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Executive Summary 

International research demonstrates a consistent and robust link between the quality 
of leadership in early years and children’s outcomes (Douglass, 2019). This link exists 
because the quality of leadership in an early years setting has been shown to influence 
process quality, which is the extent to which children experience supportive 
interactions and relationships that enable them to flourish as confident learners 
(Melhuish & Gardiner, 2019). Investing in the development of leadership in different 
contexts around the world has had a marked impact on process quality and children’s 
outcomes (Arbour et al., 2016; Douglass, 2017; Carroll-Meehan et al., 2019). 

Despite a growing understanding around the importance of leadership for process 
quality and children’s outcomes, there is a severe lack of high-quality leadership 
development opportunities in the UK early years (EY) sector. The majority of the staff, 
even those in managerial roles, are formally qualified to level 3 and surveys conducted 
by sector bodies recurrently demonstrate that opportunities for continuing professional 
development are limited. For example, in a 2019 survey, EY settings ranked 
‘leadership development’ as one of the top 10 areas of professional learning that they 
felt to be urgently needed (Ceeda, 2019). Many who are leading practice day-to-day 
(whether as managers, deputy managers, room leaders or pedagogical leaders) have 
not had an opportunity to reflect on different approaches to leadership or to proactively 
foster organisational, pedagogical and community leadership practices (e.g. strategic 
planning, culture-building, reflective practice, coaching, pedagogical conversations, 
community organising and so on). As a result, EY remains dominated by ‘accidental 
leaders’, struggling to work out the meaning and enactment of quality leadership for 
themselves (Coleman et al., 2016; Carroll-Meehan et al., 2017). 

Digitally Mediated Professional Learning (DMPL) opens up new potentials for 
advancing and extending leadership development across the sector, and the 
COVID19 crisis has increased people’s willingness and capacity to engage in 
professional development online (Anderson, 2020; Lockee, 2021; Gomez, 2020). This 
makes it possible to carry out professional development that is less expensive and 
time-consuming for participants. DMPL can also increase accessibility since there is 
no need to travel to a particular location and numbers of participants can be scaled up 
(for at least some types of DMPL). The next step is a systematic approach to 
understanding the current landscape and the opportunities that exist within it. It is 
essential to understand what we can learn from existing literature from around the 
world about effective DMPL in early years leadership development and from the 
sector’s experience with DMPL before and during the pandemic. Ultimately, the 
research aims to build our understanding of how DMPL can be used to extend and 
enhance leadership development in the early years sector in the UK.  

This report presents the key findings stemming from a systematic review of literature 
published in the last ten years (2011-2021) and focusing on two intersecting bodies of 
literature: 1) leadership development programmes in EY and 2) digitally mediated 
professional learning in EY. Through focusing on these bodies of literature, the aim is 
to open up ideas for further consideration in the intersection between leadership 
development and DMPL as well as highlighting gaps in the current research 
landscape.  

Within the context of this study, leadership is defined as the capacity to influence 
change in order to improve the quality of provision in the early years (Douglas, 2019). 



4 
 

This definition encompasses traditional administrative leadership enacted by those 
with positional leadership (such as managers), as well as pedagogical and community 
leadership practices enacted by individuals regardless of position. In identifying 
literature on leadership development in EY, we applied this inclusive definition of 
leadership. The literature therefore includes both articles focusing on the development 
of positional leadership and the those focusing on the development of distributed 
leadership (i.e. leadership based on the capacity to influence, rather than position).   

Following the application of stringent inclusion criteria, the review looked at 26 articles 
on leadership development in EY. The research reported in the articles employed a 
diverse range of evaluative methodologies and focused on programmes of differing 
duration, intensity, cohort size and focus. Additionally, the review examined 20 articles 
focused on DMPL in EY, which again were diverse in both the content and modes of 
delivery used in DMPL, as well as the nature of the evaluations conducted in order to 
determine the effectiveness of the DMPL programme.  

