
 

Guidance for Early Years applicants 

The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) has extended its remit to include the evaluation 

of projects working with three and four year olds. You can read more about this here. 

We are looking to fund and evaluate interventions or approaches that improve the learning and 

development of children aged three and four, in addition to our existing focus on pupils in 

mainstreams schools aged 5–16.  

How to apply 

Please read this guidance note alongside the standard guidance for our funding round, and the 

Frequently Asked Questions section on our website. Applicants with early years proposals need to 

apply into the EEF general funding round, and complete our standard application form. Throughout 

the application form and FAQs, where we refer to ‘schools’, for early years applicants this can mean 

a wide range of early years settings, such as nurseries and children’s centres. 

Areas of promise 

We are interested in learning and development outcomes in the early years that contribute to 

narrowing the gap in attainment between disadvantaged pupils and their peers. Based on our review 

of the evidence and interviews with experts, we are particularly interested in applications that focus 

on: 

 Early language development and early numeracy: the gap in children’s development is 

particularly large in relation to early language and literacy, and early numeracy, and these 

are areas in which some settings struggle to provide effective support. We are interested in 

approaches that help disadvantaged children in these areas. 

 Parental engagement and the home learning environment: children’s development is 

strongly related to the quality of the home learning environment and parental support, 

however less is known about how to improve these influences. We are interested in 

approaches that help parents to support their children’s learning. 

 Professional development, qualifications and leadership: children’s development is related 

to the quality of support they receive in early years settings. We are interested in 

approaches that help to improve the skills and interactions of practitioners, and that 

improve leadership and staff quality within and between early years settings. 

We are open to a wide range of approaches, and this list is not intended to be prescriptive. We will 

prioritise bids that have the strongest existing evidence that they are likely to improve educational 

outcomes for disadvantaged children, and that are ready to be tested across a large number of 

settings. In future rounds we are more likely to consider proposals that require some piloting and 

development. 

We encourage applicants to consult reviews of the evidence in preparing their applications. (See the 

end of this paper for suggested background reading.) In March 2015, the EEF published the Early 

http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/news/independent-body-to-evaluate-early-years-projects-eef-announces-extension-o/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/toolkit/early-years/


Years Toolkit, which summarises the existing research evidence on a range of early years 

approaches. 

Criteria 

Proposals should: 

 Focus on improving the learning and development of disadvantaged children in 

England. We are particularly interested in approaches that seek to improve the learning 

outcomes of disadvantaged children and would expect applicants to be willing to work in 

challenging settings and with pupils eligible for the Early Years Pupil Premium. Our priority in 

the early years is to focus on three and four year olds, but we will consider interventions 

that start earlier if applicants make a strong case for doing so. 

 Be informed and supported by evidence of an impact on educational outcomes. Evidence 

of the impact of the approach being proposed should be provided (ie, intervention-level 

evidence). We also would like applicants to outline how their proposal applies the findings of 

rigorous research from wider literature. We are interested in learning outcomes in the early 

years that predict improved attainment in later years, and that contribute to narrowing the 

gap in attainment between disadvantaged pupils and their peers. 

 Be practical, appropriate, cost-effective and scalable. Our aim is to identify interventions 

and approaches that, if shown to be successful, could be taken on by schools, nurseries, 

children’s centres, or other early years providers. Therefore we are only interested in testing 

initiatives that are practical and cost-effective for them to deliver. We also need to 

understand what training and support is needed so that practitioners can use the 

intervention or approach effectively.  

 Be willing and able to be independently evaluated. We will rigorously evaluate the impact 

of the projects, wherever possible by randomly allocating which settings or children receive 

the intervention. We will appoint an independent evaluator, and work with successful 

applicants to design an appropriate evaluation plan. Note that this does not need to be 

included in your project plan and budget. We recognise that evaluating projects working 

with young children requires particular care, and we will work closely with projects and 

evaluators to design a trial that is appropriate. 

 Be led by not-for-profit organisations. The lead applicant needs to be a not-for-profit 

organisation, such as a school, charity, local authority or university. 

Supporting documents 

The following links provide some background reading: 

 The Effective Provision of Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) Project. The 

first major study in the UK to focus specifically on the effectiveness of early years education 

and also reports on longer term outcomes. 

 What Works Clearinghouse reports. A US Government funded site that contains details of 

early years programmes with evidence of impact. 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/toolkit/early-years/
http://www.ioe.ac.uk/research/153.html
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Topic.aspx?sid=4


 The EEF-Sutton Trust Teaching and Learning Toolkit: Early Years Intervention. An accessible 

summary of research studies on early years intervention. See References for further reading. 

The information on early years will be updated and extended in spring 2015. 

http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/toolkit/early-years-intervention/
http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/toolkit/early-years-intervention/references-early-years-intervention/

