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The role of research evidence in early childhood education

Early childhood education can have a large impact on a child’s later 
wellbeing and learning outcomes in life. The potential benefits 
of early childhood education depend on the quality of the service 
provision (Siraj-Blatchford, 2004; Tayler et al., 2013) and the 
impact of high-quality early years provision is particularly positive 
for children from low-income families (Education Endowment 
Foundation, 2020).

Over the past decade in Australia, there has been a push to improve 
the quality of early childhood education. Actions include the 
establishment of the Australian Children’s Education and Care 
Quality Authority (ACECQA), the introduction of an early years 
curriculum framework (Early Years Learning Framework), and 
the development and implementation of the National Quality 
Framework (NQF) and the National Quality Standard (NQS). 

Figure 1: C&K's Strategic Plan 2019-2021
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The National Quality Standard (NQS) sets a national benchmark 
for early childhood and school-age education and care services in 
Australia. The NQS includes seven quality areas that are important 
outcomes for children. Early learning services are assessed and rated 
on whether  “Significant Improvement is Required”, or if they are 
“Working Towards”, “Meeting” or “Exceeding” the NQS (with an 
additional rating  of “Excellent” also awarded).

While the general quality of early learning services has improved in 
Australia, over the last ten years only 30% of services have been rated 
overall as exceeding the NQS or above (ACECQA, 2020).

Improving quality is not easy.  Early childhood education program 
quality is multidimensional, but we know that teaching and learning 
dimensions within a program can make a significant difference to 
children’s achievement outcomes (Tayler et al., 2016).

The thoughtful use of research evidence to inform teaching and 
learning practice is one part of improving quality in early childhood 
education. Many excellent-rated services use research to identify 
and deliver exceptional practice (Harrison et al., 2019). Evidence-
based in-service professional development can produce meaningful 
improvements in both staff practices and child outcomes in early 
learning settings (Siraj et al., 2018). 

Yet, busy educational leaders face many challenges when using 
research for improvement as increasing the quality of educators’ 
interactions with young children is a complex process (Pilsworth et 
al., 2017). 

Over the last year, not-for-profit early learning provider C&K (The 
Creche and Kindergarten Association) has worked with Evidence for 
Learning (E4L) to use evidence to support the professional practice of 
C&K’s educators. This collaboration helps to support C&K’s strategic 
actions to invest in professional development for educators that 
is informed by the latest research and supports all their centres to 
exceed the NQS (C&K, 2019).

C&K, which operates 330 kindergarten centres and childcares around 
Queensland, strives to be an organisation where research evidence 
forms part of the learning culture. E4L is an independent, national 
non-profit organisation that is dedicated to supporting building, 
sharing and using evidence with, by, and for, Australian educators 
(Vaughan et al., 2017). 

C&K's strategic use of evidence

Often educators will read something online or hear something at a 
conference that sounds credible and rush to implement it based on 
limited evidence and a lack of support to tailor it to their context. 
Or they can be overwhelmed by the volume of research and evidence 
that is available and hard to navigate. 

As part of the strategic action to invest in professional development 
for educators that is informed by the latest research, C&K asked E4L 
to run professional learning workshops for their educational leaders. 
These workshops were focussed on robust professional discussions 
about the existing evidence base and the trade-offs between evidence 
quality, cost and impact on children’s learning when considering 
learning and development approaches to implement. They were 
based on the concept that research evidence complements, rather 
than replaces, professional knowledge. In evidence-informed practice, 
educators are ”integrating professional expertise with the best 
external evidence from research to improve the quality of practice” 
(Sharples, 2013, p. 7).

The workshops involved building a three-dimensional Lego model 
of E4L’s Early Childhood Education Toolkit (ECE Toolkit) while 

discussing what is known about impact, evidence quality and cost 
of selected approaches in early childhood education. The online 
version of the ECE Toolkit – available freely via the E4L website – is 
a summary of the global and Australasian research evidence on 
12 approaches in early childhood education and aims to support 
educational leaders in their decision making about “what” are the best 
approaches to adopt and adapt for children in their care (Education 
Endowment Foundation, 2020).

E4L aligns the evidence in the ECE Toolkit with early childhood 
education frameworks that are known to educators and leaders. 
These “tailored Toolkits” map familiar frameworks, such as the 
NQS and Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) domains, 
to the 12 approaches in the ECE Toolkit. The aim of this work is to 
“provide evidence within a localised context familiar to the frontline 
professional” (Vaughan et al., 2017, p. 33).