Taken together, the articles suggest that developments in DMPL can be used to 
improve access to leadership development in EY. However, its effective use depends 
on a) the presence of multiple delivery modes, b) opportunities for dialogue and 
connection and c) the integration of authentic reflection experiences. Research 
suggests that without these characteristics, DMPL can have a potentially negative 
impact on motivation among EY staff. As new qualifications and delivery pathways 
emerge that make use of DMPL for leadership development, it is essential to ensure 
that these meet the practical requirements and constraints of EY educators and their 
day to day work. These constraints are sector-specific and cannot be generalised 
based on what we know about primary school teachers and their professional 
development. This means that EY educators need access to DMPL via learning 
technologies that integrate well into their everyday teaching environments and are 
easy to learn.  

Professional development focused on leadership is complex because leadership itself 
is complex. The diverse conceptualisations of leadership in the literature highlight that 
it is not possible to break leadership down into simply a series of steps or skills. The 
complexity needs to be kept in mind when thinking about DMPL solutions, since DMPL 
platforms and tools will need the capacity to respond to this complexity. In-person 
leadership development programmes have generally prioritised highly interpersonal 
experiences, critical and collaborative reflection and sometimes intense face to face 
dialogues. Collaborative reflection can occur via coaching, group dialogues, 
workshops, learning labs, oral inquiry and more besides. The intensity of the 
interpersonal element needs to be kept in mind when thinking about the potentials for 
DMPL to support leadership development across the EY sector. Training providers in 
particular need to be aware of the centrality of these interpersonal experiences when 
considering how best to deliver DMPL for leadership development.  

Based on this review, it is clear that the evidence base for what effective leadership 
development looks like is not developed enough to present robust conclusions on 
‘what works’ in terms of leadership development. Early evaluative research on 
leadership development is based on a conceptual model presented by Douglas (2019) 
as part of an OECD working paper, in which leadership development programmes are 
thought to impact on leaders’ capacity to positively influence organisational climate, 
which in turn impacts on the learning environment and child-adult interactions, which 
in turn supports improved outcomes among children.  However, we urgently need 
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further research to test the reliability and validity of this model, as a starting point for 
then pinpointing which examples of leadership development programmes can 
contribute in this concrete way to the quality of the environment and interactions, and 
ultimately improve children’s outcomes. Similarly, research on DMPL in EY is 
inconclusive about what types of DMPL are beneficial for EY educators in general and 
more detailed research on this is required.  

 
 

 

 
  



6 
 

Aims and Objectives 

This systematic review is the first part of a project that aims to understand more about 
how digitally mediated professional learning (DMPL) might be used to advance 
leadership development across the UK Early Years (EY) sector. The research comes 
at an important time for the EY sector, when recruitment and retention challenges are 
particularly acute. The advancement of professional learning, including the expansion 
and improvement of leadership development, is seen as an important component in 
addressing workforce challenges and supporting sector recovery.  

As a contribution to this overarching aim, the review explores global research 
published in the last ten years (2011-2021) in two interconnected fields: 1) leadership 
development programmes in EY and 2) DMPL in EY. Through focusing on these 
bodies of literature, we aim to open up ideas for further consideration in the intersection 
between leadership development and DMPL as well as highlighting gaps in the current 
research landscape.  

Within the context of this study, leadership is defined as the capacity to influence 
change in order to improve the quality of provision in the early years (Douglas, 2019). 
This definition encompasses traditional administrative leadership enacted by those 
with positional leadership (such as managers), as well as pedagogical and community 
leadership practices which can be enacted by anyone in the organisation, including 
those without a position of formal authority. In identifying literature on leadership 
development in EY, we applied this inclusive definition of leadership. The literature 
therefore includes both articles focusing on the development of positional leadership 
and the those focusing on the development of distributed leadership, where members 
of the workforce influence change regardless of their official position in the 
organisation.   
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Methodology 

