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ENSURING THE EARLY GHILDHOOD
WORKFORGE HAS TIMELY DATA

Key messages

When early childhood services have the information they need, they can make informed
decisions and champion innovation to close equity gaps.
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Access to high-quality early childhood services

is crucial for ensuring that children receive the

best start in life. This is particularly important for
children and families experiencing various forms

of disadvantage (e.g. due to social, financial or
health circumstances). Yet families experiencing
disadvantage often have less access to, and lower
rates of participation in, services that support
optimal early childhood development.’2 To create

a more equitable early childhood service system,
providers and policymakers need timely and
accurate data about service quality, quantity and
participation (also known as lead indicators).3“ In
addition, they need sufficient capability, opportunity
and motivation to regularly use data for decision
making.>® Our research sought to identify effective
workplace data-literacy interventions to enable and
improve data-informed decision making.

Data literacy is the ability to read,
understand and use data to make
informed decisions.

Data literacy skills include knowing how
to identify, collect, organise, analyse, and
interpret data to inform and monitor action.’

Data-informed decision making involves a process
of collecting, analysing and interpreting data, then
using the insights to inform planning and practice.
This largely behavioural process is underpinned

by other aspects of data literacy such as data
knowledge, skills, beliefs, attitudes, and intentions.”

Data literacy and data-informed decision making are
crucial for improving child outcomes and addressing
systemic inequities in service delivery and child
development. It is essential that services are able to
collect, analyse, report, and use lead indicator data
(i.e. real-time data about service quality, quantity
and participation).

Yet research shows service providers experience a
wide range of barriers to data use. These include
gaps in the skills needed to analyse and interpret
relevant data, beliefs and attitudes that deprioritise
or discourage data collection and use, and a lack
of workplace systems and processes that support
data-informed decision making.>¢ Effective data-
literacy interventions are needed to overcome
such barriers so that service providers can engage
in continuous improvement activities that ensure
families receive high-quality services.

A systematic review was conducted to inform the
development of strategies to increase workforce
data literacy in five early years services: antenatal
care, sustained nurse home visiting, parenting
programs, early childhood education and care, and
the early years of school.

The systematic review aimed to identify effective
data literacy interventions within the five early
childhood service settings. We asked:

« Which interventions have demonstrated
positive effects on workforce data
literacy outcomes?

+ How do the strategies featured in the
identified interventions work to build
workforce capability, opportunity and
motivation to improve data literacy among
early childhood services providers?

The review included a comprehensive search
for relevant literature across multiple academic
databases, research registers and key publications.



We looked for studies that compared groups who
had received a data-literacy intervention with
those that had not. Studies had to report whether
the intervention had any effect on either (a) data
knowledge, skills, beliefs, attitudes or intentions, or
(b) data use, such as data collection, data analysis
or reporting, or data-informed decision making.
Though more than 5,000 records were checked for
eligibility, only 12 publications met review inclusion
criteria. Following the identification of effective
interventions, the COM-B Model of behaviour
change was used to classify whether strategies in
each study related to capability (C), opportunity (O)
or motivation (M).2

All interventions had been designed for use in
primary schools, with most focused on improving
teacher assessment literacy. Several interventions
led to improved data knowledge, data skills, beliefs,
attitudes, or data use. All interventions involved
strategies to increase capability, and several
included strategies to improve motivation to use
data in decision making or strategies to ensure
that staff had the opportunity to engage in data-
informed decision making (Figure 1).
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A range of strategies were used to increase
capability. These included education (e.g.
information or demonstrations about how to
collect, interpret or apply data to decision making)
and training (e.g. practice interpreting reports and
graphs, or applying information to decision making).

Strategies to increase opportunities for engaging

in data-informed decision making included the
provision of: ‘expert’ software systems (that
generated reports and made recommendations
for action), onsite data systems coaches and online
discussion boards (for trouble shooting technical
difficulties). Opportunity strategies that aimed to
improve the social environment or data culture
within the organisation included: incorporating
dedicated time for data utilisation (e.g. scheduled
release days from usual duties, or embedding
data-review activities in pre-existing meetings), and
modelling of desired data attitudes and behaviours
(e.g. by involving leadership in training, the use

of video clips featuring peers, and collaborative
learning activities conducted in-person or online).

£ Education and training strategies to enable the collection,

interpretation and use of data for decision making.
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staff release.

Strategies for building motivation such as positive
reinforcement, reflection and leadership communicating

- the value of data to staff.

Figure 1: Strategies to increase data use

Strategies to increase opportunities for data-informed
decision making such as technical support and



Strategies to build motivation included use of
positive reinforcement (e.g. praise, awarding
certificates for completion of training), reflection
activities (e.g. scheduling times to discuss alignment
between data use beliefs and current practices,
setting data use intentions or goals, and considering
the potential benefits of using data to improve
excellence and equity).

The findings show that professional development
interventions can improve data literacy and
overcome barriers to data use among those working
in primary schools. Positive effects ranged from
changes in beliefs and attitudes through to data use,
including for decision making. The results suggest
data-literacy interventions in early childhood service
settings should involve more than education or
training to build workforce capability. The findings
are likely to also apply to other early childhood
service settings experiencing similar barriers.

+ Service (and service system) improvement
initiatives could be strengthened by regular
collection and analysis of data to track
and evaluate service quality, quantity
and participation.

+ Adata-informed approach helps ensure that
the right interventions are being applied
and adjusted as needed for continuous
improvement.

+ Improving data literacy and data-informed
decision making requires more than
education and training.

* There is a need for substantial investment
in the development and rigorous evaluation
of resources to improve data literacy and
increase data-informed decision making in
early childhood services other than schools.

« Governments and policymakers should
consider the ways organisations are funded
to deliver early childhood services, and
opportunities to craft key performance
metrics that encourage use of data
(particularly lead indicator data).

Research embedded within professional
development and continuous improvement
processes could help us to learn more about:

+ the types of strategies early childhood
services are using—or would consider
acceptable and feasible—to increase data-
informed decision making

+ how well these strategies are implemented

« whether they produce the effects expected
based on previous research.

Engaging in a continuous cycle of analysing data,
planning and implementing actions informed

by the data, then evaluating the impact should
ensure that all children and families can access and
participate in high-quality, evidence-informed early
childhood services.
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