent is led by Patrick Myers who was most recently the Government’s lead for the Reducing 

Parental Conflict programme.  Patrick has worked in Children's Services 'for 25 years’. In the NHS, University sector 

and local government he has been an advocate of relational based practice in the way in which services interact with 
families. His previous roles have included the National Evaluation Director of Sure Start right the way through to his 

role as an Assistant Director of Children’s Services in Dorset. 

Chris Wellings is our Director of Learning and Impact. Chris started his professional life working for politicians in 

central and local government. He spent nearly a decade at Save the Children UK, including time as Head of Policy 

and then Head of Children's Communities. Most recently, he has worked for almost five years at the National 

Children's Bureau as Assistant Director of London's A Better Start site, the Lambeth Early Action Partnership. 
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CONTACT INFORMATION 

Thank you for your interest in Thrive at Five. We would be very happy to answer any questions you might have 

after reading this briefing document. 

Contact: Aida Cable (Chief Executive Officer) – aida.cable@thriveatfive.org.uk 
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