Approaching the Systematic Review 

Based on this definition, the study undertook a systematic review of two bodies of 
research over the last ten years (2011-2021). A ten-year period was chosen to ensure 
we considered a timely but substantial selection of literature: a balance advocated in 
the guidance on systematic reviews offered by Rogers et al. (2017). The first search 
(described in detail below) considered leadership development programmes in EY. 
The review of this body of literature focused on conceptualizations of leadership, 
modes of delivery, intensity and duration of the programmes, and an evaluation of the 
programmes. The second search focused on DMPL in EY. The review of this body of 
literature focused on content and medium of DMPL, evaluative methodologies, and 
advantages and limitations of digital mediation compared to more traditional face-to-
face professional development. Through discussion with the systematic review 
advisory panel, we have drawn conclusions at the overlap of these bodies of literature, 
critically examining how DMPL could be used to advance leadership development in 
the EY sector. 

Search 1:  Leadership Development in Early Years  

The searches for literature on leadership development in EY were conducted via three 
databases: Education Journals Taylor & Francis, Education Research Complete, and 
Web of Science. We searched for all permutations of the following terms:  

• Leadership AND  

• Early childhood OR Early years OR Preschool OR Kindergarten OR Children’s 
Centre  

After sifting through titles and deleting duplicates, 70 articles were identified as 
potentially relevant. We reviewed the abstracts and applied the following inclusion 
criteria in order to sift those relevant to the aims of the review:  

• EY participants  

• Empirical results of a particular leadership development programme i.e. not 
perspectives/experiences of leadership or recommendations for leadership 
development  

After applying this inclusion criteria, we were left with 26 articles to be included in the 
full read stage. 

Following the above initial search procedures, we carried out a cross-referencing 
activity with Douglas’s working paper for the OECD, published in 2019, entitled 
‘Leadership for Quality Early Childhood and Care’. This article represents a landmark 
contribution to the field of leadership and leadership development in global EY and so 
we wanted to ensure that we were accessing all of the relevant articles on which 
Douglas bases her important conclusions regarding the impact of leadership 
development. Through cross-referencing, we identified 3 further articles to include in 
our review. As a result, 29 articles were included in the full read stage. Three of these 
articles were unavailable and so the final review focused on 26 articles.  
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Search 2:  Digitally Mediated Professional Learning 

We searched for literature on DMPL in EY via the same three databases: Education 
Journals Taylor & Francis, Education Research Complete and Web of Science. We 
searched for all permutations of the following terms:  

• Online OR digital AND  

• Early childhood OR early years OR preschool OR kindergarten OR children’s 
centre AND  

• Professional learning OR professional development  

After sifting through titles and deleting duplicates, 61 articles were identified as 
potentially relevant. We reviewed the abstracts and applied the following inclusion 
criteria:  

• EY participants  

• Empirical results of a particular professional development initiative i.e. not 
perspectives/experiences of professional development in general  

• Professional development initiative was online or blended with detail offered 
about the nature of digital mediation  

This revision brought the total number of items for final review to 25. Two items were 
not available via the research team’s institutional subscriptions and one item was 
already included in the list of items for the leadership development review and were 
therefore excluded. One of the articles (Snell et al., 2019) was a systematic review of 
11 randomised controlled trials on digitally mediated professional development. After 
carefully reviewing the paper, we concluded that it would not add further insight, and 
it was therefore excluded from the final list of items. Finally, one item was a policy 
briefing providing summary statistics of DMPL uptake in on state in the USA but did 
not include any evaluation of programmes. Therefore, we excluded it from the final list. 
As a result, the findings described will refer to a total of 20 items.  

Advisory Panel  

One of the defining features of a systematic review is the presence and involvement 
of an advisory panel made up of individuals and organisations in a position to make 
use of the findings from the review. The input of the panel offers an ‘on the ground’ 
perspective regarding the topics of the literature and supports in the articulation of 
conclusions that are rich, sector-facing, relevant and useful.  

