
Methodology

Evidence use in 
schools: a national 
snapshot

The Australian Education Research Organisation’s (AERO) national snapshot of evidence use and 
evidence-based practice in schools is based on findings from the AERO Evidence use survey, 
a rapid review of existing literature on evidence use, early findings from interviews with school 
teachers and leaders and analysis of existing education surveys.

AERO Evidence use survey

The schools snapshot presents findings from the 
932 Australian school teachers and leaders who 
responded to AERO’s survey. The survey had 
53 quantitative questions about practitioners’ 
confidence and attitudes towards evidence, their 
use of evidence and evidence-based practice, 
and their school’s workplace supports and culture 
regarding evidence use. The survey was informed 
by questions asked in similar surveys in Australia, 
UK and the USA.

Data was collected between February and 
December 2021. The survey respondents were 
broadly representative of Government, Catholic 
and Independent schools and the population of 
each state and territory. Having a representative 
sample means that while the sample size is only a 
fraction of the total number of school practitioners 
currently working in Australia, our findings are 
generalisable to this broader population.

Respondents taught across different school levels: 
50% primary, 30% secondary, 12% combined 
primary and secondary and 4% specialist. They had 
varying levels of experience, ranging from less than 
a year to 50 years. Most (69%) were classroom 
teachers without formal leadership roles, 17% were 
mid‑level or school leaders, 4% held teacher aide 
or similar roles, and <1% were pre-service teachers. 
The remaining 10% of respondents either held other 
school roles, for example, were school counsellors, 
librarians, or administrators, or did not provide 
information on their school role.

The national snapshot presents the distribution of 
responses across questions, and emphasises where 
differences between teachers and leaders are 
statistically significant. Where applicable chi‑square 
tests were conducted and p-values were calculated. 
Correlation analyses were conducted to identify 
potential relationships between confidence to 
conduct different types of activities (for example, 
to assess the quality and rigour of academic 
research and confidence to apply findings 
from academic research to change practice).
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Rapid review of literature

Literature used in the national evidence use 
snapshot was identified through a rapid review 
process conducted by AERO.

Figure 1: Steps in the rapid review process

Planning
• formulating and refining the

research question and key terms
• refining the eligibility criteria
• developing the search strategy

Collecting (Phase 1)
For studies already known to AERO:
• screening a list of studies against

the eligibility criteria
• carrying out hand searches of

reference lists of included studies
to identify other relevant papers

• carrying out data extraction
from the included studies

Collecting (Phase 2)
For studies identified through
new searches:
• carrying out the searches
• screening studies (first by

title/abstract and then by full text)
• carrying out data extraction

from the included studies

Reporting
Synthesising findings from the
included papers to provide insights
for each theme, and help
contextualise other findings

The research question answered by this rapid 
review was:

What is the current state of evidence 
use and evidence-based practice in 
schools in Australia?

For this review:

	• “evidence use” is defined as use of research 
evidence and teacher-generated evidence. 
Read definitions for both terms here.

	• “evidence-based practices” are defined as 4 of 
the ‘Tried and Tested’ practices that AERO has 
identified for school teachers: explicit instruction, 
formative assessment, mastery learning and 
classroom management/focused classrooms.

	• “current state” is defined as 2017 to 2022, 
although evidence of use within the last 10 years 
(2012 to 2017) was also collected.

The following themes were of interest:

	• perceptions about evidence use

	• confidence/skills in using evidence

	• the practice of evidence use and 
evidence‑based practices, including:

	― who uses evidence

	― what types of evidence are used 
(including how different types of evidence 
are used together)

	― the purposes for which evidence is used

	― how often evidence is used

	― what types of evidence-based practice are 
used (and how these compare with selected 
international benchmarks)

	― processes around how evidence is used

	― enablers and barriers to evidence use, 
including at the level of the system, school, 
individual practitioner, processes and the 
evidence itself

	― gaps in the existing research on evidence use 
(including gaps identified by practitioners).

 Evidence use in schools: a national snapshot� Methodology

edresearch.edu.au � 2

https://www.edresearch.edu.au/using-evidence/key-concepts-explained#accordion-1588
https://www.edresearch.edu.au/using-evidence
https://www.edresearch.edu.au/practice-hub/tried-and-tested


Inclusion criteria

Inclusion and exclusion criteria by population, activity, setting, study design, publication details and outcomes 
are listed in Table 1.

