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Why is evidence-informed decision making important 
for schools? 
Evidence for Learning (E4L) is a knowledge broker operating in 

the Australian primary and secondary school sector (5–18 year 

olds). It is independent, non-profit, national and cross-sectoral.

School leaders are professionals who make evidence-in-

formed decisions. At E4L we are focused on supporting evi-

dence-informed decision making through building, sharing 

and encouraging the use of evidence. E4L is currently build-

ing by commissioning new mixed method evaluations of pro-

grams in schools and sharing the Teaching & Learning Toolkit 

(the Toolkit), a web based, open access global evidence sum-

mary of 34 approaches to teaching and learning. E4L is also 

encouraging the use of evidence through developing imple-

mentation and in-school evaluation support services. These 

are focused on building the critical and evaluative capacities of  

the profession.

The essence of a profession lies in its ability to make decisions 

(Hargreaves, Fullan, 2012). Leaders draw from the “findings from 

a range of cases in exercising professional judgement” (Caldwell 

2016, p. 7). This decision making is influenced by “personal and 

professional values and beliefs, and affected by wider political 

and educational contexts, policies and changes” (Nelson, Camp-

bell 2017, p. 128). The educational contexts and policies are  

elucidated within the Wider Evidence Chain of our Evidence 

Ecosystem (Evidence for Learning 2017b). 
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Figure 1: The evidence ecosystem
Source: (Evidence for Learning 2017b)
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Evidence informed decisions are about “integrating  

professional expertise with the best external evidence from research 

to improve the quality of practice” (Sharples, 2013, p. 7). This is 

not about “prescribing what goes on from a position of unchal-

lenged authority” (Sharples, 2013, p. 7). Central to the work of 

E4L is that school leaders and teachers are “active inquirers” 

who are “bound together by norms and structures akin to a sci-

entific community” (Bryk, 2015, p. 469). Educators create “prac-

tice-based evidence” that is “evidence to help us discern whether 

any specific changes attempted are actually improvements” (Bryk, 

2015, p. 475). This practice-based evidence is captured within the 

Impact Evaluation Cycle of our Evidence Ecosystem (Evidence 

for Learning 2017b).

The evidence ecosystem 
The work of E4L builds on a conceptual model, the evidence eco-

system (Evidence for Learning 2017b), adapted from the work of 

Professor Jonathan Sharples (2013). It has two intimately con-

nected and reinforcing processes as shown in Figure 1.

School leaders and teachers are the centre of this work. The 

activity of schools and the data and evidence they generate 

(through a cycle of impact evaluation) is the starting point that 

informs and feeds into research questions. The work of the wider 

evidence chain is then shared back to schools in meaningful and 

practical ways. 

The conception of this ‘evidence ecosystem’ is informed by 

three principles:

1 To effect change in practice, we need to understand how re-

search will be used by practitioners. “Creating evidence eco-

systems … requires coordinated efforts from a wide range of 

stakeholders [but] it is imperative that professionals drive these 

developments … it is frontline professionals who … should be 

at the heart of evidence–informed practice” (Sharples, 2013, p. 

24). 

2 Placing frontline professionals and students at the heart of the 

work requires updates to thinking about their roles in research 

and evidence. They cannot be regarded as passive recipients of 

knowledge but as active generators of new knowledge. “School 

leaders need to be continually working with their staff to eval-

uate the impact of all on student progression … Schools need to 

become incubators of programs, evaluators of impact and ex-

perts at interpreting the effects of teachers and teaching on all 

students” (Hattie 2015, p. 15).

3 The relationship between frontline professionals engaging in 

a cycle of impact evaluation in their schools and other con-

tributors in the wider evidence chain must be one of mutu-

al dependence in a network of shared pursuit to improving 

educational outcomes. “These networks would aim to inform 

educators as to what is more likely to work where, for whom, 

and under what conditions. Moreover, as educators used this 

knowledge, the knowledge itself would evolve and be further re-

fined through its applications” (Bryk, 2015, p. 473).

Based on these three principles, certain activities must occur 

in the two processes depicted in Figure 1.

Creating the impact evaluation cycle in schools
School leaders can ensure the approaches they choose in their 

school are informed by, and responsive to evidence. The ten stages 

involved in this process are depicted in Figure 2. They need to be 

data and evidence-informed and do not replace the importance of 

professional judgement – they support, enhance and improve this 

judgement. The stages of the impact evaluation cycle are:

• The Impetus must come from school level data and apprecia-

tion of local needs. This is emphasising the importance of ed-

ucators taking a broad view of classroom evidence, develop-

ing data-literacy skills, and learning to ‘triangulate’ qualitative 

and quantitative sources to inform well-balanced decisions 

(Nelson, Campbell, 2017, p. 129). 

• School leaders need to have an Awareness of which approach-

es have good evidence of success and be able to easily distin-

guish them from the plethora of available information.

• Analysis of the evidence-based approaches entails under-

standing the conditions that have led to prior success and 

consideration of whether it is likely to provide similar benefit 

in the specific local context.

• Intentional Adoption and Adaptation of the program in-

cludes the use of ‘implementation science’ to articulate the 

‘theory of change’ and manage the barriers to success (includ-

ing staff training and measures to determine efficacy in that 

context).

• Implementation is conducted in a mini cycle of Act, Evalu-

ate and Adjust. It ensures active learning to make immediate 

change and generates new data and knowledge for sharing 

with the wider evidence chain.

• A deliberate decision to Embed or Omit the program based 

on the local evidence of impact; choosing what to stop is just 

as important as choosing what to keep.