While conducting the literature review, three meetings took place with the advisory 
panel. The panel, consisting of EY experts, stakeholders, and training providers, was 
a collaborative space in which the systematic literature review was critically discussed. 
In the first meeting, the panel discussed the aims and procedures of the systematic 
literature review, agreeing on topics such as sources for the search, search terms, and 
inclusion criteria. In the second meeting, the research team shared preliminary 
findings and the panel raised comments, questions, and insights, shaping further lines 
of inquiry. Following this meeting, a draft report was circulated to the advisory panel. 
The final meeting was dedicated to sharing feedback on this report and refining the 
presentation of the conclusions from the review. These sessions created a dynamic 
space for the research team to consider alternative perspectives on the available 
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literature and draw richer conclusions, co-constructing knowledge with key leaders in 
the EY sector. 

The following sections explore our findings from both parts of the review 1) leadership 
development programmes in EY and 2) DMPL in EY, before then considering the 
overlap of these topics and what we can learn regarding the advancement of 
leadership development in UK EY via DMPL.  

To offer an overview of the two intersecting bodies of literature (leadership 
development in early years and digitally mediated professional learning in early years), 
we have created a downloadable spreadsheet. The spreadsheet enables readers to 
gain deeper insights into the articles considered in this systematic review. For 
example, readers may be interested to look across the sample sizes used in studies 
or to examine the duration of professional development programmes reported in 
articles. As part of the spreadsheet, we have included notes on particular studies when 
there are nuances or complexities to bear in mind, which cannot easily be shown 
through completion of the cells in the spreadsheet. 

 

 
  

https://developingearlyyearsleaders.co.uk/systematic-review/
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Findings: Leadership Development 

Geographical Distribution  

Based on the geographical distribution of the articles, there appeared to be clusters of 
activity around leadership development in the US (8 articles), Australia (7 articles) and 
the UK (5 articles). Beyond this a range of other countries were represented by 1-2 
articles across the collection: New Zealand (1), Finland (1), South Africa (1), Chile (2), 
Israel (1), Singapore (1) and Canada (2). Given the inclusion criteria that articles were 
published in English, there was a skew towards English-speaking countries.  

Conceptualisations of Leadership  

In line with our inclusive approach to thinking about leadership and leadership 
development, the articles conceptualised leadership in diverse ways. A broad 
distinction can be made between those leadership development programmes with a 
clear focus on positional leadership for managers and directors in EY (9 articles), and 
those with a focus on distributed pedagogical leadership which could be enacted by 
anyone in an EY organisation regardless of formal hierarchies (19 articles). One article 
(Whalen et al., 2016) focused on both positional and distributed leadership, examining 
an evaluation of a two-pronged leadership development programme targeting both EY 
centre directors and EY teachers. Those articles with a focus on the development of 
distributed leadership placed an emphasis on different facets of this leadership, 
including leading aspects of pedagogy, activist leadership and facilitating change in 
organisational culture and practices. Diversity in the conceptualisation of leadership 
across these 26 articles highlights the complexity of drawing conclusions about 
‘leadership development’ as a singular construct.   

Leadership Development Programmes: Modes of Delivery  

Most of the leadership development initiatives discussed in the articles involved more 
than one delivery mode, for example, combining group workshops with coaching, or 
action research with written reflection. Looking across the articles, we see the following 
delivery modes represented:  

● Workshops (sometimes called ‘learning labs’) occur in 18 programmes 

● Communities of learning (sometimes called ‘reflective practice groups’), 9 
programmes 

● Coaching (or ‘mentoring’), 8 programmes 

● Action research (or ‘practitioner research’), 7 programmes 

● Written reflection (or ‘journaling’), 6 programmes  

● Oral inquiry (or ‘autobiographical narrative’), 2 programmes  

● Simulation, 1 programme 

It is important to note the highly interpersonal nature of most of these modes of 
delivery. Workshops, communities of learning, coaching, action research and oral 
inquiry all involve participants engaging in dialogue with one another or a 
coach/mentor. They also all involve high levels of collaborative and critical reflection 
on experiences. Only written reflection and simulation do not offer the strong dialogic 
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element, and all but one of the programmes involving written reflection also involved 
other modes of delivery as well.  