Table 1 Eligibility criteria

Theme We included studies with all of these features We excluded studies with any of these features

Population 
(whose 
practice 
is being 
reported on?)

	• School practitioners

	• Schools

Note: Studies examining how schools work 
with external providers such as professional 
learning providers or coaches are eligible 
for inclusion.

	• Pre-service practitioners only

	• Tertiary education practitioners

	• Parents of school-aged children who 
home school

	• Policymakers only

Activity 
(intervention)

Evidence use generally:

	• Use of research evidence

	• Use of practitioner-generated evidence

	― Data-driven decision making

Evidence-based practices – schools:

	• Explicit instruction 

	• Formative assessment 

	• Mastery learning

	• Spacing and retrieval practice

	• Focused classrooms 

Enablers and barriers to the use of evidence 
and evidence-based practices

Evidence use generally: 

	• Activities delivered directly by researchers 
or research assistants

	• Activities delivered by other school staff 
(for example, school nurses)

Evidence-based practices – schools: 

	• Inquiry learning

	• Metacognition

	• Collaborative learning

	• Differentiation

	• Growth mindset

	• Gardner’s learning styles

	• Nutrition interventions

 Evidence use in schools: a national snapshot� Methodology

edresearch.edu.au � 3



Theme We included studies with all of these features We excluded studies with any of these features

Setting 	• Australia (for primary studies)

	• High-income countries as classified 
by the world Bank, including Australia 
(for evidence reviews)

	• Schools

	• Countries outside Australia 
(for primary studies)

	• Middle-income or low-income countries 
as classified by the World Bank 
(for evidence reviews) 

	• Schools:

	― After-school programs for school 
students (that is, settings requiring 
ongoing student attendance outside 
usual school hours)

	― Home-school settings 

	― Therapeutic settings

	― Hospitals including hospital schools

	― Prisons or juvenile detention centres

	― Private tutoring programs

	• Adult education courses or classes 
delivered primarily by external specialists 
(for example, clinical psychologists)

Study design Evidence synthesis: 

	• Umbrella reviews (reviews of reviews)

	• Meta-analyses 

	• Systematic reviews 

	• Scoping reviews

Primary studies: 

	• Primary studies reporting on empirical 
data about use of evidence or evidence-
based practices 

	• Implementation studies only 
(for example, studies examining 
enablers and barriers only)

	• Pilot studies that otherwise fit the 
criteria above

Other:

	• Dissertations that otherwise meet 
the inclusion criteria

	• Selected grey literature including reports 

	• Book chapters

	• Reviews summarising non-empirical studies

	• Primary studies that test the effectiveness of 
a practice only (that is, they do not report on 
frequency of use or enablers and barriers)

	• Non-empirical studies, including opinion 
pieces and theoretical frameworks 

	• Case studies involving schools 

	• Protocol papers 

	• Studies testing the development of 
instruments 

	• Conference publications

	• Blogs

Publication 
details

	• Published since 2012 

	• Published in English

	• Published before 2012 

	• Published in languages other than English
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Where and how did we source 
the studies?

Database searches were carried out by AERO. A total 
of 2,435 studies were retrieved, 2,218 identified 
through these databases, 19 from grey literature 
and the remaining 198 publications were already 
known to AERO. Table 2 and Table 3 present the 
databases consulted for the review of evidence use 
and use of evidence-based practices respectively. 
The databases were selected based on their 
relevance to the Australian context and availability.

Search results were collated and converted into a 
standard Excel format. Screening was carried out 
by 2 AERO researchers, with queries about specific 
articles decided by the project team. 

Table 2 Databases – School evidence use search 
(search date: March 2022)

Database
Number 

of results

EBSCO (Education Research 
Complete and ERIC)

316

Informit (A+ Education and Australian 
Public Affairs [APAFT])

34

ProQuest (Education Collection) 50

Table 3 Databases – School evidence-based 
practices search (search date: March 2022)

Database
Number 

of results

EBSCO (Education Research 
Complete and ERIC)

825

Informit (A+ Education and Australian 
Public Affairs [APAFT])

329

ProQuest (Education Collection) 681

From this initial search, based on the selection 
criteria, 23 studies were included in the snapshot 
of evidence use and 40 in the snapshot of 
evidence‑based practices.