A recent synthesis of literature identified that the crucial fac-

tors in implementation within education that influence students’ 

outcomes (academic and behavioural) and teachers’ attitudes 

and practices are fidelity (ongoing support), dosage (amount 

of participation in certain activity), quality of delivery (support 

from principals) and acceptability (teachers’ participation and  

Figure 2: An impact evaluation cycle
Source: (Evidence for Learning 2017c)

When implementing an educational approach, providing on-
going support to teachers through coaching, workshops, and 
supervision has shown to have a substantial impact  
on student outcomes 
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attitudes to that activity) (Albers, Pattu-

wage, Vaughan, 2017). When implement-

ing an educational approach, providing 

ongoing support to teachers through 

coaching, workshops, and supervision 

has shown to have a substantial impact 

on student outcomes (Artman-Meeker, 

Hemmeter, Snyder, 2014; Clarke, Bun-

ting, Barry, 2014; Gray, Contento, Koch, 

2015; Kam, Greenberg, Walls 2003; Mat-

sumura, Garnier, Resnick, 2010; Sarama, 

et al. 2008). These are important consid-

erations when planning for successful 

implementation. 

This work in schools should be sup-

ported by activities in the wider evidence 

chain. This includes producing and com-

municating evidence that school leaders 

and teachers can understand and use to 

improve their practice.

Connecting with the wider  
evidence chain
The wider evidence chain can be con-

ceptualised as a cycle that begins with 

new knowledge generation in the pro-

duction stage, based on the questions 

generated from data and evidence in 

the school system. To be useful and ad-

opted, this evidence needs to be syn-

thesised with similar research on the 

same topic and transformed into plain 

English with additional contextual in-

formation, such as costs and key success 

factors. An example of evidence that has 

been transformed and synthesised is the 

Teaching & Learning Toolkit (Education 

Endowment Foundation 2017). Finally, 

it needs to be effectively shared through 

authentic and engaged networks of front-

line professionals. As they engage in an 

impact evaluation cycle in their school, 

they must be supported in their imple-

mentation to realise the benefits of the 

evidence-informed change.

Parts of this evidence ecosystem appear 

to be present and active in Australia. Ref-

erence to evidence is built into national, 

state and territory education frameworks 

such as the Australian Institute for Teach-

ing and School Leadership’s (AITSL) Aus-

tralian Professional Standards for Teach-

ers (AITSL, 2014), New South Wales’s 

School Excellence Framework (Centre for 

Education Statistics & Evaluation, 2017), 

the National School Improvement Tool 

(Masters, 2012) and Victoria’s Frame-

work for Improving Student Outcomes 

(FISO) (State Government of Victoria, 

2017), which are themselves built on in-

ternational evidence. The current Review 

to Achieve Educational Excellence in Aus-

tralian Schools issues paper is focused on 

“identification, sharing and implemen-

tation of evidence-based good practice to 

grow and sustain improved student out-

comes over time” to identify “what works 

best for whom and in what circumstances” 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2017, p. 5).

Internationally there are many organ-

isations focused on effectively mobilising 

knowledge for evidence-based decision 

making. Examples of these are the Edu-

cation Endowment Foundation, a part-

ner in the work of E4L. Another notable 

example is the Knowledge Network in 

Applied Education Research (KNAER) 

that is built on a tri-partite agreement 

between the University of Toronto, West-

ern University and the Ontario Ministry 

of Education (Ontario Ministry of Ed-

ucation 2017). The focus of KNAER is 

to “build, advance, and apply robust ev-

idence of effective practices through pro-

moting research use” (Ontario Ministry 

of Education 2017). Nelson and Camp-

bell describe that our effects need to be 

collaborative, citing the case study of the 

Knowledge Network in Applied Educa-

tion Research:

“In this case, a system-wide strategy with 

specific tools, resources and capacity build-

ing for research-practice partnerships devel-

oped over time. Indeed, the development of 

partnerships and networks within, between 

and among individuals and organisations 

is considered an important way to advance 

evidence-informed practice. Opportunities 

for collaboration, co-creation, sharing and 

application of professional knowledge and 

external evidence can be beneficial. Individ-

uals, such as school and system leaders, and 

organisations, such as professional associa-

tions and research institutions, can play an 

important intermediary role in mediating 

what evidence is communicated and con-

nected to practice” (Nelson, Campbell 2017, 

p. 131). 

E4L is working with Departments of 

Education and national education organ-

isations (both non-profits and those that 

are federally funded) to map their policy 

documents to the 34 approaches within 

the Teaching & Learning Toolkit (Evi-

dence for Learning 2017a). The aim of this 

work, which results in ‘tailored’ Toolkits, 

is to provide evidence within a localised 

context familiar to the frontline profes-

sional. Tailored Toolkits have been devel-

oped that align with the following policies 

and programs in Australia:

• Framework for Improving Student 

Outcomes (FISO) with the Victorian 

Department of Education and Training

• School Excellence Framework with the 

leadership and management

Figure 3: The wider evidence chain
Source: Adapted from (Sharples 2013)

Opportunities for collaboration,  
co-creation, sharing and application 

of professional knowledge and  
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NSW Department of Education and the Centre for Education 

Statistics and Evaluation (CESE)

• Australian Principal Certification with Principals Australia 

Institute

• National School Improvement Tool (NSIT) with the Austra-

lian Council for Educational Research

• The Standards for Excellence in Teaching Mathematics in 

Australian Schools with the Australian Association of Mathe-

matics Teachers. 

• Teach to Lead’s Impact Initiative by Teach for Australia

• Changemaker Journey with Education Changemakers

• The High-Performance Characteristics by EduInfluencers.

There are still missing pieces in the evidence ecosystem in 

education, which, if present, would significantly contribute to 

helping achieve great outcomes for children in Australia. E4L 

aims to fill some of these gaps by supporting schools in their 

evidence uptake and in their generation of practice-based  

evidence. 
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