Leadership Development Programmes: Intensity and Duration  

There is significant diversity in the duration, consistency and intensity of leadership 
development events and programmes explored in the collection of articles. This 
ranges from the exploration of what unfolds in a single leadership development event 
situated within a more fluid community of practice context, as in Nicholson and Kroll’s 
(2015) examination of oral inquiry among EY leaders, to longitudinal evaluation of 
programmes lasting 36 months and involving at least monthly engagement from the 
same individuals through various modes of delivery including workshops, communities 
of learning and coaching (e.g. Whalen et al., 2016; Shore et al., 2021).  

Twelve of the articles relate to a leadership development programme between 6-12 
months long. However, within this range of articles, leadership development involved 
anything from pre-planned weekly engagement via a range of face to face and online 
modes (e.g. Ang, 2012) to self-organised and spontaneous engagement among 
participants. The latter was characteristic of those programmes focused on action 
research and/or communities of learning (e.g. Henderson, 2017). Intensity of the 
leadership development programme relates to the extent to which evaluation of the 
programme was the aim of the research reported in the article. That is, those articles 
prioritising robust evaluation of a leadership development programme tended to show 
high levels of carefully managed intensity in the professional development programme. 
On the other hand, those articles with less of a focus on the comparison of pre- and 
post-measures were more likely to involve self-managed engagement among 
participants, via action or practitioner research for example.  

Leadership Development: Evaluation 

Most of the articles in the collection present exploratory qualitative accounts of the 
leadership development programme. For example, Nuttall et al. (2018) collected a 
wide range of qualitative data including interviews with participants, video records and 
field notes of the workshops as they occurred, as well as relevant documents from 
each leaders’ workplaces, such as codes of practice or policies. Such articles provide 
a rich insight into how leadership development unfolds and the impact such 
programmes have on the day-to-day experiences of leaders.  

Quantitative pre- and post-intervention measures are much rarer among the collection 
of articles. Just 4 articles mention the use of quantitative pre- and post-intervention 
measures. These articles stem from the same conceptual model regarding the 
potential for leadership development to positively impact children’s outcomes. This 
conceptual model is also highlighted in the working paper of Douglas (2019) on 
leadership and leadership development in EY, published by the OECD. In this model, 
leadership development is taken to impact positively on leadership practices; in turn, 
this positively influences organisational climate;1 in turn, this positively influences 
classroom environment and interactions; in turn, this positively influences children’s 
outcomes (Figure 1).  

                                                           
1 In this paper we use the term ‘organisational climate’ as synonym of ‘organisational culture’. The choice of 
this terms was a pragmatic one as we decided to use the term most used in the literature included in this 
review. 
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Figure 1. Modelling the impact of leadership development programmes in EY 
education  

 

 

As a means to both test and develop this model, the following articles make use of 
pre- and post-measures of not only self-reported leadership, but also organisational 
climate, classroom quality and children’s outcomes.  

● In Talan et al. (2014), participants completed the Programme Administration 
Scale (PAS) periodically throughout the programme. The researchers also 
gathered data in the form of the ECWES, which is a measure of organisational 
climate completed by other members of staff. They found an improvement in 
both measures following leaders’ participation in the 10 month Taking Charge 
of Change (TCC) programme.  

● As part of their evaluation, Arbour et al. (2016) included measures of classroom 
interaction quality (the CLASS measure) and children’s language and literacy 
outcomes. They found improvements in both types of measure when teachers 
received a language interaction intervention (Un Buen Comienzo - A Good 
Start) alongside training in continuous quality improvement (CQI). The CQI is 
taken here to be the component of leadership development in this initiative.  