Secondary data analyses 

Overview

Secondary data analyses drew on Australian data 
from 4 international education surveys to explore 
use of evidence-based practices in Australia. 
These surveys are:

	• Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS)

	• Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA)

	• Teaching and Learning International study (TALIS)

	• Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS).

Data was derived from questionnaires provided to 
either students or teachers across the 4 surveys, 
resulting in a total of 9 datasets. It is important to 
note that each questionnaire was:

	• designed to gather data for a particular purpose

	• targeted at a specific cohort of students or 
teachers

	• implemented at a particular time.

It is important to note that the international surveys 
were not designed to gather data specifically for 
this snapshot. Only survey items that aligned most 
closely with each of the 4 evidence-based practices 
described above were included in the snapshot. 
The data presented from international surveys 
therefore provides an indication of use of these 
practices, but cannot provide a comprehensive 
picture, and results may be contextual.

The implications of these considerations are that 
drawing broad conclusions about all teachers from 
the data reported would be inaccurate – instead 
it is important to interpret the data according to 
the responding student and teacher grade level 
and domain.

Students responding to the questionnaires were 
in grade 4 (PIRLS and TIMSS), grade 8 (TIMSS) or 
were approximately 15 years old (PISA). For ease 
of reference, we have indicated Grade 10 for 
PISA student responses but in fact students 
that participate in PISA come from a variety of 
grade levels.
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Items targeted at students of different ages are 
worded in language appropriate for that age 
level. Nevertheless, caution needs to be taken in 
interpreting data from students – particularly those 
in grade 4 – since poor reading proficiency can 
impede their ability to provide a response that 
is truly reflective of their experience. 

Specific cohorts of teachers are asked to respond 
to each questionnaire. PIRLS teachers are those 
teaching reading at Grade 4 (in primary school). 
TIMSS teachers are either those teaching 
mathematics or science at Grade 4 (in primary 
school) or those teaching mathematics or science 
at Grade 8 (in high school). PISA teachers are 
drawn from across schools and are those likely to 
be teaching students of the target age group of 
15-year‑olds.

In PIRLS, PISA and TIMSS, teacher questionnaire 
data is collected to help provide a context for 
the environments in which students are learning. 
Hence its main focus is on helping to explain 
student performance in the PIRLS, PISA and TIMSS 
cognitive assessments.

TALIS is the only study that specifically targets 
teachers. It asks teachers to report on topics such 
as professional development, teaching beliefs 
and practices, and recognition and feedback. 
TALIS questionnaires are predominantly targeted 
at teachers in lower secondary education across 
a range of domains.

Survey respondents

PISA 2018 student and 2015 teacher 
questionnaires

Of the 600,000 students worldwide who participated 
in PISA 2018, 14,273 were Australian students 
and we have included data from their contextual 
questionnaires in this project. A questionnaire is 
also available for teachers, but this is optional. 
Australia did not deploy the teachers’ questionnaire 
in 2018 but did in 2015 (and is doing so again 
in 2022). The data in this report is therefore from 
the 2015 cycle, in which 95,000 teachers worldwide 
participated. Of these, 8,989 were from Australia.1

1  �This is an average number of respondents across the questions analysed in this study. Not all teachers and principals answered all 
the questions.

TALIS 2018 teacher questionnaire

TALIS 2018 included participants in 48 countries, 
with questionnaires responded to by more than 
260,000 teachers and 15,000 school principals. 
We included in this snapshot data gathered from 
the 15,800 teachers and principals in Australia 
who participated in TALIS 2018.1

PIRLS 2016 student and teacher 
questionnaires

PIRLS 2016 data was collected from 320,000 
students and 16,000 teachers in 61 countries. 
6,341 Australian students and 1,037 teachers 
participated in PIRLS 2016.1

TIMSS 2019 student and teacher 
questionnaires

TIMSS 2019 data was collected from 330,000 
students and 22,000 teachers in 64 countries. 
14,950 Australian students and 900 teachers 
participated in TIMSS 2019.1

Methodology

Data analysis for this snapshot was conducted 
by the Australian Council for Education Research 
(ACER). Both AERO and ACER reviewed the items 
in each dataset and identified those of relevance 
to the 4 evidence‑based practices relevant to 
this project. Some of these were individual items 
while other comprised scales. Items in scales can 
be analysed separately but given that they are 
designed to be combined into scales the insights 
derived from them are more powerful when the 
scale is reported as a whole.
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Table 4 illustrates the number of items per dataset, per theme. In addition, several items related to teacher or 
school characteristics (rather than those that focused on pedagogy) were identified and these are shown in the 
right column.