Figure 2: C&K Educational leaders reflecting on the ECE Toolkit 
as part of professional learning workshops
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The ECE Toolkit assisted C&K’s educational leaders to analyse the 
available research evidence and consider how to best support C&K’s 
strategy and priorities. It enabled C&K educational leaders to work 
through their hunches about where to get the most impact and what 
is the most cost-effective approach to support children’s learning 
and development. The ECE Toolkit and associated workshops helped 
moved conversation amongst educators from ideology to evidence 
and enabled them to have robust discussions about the trade-offs.

C&K has a strong culture of using various forms of evidence to 
inform its strategy, priorities and actions. C&K encourages its centre 
directors, regional support staff and educational leaders to reflect 
on their local AEDC data in quality improvement plans and to use 
various forms of data to provoke questions and consider the learning 
and development needs of children who attend C&K kindergartens 
and centres. This kind of analysis of big data trends combined with 
practitioner inquiry and critical reflection based on local priorities 
and contexts can have an impact on educator practice and thus 
children’s engagement and outcomes (Cheeseman & Walker, 2018).

In 2019, C&K analysed AEDC data against their inclusion data and 
identified speech and language as a critical area on which to focus. 
The ECE Toolkit assisted C&K leaders to further interrogate their data 
and look for an approach that would provide the most impact at the 
best possible investment. In the ECE Toolkit, communication and 
language approaches are the high-impact and lowest cost of the 12 
approaches (Education Endowment Foundation, 2020).

C&K chose to upskill its workforce on children’s oral language 
development. For those educators working directly with children, 
E4L has tip sheets on high-impact, low-cost approaches such as 
oral language development and working with parents (Evidence for 
Learning, 2019a). These two-page, infographic-style tip sheets are 
based on systematic reviews of the literature and help educators 
consider “how” to try out and reflect upon specific evidence-informed 

strategies. They are aligned with the Early Years Learning Framework 
and contain prompts to help educators undertake critical reflection 
on children’s learning and development as encouraged by the NQS 
(ACECQA, 2018).

In partnership with C&K and authors of the systematic review at 
the University of Queensland’s Institute for Social Science Research, 
E4L ran professional learning workshops and webinars for C&K’s 
educators entitled Oral language in the Early Years: Strategies for 
promoting rich conversations with children 2-5 years. In addition to 
discussing, sharing and reflecting upon evidence-based strategies in 
these workshops, educators engaged in role plays with their peers to 
practice using some new strategies.

In addition to professional learning on oral language development, 
C&K decided to pilot Hanen, an evidence-based oral language 
program. C&K is now in its second year of the roll-out of this program 
and has 30 qualified facilitators who aim to reach over 120 teachers 
and educators over the next 12 months.

The impact of using evidence

The process of engaging C&K’s educators and leaders in sessions 
about evidence means that they are less likely to be reactive or rely 
only on what they already know. C&K’s staff are moving to a stronger 
evidence base in their decision making and are having more robust 
conversations. They are becoming better at analysing evidence and 
these conversations have become a part of their everyday thinking.

One of C&K’s educational leaders said the following about the 
benefits of using evidence in practice: “Evidence for Learning’s Early 
Childhood Education Toolkit gives us an easy lens to view research, 
impact and costs. Fusing educators’ know-how with evidence is 
beneficial to the development of all young learners” (Evidence for 
Learning, 2019b).

Figure 3: C&K educators reflecting on evidence-based oral language strategies as part of professional learning workshops
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Danielle Toon is the Co-Director of Evidence for 
Learning (E4L). She leads E4L’s early childhood 
education work and manages research projects 
on evidence mobilisation in schools. Danielle has 
20 years’ experience in policy, research, design 
and implementation projects for schools, early 
learning providers, education systems and large 
organisations.

Dr Sandra Cheeseman is the Chief Operating 
Officer of C&K and an Adjunct Fellow at Macquarie 
University’s Department of Educational Studies. 
With over 35 years’ experience in the early 
education space, Sandra has been an early childhood 
teacher, director, senior executive and senior 
university lecturer.

This process has affirmed C&K’s focus on assisting educators build 
upon existing good practices to make small adjustments to improve 
the quality of interactions with children, rather than embark on 
mammoth changes to practice. 

C&K’s motto for 2021 is “nothing without impact”. C&K wants to 
make sure the work it is doing with children is high impact and 
utilising evidence-based resources and professional learning helps 
C&K support its educators and leaders to make better informed 
decisions about what is more likely to have this high impact.
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