● Ressler et al. (2015) implemented an on-site external measure of leadership 
(the PAS, as used in Talan et al., 2014) and an on-site external measure of 
learning environment (the ECERS-R environment rating scale). These were 
used alongside self-report questionnaires to evaluate a leadership 
development programme focused on improving positional leadership.  

● In their evaluation, Whalen et al. (2016) used CLASS to measure classroom 
interaction quality (as in Arbour et al., 2016) and also measured children’s 
outcomes through the creative curriculum GOLD assessment. The findings 
from this evaluation showed positive shifts in socio-emotional interactions and 
outcomes among children following an intervention targeting both positional 
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and distributed leadership across selected centres. However, there are many 
caveats reported by the authors in this study and the article focuses more on 
reporting fidelity than evaluation.  

Taken together, these articles first demonstrate just how little research has robustly 
evaluated leadership development programmes specifically situated in EY. Second, 
the articles represent just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to understanding the 
extent to which the conceptual model underpinning leadership development (figure 1) 
is a valid way of conceptualising leadership development programmes and their 
evaluation. If we are to make a robust step forward in leadership development across 
EY, we urgently need more research to test the model and the causal links it assumes. 
Finally, the articles helpfully highlight particular tools that can be used within the 
evaluation of leadership development both to support pre- and post-measures of 
leadership (e.g. the PAS), pre- and post-measures of classroom interaction and 
environment quality (CLASS, ECERS-R) and pre- and post-measures of children’s 
outcomes, which are more likely to be context-specific.  
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Findings: Digitally Mediated Professional Learning 

in EY 

Geographical Distribution  

The 20 items included in the review of the topic of digitally mediated professional 
learning (DMPL) related to research in five countries: 12 studies were based in the 
USA, 4 in Australia, 2 in Sweden, 1 in Canada and 1 in Germany. The lack of 
geographical spread was expected given that one of the search criteria was for the 
literature to be published in English. It is interesting to note that despite the focus on 
English literature, none of the articles under consideration related to experiences or 
studies based in the UK. 

Study Methodology 

There was variety in terms of the methodologies used in the studies under review. 
Seven studies were based on a randomised controlled trial, 10 studies employed 
mixed methods such as: sequential mixed methods explanatory study (1 article), pre-
post study design (1 article), general mixed methods (7 articles, usually surveys with 
a mix of question types), and process and impact evaluation (1 articles). Three studies 
were based on qualitative methods only.  

Digitally Mediated Professional Learning: Content and Medium 

The articles in this part of the literature review covered studies that examined a variety 
of professional learning activities either in terms of their content or their delivery 
medium. From the point of view of the content of professional learning, several articles 
related to professional development for EY professionals on either language 
development or STEM. This might in part be explained by the fact that, relatively 
speaking, in the past decade there has been an increased focus on the development 
of specific interventions in these areas of learning. For example, Barton et al. (2017) 
analyses the relationship between EY teachers' use of online demonstration videos 
and their fidelity of implementation of the MyTeachingPartner-Math/Science early 
childhood mathematics and science curricula. Helenius et al (2017) also studied an 
online professional development in mathematics for early childhood teachers. Wagner 
(2021) explored the experiences of five multilingual early childhood educators 
accessing online professional development that addresses language practices. 

The remaining articles looked at a wide variety of professional development topics 
including physical education, sedentary behaviour and nutrition; working with children 
with challenging behaviour and with children impacted by trauma; brain development; 
and mindfulness. One study had an art focus and studied the development of 
technological, pedagogical and content knowledge through the creation of digital 
storybooks by pre-service teachers who would then use them in the classroom to 
teach various literacy concepts to young children aged four to eight (Oakley, 2020). 
Two of the studies were focused on professional development that is specific for 
teachers working with infants and toddlers. Crawford et al (2021) looked at the impact 
of the CIRCLE Infant-Toddler Teacher Training on teachers’ interactions with toddlers. 
Curenton and Granda (2021) analysed the impact of Conversation Compass©, a 
professional development approach adapted for ages birth to 24 months, designed to 
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enhance the quality of conversations in infant-toddler classrooms and family child care 
homes. 

