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TLRI Early Years Symposium: A summary 
 
On 12 November 2010, representatives from the early childhood education (ECE) research 
community took part in an all-day symposium convened by TLRI. The session sought to 
explore the following questions: 
 

1. What have we learnt about teaching and learning in the early years through our 
collective work in TLRI? What could we learn from the Centres of Innovation 
(COIs)? 

2. How have we used the knowledge generated and what else could we be doing with it 
as an ECE community and TLRI community? 

3. What are our next priorities for TLRI? 
 
This paper aims to capture the main discussion points from the day. Its purpose is to draw on 
the collective expertise of a range of ECE experts to contribute to the future development of 
TLRI. This summary should be read alongside the two papers presented at the session, which 
provided data and thinking to stimulate the discussion that followed. The papers are The 
contribution of the Teaching and Learning Research Initiative to building knowledge about 
teaching and learning: A review of early years projects 2004–2010, by Joce Nuttall from the 
Faculty of Education, Australian Catholic University, Melbourne, and The contribution of 
ECE Centres of Innovation to building knowledge about teaching and learning 2003–2010, 
by Anne Meade of Anne Meade Associates. 
 
The papers by Joce Nuttall and Anne Meade were commissioned by TLRI and, along with 
this summary, are intended to inform the ongoing development of the initiative and also to 
provide guidance to new TLRI applicants. 
 
The discussion was wide-ranging with a number of important recurring themes:   what has 
been learnt;  how the knowledge has been used and how well it has been used; how the 
current TLRI structures support and hinder the achievement of its aims; and future priorities.   

Key learning 
Joce Nuttall’s analysis of completed TLRI early childhood projects found they covered a 
wide topic base but came from a somewhat narrow conceptual base. They were strongly 
reliant on the work of Margaret Carr, with little reference back to the primary sources that 
influenced her work. Nuttall commented that this gave the projects “a somewhat self-
referential quality”. There was good work drilling deeply down into the local context, but 
researchers were not lifting their sights back out again and making high-level links from the 
specific context. That had to occur if ideas are to “travel” out of the New Zealand context and 
so have a real impact on ideas about early years education. 
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Reasons discussed at the symposium as to why that might be the case included the fact that 
early childhood is a relatively new field of research, and that TLRI funds only stretch so far, 
with a lot of time needing to be spent on relationship building. 
 
There was agreement about an overreliance on the same methodologies and concern that 
some methodologies—and in some cases areas for investigation—were considered off limits 
because of negative past associations. The point was made that methodologies can be neutral 
and don’t need to carry the baggage of the past. “We need to uncouple some of the tools of 
the trade,” was one comment. Another commented that education students needed to be 
reminded of the toolbox of theories and methodologies they could draw on. Interdisciplinary 
teams can also be useful, because people are likely to have experience with different 
methodologies. 
 
There was also support for Nuttall’s comment about the need to go from descriptive to theory 
building about early years practice.  

Dissemination and impact 
The symposium spent a lot of time on dissemination: what it means; how well it is being 
done; and how much we know about the reach and impact of TLRI projects. It was agreed 
that dissemination isn’t just about the findings and stories that come out of the projects but 
also includes the questions asked or not and the gaps in current understanding. 
 
Dissemination approaches seem to vary depending on the project. The comment was made 
that some partnerships are held very tightly and it is not clear if a researcher can do 
independent writing from the work. In others, everyone has their own role and can carve out 
bits to write about. It depended on the nature of the partnership. 
 
Participants felt there was a lot of dissemination going on that is quite transformational; for 
example, teachers writing papers and presenting to other early childhood centres. This was 
not necessarily well documented.  Project leaders may need to take a bigger role in 
documenting dissemination, as it is important to be able to track the influence of TLRI 
research. One suggestion was a template for each piece of dissemination from a project, such 
as a conference address or publication. Another suggestion was a requirement to file a report 
a year after the TLRI project ended, detailing the ongoing dissemination. 
 
