
It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you 

in to trouble. It’s what you know for sure 

that just ain’t so.
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Outline of the session

• Remarks about early education

• Introducing an approach to consider existing evidence

• Principles to guide generating new evidence

• The case for an integrated and aligned approach

• An urge to invest in collaboration to accelerate our pace 

of learning



• We know that high quality early years education is a good idea. 

It benefits all children, but can have a particularly positive effect 

on disadvantaged children

• Investing in the early years provides an opportunity to tackle 

education inequality 

• However, more resources alone will not necessarily lead to 

improved outcomes

• Variation in outcomes within and between settings prompts a 

shift from focusing on access to quality and setting level agency

Investing in the early years works, but…



Aligning effort and improving 

relationships 

How can research 

organisations and others 

effectively communicate their 

findings?

How can settings and schools 

overcome the barriers to using 

evidence well?

What support from brokers and 

mediators do settings and 

schools need to adopt evidence 

informed approaches?

Settings

e.g. Individual 

teachers, 

leaders  and 

practitioners

Research 

producers

eg universities 

government, 

funders 

Mediators

e.g. universities, 

evidence hubs, 

lead settings



An evidence system…

Generation Adoption

Synthesis



• Findings from 15,000 studies

• Best ‘buys’ on average from 

research

• Currently used by over 65% of 

England’s schools

http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/toolkit

Teaching & Learning Toolkit



The Early Years Toolkit

Screenshot to 

be added
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Summaries

What is it?

How effective is it?

How secure is the

evidence?

What are the costs?

What should I 

consider?

Case 

studies/ 

video

Related EEF 

projects

Further 

reading

Printable 

summary

Technical 

Appendix



Digital technology



Technical Appendices

• Definition

• Search terms

• Evidence rating

• Additional cost information

• References

• Summary of effects

• Abstracts of meta-analyses



What we tried to do

• Summarise the evidence from meta-analysis about the 

impact of different strategies on learning (tested attainment) –

series of related ‘umbrella’ reviews

– As found in research studies

– These are averages

• Apply quality criteria to evaluations: rigorous designs only

• Estimate the size of the effect

– Standardised Mean Difference = ‘Months of gain’

– On tested attainment only

• Estimate the costs of adopting

– Information not always available



Key issues

• The Toolkit does not provide definitive claims of ‘what 
works’ BUT attempts to give a best estimate of what 
has worked

• Caution is needed since the applicability of an 
intervention to a new context may not be as effective 
– causal mechanism may not be identified

– researcher-led interventions may differ from school-led

– needs to be a solution to a problem to increase 
probability of benefit

• There is a lack of a clear causal link between general 
additional spending and learning



Current developments

Formalising methodology (translating/simplifying existing models)

• Cochrane/ Campbell/ EPPI 

• PRISMA for reviews

• CONSORT for trials

• GRADE Guidelines for evidence

New comparable and updatable meta-analyses for each strand

• Identifying factors affecting current effect size estimates

• Design (sample size, randomisation, clustering)

• Measurement issues (outcome complexity, outcome alignment)

• Intervention (duration, intensity)

International partnerships

• Australia – 3 RCTs commissioned

• Latin America (Spanish and Portuguese versions of the toolkit

• Scotland



More than 170 programmes working with 1:3 
schools and approximately 1 million children 
that:

• Build on existing evidence

• Improve outcomes for FSM pupils

• Generate significant new understanding 
of ‘what worked’. 

• Can be replicated cost effectively if 
proven to work.

Examples: Providing breakfast, addressing 
pupil well-being, using mobile technology to 
promote parental engagement, developing 
teaching approaches to promote assessment 
for learning…

Disciplined innovation



Project Summary Age Toolkit 

theme

Effect 

size

Cost Padlocks 

and

stage

Supporting 

Parents on 

Kids’ 

Education in 

Schools 

(SPOKES)

A ten-week intervention that 

teaches parents strategies to 

support their children’s reading

Receptio

n/Y1

Parental engagement 

and literacy

+1 month £££££

Abracadabr

a (ABRA) 

An online reading programme 

to improve early literacy

Y1 Literacy +3 months £££££

Nuffield 

Early

Language 

Intervention

Oral language intervention for 

nursery and reception pupils, 

delivered by TAs

EYFS Communication 

and language

+4 months £££££

Magic 

Breakfast 

Free breakfast for children 

before the start of the school 

day

Y2 School 

organisation

+2 months £££££

Talk of the 

Town

School and setting wide  

approach to improve speech, 

language and communication 

Y2 (and 

5)
Language and 

literacy

0 months £££££

Early Years: some results
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Project Summary Age Developer / 

Evaluator

Size of 

trial

Report

Easy Peasy: 

Learning 

through play

Play-based learning app for 

parents

3-4 

years

Easy Peasy / 

Durham University

1,500 children 

in 120 

settings

Spring 2019

Maths 

Champions 
Supporting nursery staff to 

develop children’s early 

numeracy

2-4 

year 

olds

NDNA & Oxford 

University / 

York Trials Unit

2,000 

children in 

120 settings

Summer 

2018

Peep 

Learning 

together 

programme

Engaging parents in the 

early years 

4-5 

year 

olds

Peeple / 

Queens 

University Belfast

1,500 

children in 

150 settings

Summer 

2019

URLEY Using Research Tools to 

Improve Language in the 

Early Years

3-5 

year 

olds

University of 

Oxford, UCL and 

A+ Education /

Behaviour 

Insights and 

NIESR

2,800 

children in 

120 schools

Summer 

2019

Early Years: in progress
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Summarise 

existing evidence

Fund innovative 

projects

Publish 

independent, 

rigorous 

evaluations

Share and 

promote ‘what 

has worked’

Clear and actionable 

guidance for schools

Scale-up

evidence-based 

programmes

Practical 

support to bring 

evidence to life

74
reports

109
RCTs

23
Research 
Schools 12

Advocate-
partners

Generating evidence

Using evidence



Resources and further information

Use our free resources
Visit: http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/

Apply for funding
Visit: http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/apply-for-funding/

Volunteer to take part
Visit: http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/projects/how-can-i-get-involved/

Connect with your local Research School
Visit: https://researchschool.org.uk/
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