The diversity in content of professional development discussed in these studies could 
be considered a reflection of the fact that the case for professional development in EY 
has been made strongly in the past decade and that the offer in terms of 
“interventions”, training activities and opportunities available has followed suit. 

Importantly, one study was not about a specific professional development activity but 
about the impact of online professional development on preschool teachers’ self-
efficacy, burnout and stress through a randomised experiment (Roberts et al, 2020). 
The findings from this study suggest that preschool teachers taking an online course 
experienced emotional exhaustion and decreased self-efficacy when not provided with 
rich opportunities to express emotions and/or receive supportive feedback alongside 
the online programme. The authors concluded that professional development 
designers should be thoughtful about the types of supports teachers receive and how 
assignments are framed in online environments to ensure teachers learn while also 
feeling empowered and successful. 

From the point of view of delivery modes, the articles reported on DMPL that was 
delivered through a wide range of mediums, with many using more than one delivery 
mode, for example combining online learning modules with online coaching. Across 
the 20 articles, we see the following delivery modes represented: 

• Web-based portals with broad range of content 

• Online learning modules 

• Videos (self-reported performance, observed performance, curricula 
demonstrations, video reflections) 

• Online coaching 

• Video conferences (Google Hangouts, Zoom) 

• Multimodal online sources: websites, YouTube clips, video streaming, journal 
articles and book chapters  

• Asynchronous online communication in a learning management system and 
synchronous webinars 

• Creation of digital storybooks. 

What is important to note though, is that while the focus on this part of the literature 
review was on DMPL (with the aim to understand similarities, differences, 
opportunities and challenges compared to the case of face-to-face training), in several 
of the studies, what was evaluated was the content of the training or the fidelity of 
intervention, not the delivery mode. Only five articles contained an explicit discussion 
of the digital vs face-to-face training mode and, as mentioned above, Roberts et al. 
(2020) was an exception in its targeted examination of the impact of digital mediation 
in the context of professional learning.  

Evaluation  

As mentioned above, the focus of some of the articles reviewed in this section was not 
on understanding the difference between in person and online professional learning 
provision but rather on whether a certain professional development programme and 
content were effective, that is, whether it was shown to have a positive impact on 
teachers’ practice and/or children’s outcomes. Nevertheless, as most of the training 
examined was delivered through some form of digital meditation, it is important to 
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remark that broadly speaking the studies provided evidence of some positive results. 
In fact, a general positive impact on teachers’ knowledge and practice, classroom 
quality or teacher/child interaction was observed in most of the articles. When the 
study extended to the analysis of the effect on children’s outcomes (e.g. Ascetta et al., 
2019; Crawford et al., 2021; Lipscomb et al., 2021) this was usually positive or at worse 
no effect was detected (Crawford et al., 2021). 

One of the key advantages of DMPL suggested by these articles is that it can be useful 
to decrease time needed for professional development and to reach professionals who 
would otherwise not be able to access it. In addition, participants in these studies 
pointed out other advantages of DMPL, such as being able to access training material 
in their own time. Crucially, online training seemed to be useful to augment face-to-
face training efforts. 

However, the articles reviewed showed that DMPL was not without difficulties. In some 
cases, challenges emerged due to teachers’ limited digital literacy, which made the 
online course difficult for them to complete independently (Helenius et al., 2017). In 
this study, teachers explicitly indicated that of the tasks involved in the professional 
development, engaging with the texts and videos contributed the least to their learning, 
while talking to their colleagues was identified as the most effective means of 
engagement (Helenius et al., 2017).  