In some cases, findings have been used in teacher education and picked up in policy contexts. 
There is strong interest in getting TLRI research findings into teacher education and 
professional development programmes. “We need to articulate our work in a way that speaks 
to different levels; for example, political, policy, practice” was one comment. Participants 
also wanted more attention given to the TLRI website, so that it is clearer who the audience 
is. 
 
There were a number of ideas put forward for how to present research findings to 
practitioners. Early Childhood Australia publishes useful small books containing key 
learnings for practitioners. Practitioners need something accessible and preferably filled with 
photos. There was also interest in a collection of TLRI papers in hard copy format, similar to 
the collections produced from the educational journal set. These additional activities could be 
resourced from a separate contestable dissemination fund. 
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TLRI is seen as having good representation at the New Zealand Association for Research in 
Education (NZARE) but several wondered about having a presence at other important events 
such as the Early Childhood Convention to present TLRI ECE work. When TLRI was set up, 
the initial feedback from the sector was that they did not want to have separate TLRI events. 
However, that may be changing. A number at the symposium expressed interest in an annual 
hui. This was a feature of the COIs and is discussed in Anne Meade’s paper. 
 
The findings from TLRI projects need to be heard and have an influence but a project has an 
influence in a wider sense. A complex picture of the influence of a TLRI project involves 
following the trajectories of everyone involved, including those going on to do doctoral 
theses. Comments were made about a new group of theses from a new generation of 
researchers which contain a strong philosophical challenge about curriculum. It was felt the 
work of these researchers could be influential in expanding the focus of TLRI’s work within 
the early years.   
 

Structure and funding  
The symposium discussed the structure and systems of TLRI and the way these at times clash 
with the other structures and systems researchers need to work in, such as the need to produce 
performance-based research funding (PBRF) outcomes. This might cause tensions with the 
demands of a researcher-practitioner relationship within a TLRI, where the pressure might be 
to present findings in ways that are more accessible to a lay audience. These points are 
discussed in Joce Nuttall’s paper. 
 
There was also discussion about whether people should be able to produce a thesis around 
TLRI work.  The comment was made that young researchers might have worked on a TLRI 
project but then had to put it aside to produce their own data for their thesis. People going on 
to do Masters or doctoral work could save time if they could do the work as part of TLRI. 
However, TLRI work had to be part of a partnership, not individual. The distinction needed 
to be made between a thesis that was embedded in a TLRI, and a researcher using TLRI as a 
vehicle for a thesis. There have been projects where people have written a thesis alongside a 
TLRI project. Several referred to the difficulty in getting funding for doctoral and 
postdoctoral funding and wondered whether investment in a decent stipend at that level 
would have payoffs for TLRI.  
 
Participants did express appreciation of the distinctive nature of TLRI. Although it can cause 
tensions, the fund’s location at the crossover between theory and practice is seen as a 
strength. The comment was also made that TLRI is the only fund where it is possible to put 
up proposals with questions generated from observations and reading, rather than driven by 
issues that are a current policy priority. 
 
There is a sense that the funding is not generous and has to stretch far because of the 
inclusion of practitioners on research teams. Collaborations between more than two 
institutions as well as teachers were not feasible unless A-level funding was won. 
 
Participants also debated whether the balance was right between small and large projects. 
“We seem to have put all our eggs in the basket of small projects,” one commented. “Can we 
think more creatively about a long-term project?” was another comment. “Longer term” did 
not necessarily mean a longitudinal project but a national project with broad aspirations, 
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possibly exploring the factors that make a difference in ECE. Another idea put up was for a 
meta-review of what we already know. 
 