Table 4 Summary of relevant items from each data set 

Surveys Grade Who
Explicit 

instruction 
Formative 

assessment
Mastery 
learning

Focused 
classrooms

School or 
teacher-level 

characteristics

PISA 2018 10* S 8 9 6 6 0

PISA 2015 10* T 0 2 1 0 2

TALIS 2018​ - T 4 (in a scale) 4 3 7 3

PIRLS 2016 4 S 0 2 1 0 0

PIRLS 2016 4 T 1 1 0 0 15 (8 in a scale)

TIMSS 2019 4 S 2 2 2 6 (in a scale) 0

TIMSS 2019 8 S 4 2 2 6 (in a scale) 0

TIMSS 2019 4 T 4 1 1 0 8 (in a scale)

TIMSS 2019 8 T 4 1 1 0 8 (in a scale)

T=Teacher, S=Student

* PISA targets students aged 15.5 to 16.5 who may be in a number of grades – grade 10 is used here as an average but should not be taken 
to indicate that all responses are from students (or their teachers) in Grade 10.

Interviews

186 schools were randomly selected using stratified sampling, representing schools across sectors throughout 
Australia. The principal of each school was sent a recruitment invitation and asked if up to three staff would 
like to take part. Of the 6 schools who agreed to take part, 12 education practitioners consented to participate 
in a semi-structured interview. Interviewees included teachers and educational leaders and came from a 
range of school type (catholic, independent and government, primary and secondary), geographical location 
(major city, regional and remote) and socioeconomic area (most disadvantaged to least disadvantaged). In a 
semi‑structured interview, teachers and leaders talked about the meaning of evidence-based practice and 
teacher-generated evidence, their use of research evidence (including finding and assessing evidence), their 
trust in research evidence and teacher-generated evidence and their experience of enablers of barriers of 
evidence use. Interviews were thematically coded and analysed. Findings provide insights into education 
practitioners perspectives and understandings of using evidence to inform their practice.
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Appendix A: Search terms for the rapid review of literature

Search terms for each database and grey literature source are listed in tables 5 to 10. 

School evidence use search

Table 5 Search terms for EBSCO (Education Source and ERIC)

Theme Search

Search terms SU ( school OR teach* OR education ) AND SU ( (evidence and use) OR (research and 
use) OR (( practitioner OR teacher ) and evidence) OR (“student data” and use) OR 
(evidence and practi?e) OR (evidence and strateg*) OR “evidence?informed” ) AND 
( empirical OR data OR fieldwork OR interview* OR survey* OR observ* ) AND ( Australia 
OR “Australian Capital Territory” OR Queensland OR “New South Wales” OR “Northern 
Territory” OR “South Australia” OR Tasmania OR Victoria OR “Western Australia” ) NOT 
( medic* OR patient* OR nursing OR “occupational therapy” )

Limiters Published Date: 20120101-20211231

Table 6 Search terms for Informit (A+Education and Australian Public Affairs [APAFT])

Theme Search

Search terms [Subject: school OR Subject: teach* OR Subject: education] AND [[Subject: evidence 
AND Subject: use] OR [Subject: research AND Subject: use] OR [[Subject: practitioner 
OR Subject: teacher] AND Subject: evidence] OR [Subject: ‘student data’ AND Subject: 
use] OR [Subject: evidence AND Subject: practi?e] OR [Subject: evidence AND Subject: 
strateg*] OR Subject: ‘evidence?informed’] AND [All Fields: empirical OR All Fields: data 
OR All Fields: fieldwork OR All Fields: interview* OR All Fields: survey* OR All Fields: 
observ*] AND [All Fields: australia OR All Fields: ‘australian capital territory’ OR All 
Fields: queensland OR All Fields: ‘new south wales’ OR All Fields: ‘northern territory’ OR 
All Fields: ‘south australia’ OR All Fields: tasmania OR All Fields: victoria OR All Fields: 
‘western australia’] AND NOT [All Fields: medic* OR All Fields: patient* OR All Fields: 
nursing OR All Fields: ‘occupational therapy’] AND Publication Date: (01/01/2012 TO 
12/31/2021)