In other cases, problems with online interactions arose due to workload or wider 
technology problems and access issues from within educational networks. For 
example, in Helenius et al. (2017), the lack of time for professional development was 
noted by 83% of respondents. Given most EY teachers’ working conditions, the study 
found that practitioners need materials readily accessible in the learning environment 
and available for use throughout the day. With DMPL this is only possible if various 
digital devices are made available in the learning environment for teachers’ use, or if 
resources are transferred into an alternative physical format (e.g. printed out). Findings 
from another study suggested that while EY educators may use technology for 
personal use, they may be less familiar with learning technologies (MacDonald & 
Douglass, 2015). Participants in the same study indicated that even when their 
technical competence with learning technologies was secure, they still preferred to 
use such technologies with the support and feedback from an instructor or supervisor 
who could guide their participation and engagement (MacDonald & Douglass, 2015).  

Taken together, these findings suggest that DMPL does not necessarily work alone 
but can instead support sustainability and convenience in professional development 
when there is adequate supervision and support with a high degree of interpersonal 
engagement. The latter may be easier to develop or more familiar in the context of in-
person interactions, hence the focus in the literature on the augmentation of face-to-
face professional development with DMPL.  

In considering these findings, however, it is important to keep in mind that many of the 
studies’ sample sizes were small and/or lacked diversity. In addition, several articles 
lacked a clear and detailed description of exactly what the digital mediation entailed. 
Without detailed descriptions of DMPL, it is more difficult to determine what forms of 
digital mediation are most effective. In the context of the small number of studies who 
specifically addressed opportunities and challenges of DMPL versus in-person 
professional learning, or different modes of digital delivery, the findings discussed 
above must be taken with caution.  
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Conclusions  

What policy-makers need to know  
• DMPL can be used to improve access to leadership development in EY, but its 

effective use depends on careful design including:  
o Multiple delivery modes  
o Opportunities for dialogue and connection  
o Authentic reflection experiences  

• Research suggests that DMPL without these elements can impact negatively 
on motivation among EY staff.   

• DMPL for leadership development must meet the practical requirements and 
constraints of EY educators and their day to day work, which research shows 
to be sector-specific. This means supporting EY educators through learning 
technologies that integrate well into their everyday teaching environments and 
are easy to learn. Support is essential to enable a positive and useful 
experience.  

What training providers need to know  

• Leadership development is complex because leadership is complex. The 
diverse conceptualisations of leadership in the literature highlight that it is not 
possible to break leadership down into a set of steps or skills. The complexity 
needs to be kept in mind when thinking about DMPL solutions, since DMPL 
platforms and tools will need the capacity to respond to this complexity.  

• Leadership development programmes have generally prioritised highly 
interpersonal experiences, critical and collaborative reflection and sometimes 
intense face to face dialogues. Collaborative reflection can occur via coaching, 
group dialogues, workshops, learning labs, oral inquiry and more besides. The 
intensity of the interpersonal element needs to be kept in mind when thinking 
about the potentials for DMPL to support leadership development across the 
EY sector.  

• DMPL for leadership development must meet the practical requirements of the 
EY workforce, with learning technologies that are well-integrated into everyday 
learning and teaching environments and are easy to use.  

What researchers need to know  

• The evidence base for what effective leadership development looks like is not 
developed enough to present robust conclusions on ‘what works’ in terms of 
leadership development. 

• Early evaluative research on leadership development is based on the 
conceptual model presented by Douglas (2019), in which leadership 
development programmes are thought to impact on leaders’ capacity to 
positively influence organisational climate, which in turn impacts on the learning 
environment and child-adult interactions, which in turn supports improved 
outcomes among children.   

• We urgently need further research to test the validity of this model, as a starting 
point for then pinpointing which examples of leadership development 
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programmes can contribute in this concrete way to the quality of the 
environment and interactions, and ultimately improve children’s outcomes.  

• Research on DMPL in EY is highly diverse in terms of what the DMPL involves 
and how it is evaluated, including the focus of the evaluation. This makes it 
difficult to determine what type of DMPL is beneficial for EY educators in 
general and future research with this focus is needed. More specifically, we 
need research that unpicks the specificities of digital mediation in relation to an 
EY audience, with clear distinctions relating to digital design in terms of both 
‘hard tech’ and platforms.  
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