Comment was made about a lack of clarity in TLRI about who the audience is, who the 
capacity building is for and for what purpose. There were a number of suggestions of things 
that could be done at the expressions of interest stage. One was for more vetting to ensure 
capacity building is built in. Another was for applicants to be questioned on their Treaty-
based approach if it is not explicit in the proposal. A checklist approach could work. There 
was discussion about whether there needed to be academic leadership within TLRI, as Anne 
Meade did for the COIs. TLRI assumes this comes from within the tertiary institutions but it 
is evident that this does not occur for some project teams. TRLI management has concerns 
about the apparent lack of support around applications—sometimes they don’t appear to have 
been read by anyone else apart from the applicant which often means that a good idea is not 
funded because the proposal is not robust, most commonly in terms of its proposed 
methodology.  
 

Priorities 
Participants were asked to identify their top priorities—the ideas from the day’s discussion 
that they would not want to see lost. Some of these were topics people wanted to see 
addressed, others were strategies or principles they felt should guide or continue to guide 
TLRI. 
 
Top topics for future TLRI work in the early years 
• Robust evidence about the difference teachers make, including what it is ECE teachers 

actually do. 
• What is special and distinctive about New Zealand ECE? New Zealand seems to be an 

outlier. This area needs to be robustly theorised. 
• Challenging Te Whāriki. Research has yet to move far from a monocultural, standardised 

version of Te Whāriki. 
• Impact of ECE, not just on children but also on families and communities. 
• Whose knowledge counts and who is being marginalised? Whose voices are we hearing? 
• Domain knowledge, some of which is interdisciplinary. For example, in physical 

education, much of the research is medical, not educational. 
 
“How ECE makes a difference and what it is trying to make a difference to” was the 
strongest theme to emerge during the day. Associated with that is the idea of what it is ECE 
teachers do that actually makes the difference. “Have we so diluted the specialist knowledge 
base that teachers can no longer say what they do?” one participant commented. 
 
Participants wanted to see researchers asking tough new questions about teaching. What do 
we understand teaching and learning to be? What constitutes good evidence of learning? By 
looking closely at learning, the focus goes on teaching as well. There’s a need to come at it 
from different theoretical and cultural perspectives.  
 
There is concern that “schooling” approaches still remain a risk for ECE, as well as cognitive 
approaches at the expense of the holistic. TLRI projects need to reflect the diversity and 
complexity of children, families and early childhood settings in the 21st century and aim to 
prepare teachers who will work in centres in the future. Projects need to produce new 
knowledge but there is also a need to respond to trends and issues of high political interest. 
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Strategies 
Discussion about strategies that TLRI should employ to increase it effectiveness centred 
round ideas about: 
• Length of projects. Short projects that lead to longer projects, and careful sequencing of 

projects to allow knowledge building and going deeper.  
• A greater emphasis on the mentoring of emerging researchers. 
• Systematic tracking of dissemination. 
• Space for collegiality and the building of a TLRI community of practice. 
 
There was strong interest in TLRI running longer term projects. It is good to have short 
projects but they need to lead into something else and to build over time. There needs to be a 
process for things that are learnt in one project to be taken on into another, so that there’s a 
building of collective knowledge. The comment was made that researchers need help to 
develop the idea of a personal intellectual project over time. TLRI is not a place for people to 
pursue their own interests and the initiative will not benefit if people pursue one interest then 
another. But if it’s a personal intellectual journey, there will be a building of knowledge. 
 
Mentoring and capacity building are seen as important to the success of TLRI. There is a 
particular need to mentor Māori researchers in a proactive way. There was interest in a more 
formal mapping of the building of capacity that occurs through a TLRI project, possibly 
through a follow-up system two to three years after a project. This would involve questions 
about how people have been mentored and how that has impacted on their research/career 
path. 
 
The early childhood research community is small and spread out, so relies on smart 
collaborations. There’s a sense that TLRI projects feel distant from each other and there was 
a lot of discussion about how to build a community of practice and space for collegiality. 
There was considerable support for the idea of an annual hui for the TLRI community. 
 
 
Issues beyond the scope of TLRI 
TLRI is an enabler of research but it is only one part of a complex environment. Participants 
acknowledged that, while some of the issues discussed were outside the scope of TLRI, the 
initiative gave a valuable forum to voice key challenges facing educational research in New 
Zealand.  
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