Publication details Limit to English
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Table 7 Search terms for ProQuest (Education Collection)

Theme Search

Search terms su(school OR teach* OR education) AND su((evidence AND use) OR (research AND use) 
OR ((practitioner OR teacher) AND evidence) OR (“student data” AND use) OR (evidence 
AND practi?e) OR (evidence AND strateg*) OR “evidence?informed”) AND (empirical OR 
data OR fieldwork OR interview* OR survey* OR observ*) AND (Australia OR “Australian 
Capital Territory” OR Queensland OR “New South Wales” OR “Northern Territory” OR 
“South Australia” OR Tasmania OR Victoria OR “Western Australia”) NOT (medic* OR 
patient* OR nursing OR “occupational therapy”)

Additional limits Date: From 2012 to 2022 

School evidence-based practices search

Table 8 Search terms for EBSCO (Education Source and ERIC)

Theme Search

Search terms SU ( ( school OR teach* OR education ) NOT ( medic* OR patient* OR nursing OR 
“occupational therapy” OR pharmacy ) ) AND ( ( “explicit instruction” OR “direct 
instruction” OR “explicit teaching” ) OR ( “formative assessment” OR “data*based 
decision-making” OR “data literacy” ) OR ( “mastery learning” OR “student mastery” 
) OR ( “spacing and retrieval practi*e” OR “spaced learning” OR “retrieval practi*e” 
OR “spaced retrieval” ) OR ( “focus*ed classrooms” OR “behavio*r management” OR 
“behavio*r strategies” ) ) AND ( use OR prevalen* OR frequen* OR fidelity OR adopt* 
OR acceptab* OR reach OR uptake ) AND ( empirical OR data OR fieldwork OR 
interview* OR survey* OR observ* ) AND ( Australia OR “Australian Capital Territory” OR 
Queensland OR “New South Wales” OR “Northern Territory” OR “South Australia” OR 
Tasmania OR Victoria OR “Western Australia” )

Publication details Limit to “yr=2012 – current”

Limit to English
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Table 9 Search terms for Informit (A+Education and Australian Public Affairs [APAFT])

Theme Search

Search terms Subject: ‘early childhood’ OR Subject: kindergarten OR Subject: preschool OR Subject: 
pre-school OR Subject: ‘day*care’ OR Subject: ‘out*of*school*hours’ OR Subject: 
‘outside of school hours’ OR Subject: ‘in*home care service’ OR Subject: ‘vacation 
care’ OR Subject: ‘occasional care’] AND [Abstract: evidence* OR [[Abstract: research 
OR Abstract: observ* OR Abstract: data] AND Abstract: practi*e]] AND [All Fields: 
empirical OR All Fields: data OR All Fields: fieldwork OR All Fields: interview* OR All 
Fields: survey* OR All Fields: observ*] AND [All Fields: australia OR All Fields: ‘australian 
capital territory’ OR All Fields: queensland OR All Fields: ‘new south wales’ OR All 
Fields: ‘northern territory’ OR All Fields: ‘south australia’ OR All Fields: tasmania OR All 
Fields: victoria OR All Fields: ‘western australia’] AND NOT [All Fields: medic* OR All 
Fields: patient* OR All Fields: nursing OR All Fields: ‘occupational therapy’ OR All Fields: 
pharmacy OR All Fields: hospital*]

Publication details Publication Date: (01/01/2012 TO 12/31/2021) 

Language: English 

Table 10 Search terms for ProQuest (Education Collection)

Theme Search

Search terms su(“early childhood” OR kindergarten OR preschool OR pre-school OR “day*care” OR 
“out*of*school*hours” OR “outside of school hours” OR “in*home care service” OR 
“vacation care” OR “occasional care”) AND ab((evidence* OR ((research OR observ* OR 
data) AND practi*e))) AND (empirical OR data OR fieldwork OR interview* OR survey* 
OR observ*) AND (Australia OR “Australian Capital Territory” OR Queensland OR “New 
South Wales” OR “Northern Territory” OR “South Australia” OR Tasmania OR Victoria OR 
“Western Australia”) NOT (medic* OR patient* OR nursing OR “occupational therapy” OR 
pharmacy OR hospital*)

Publication details Date: After 2012

Language: English 
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