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Abstract

This paper sets out to look critically at the use of systematic reviews in the cross-disciplinary field of
early childhood and international development. Systematic reviews - a specialist methodology
involving the secondary analysis of existing knowledge on a particular topic - is prevalently used to
address complex questions in social and health related policy, and is an established tradition in the life
and health sciences. In education and the social sciences, there is burgeoning interest in systematic
methodological approaches, although its usage remains comparatively lagging compared to the
medical field. Drawing on an interdisciplinary systematic review of empirical research on early
childhood development and peacebuilding in the Asia Pacific region, this paper reflects on the use of
the methodology and its potential to inform new conceptual and methodological developments. The
paper argues that our knowledge of children and the early years can be significantly advanced by
furthering debates on systematic reviews particularly in cross-disciplinary fields, its application, as well
as relevance for how evidence is evaluated and applied. This is especially pertinent in a sector driven
by increasing calls for more reliable and timely information to influence practice and policy decision-
making.

Keywords: early childhood research, methodology, systematic review, cross-disciplinary, evidence-
base

Introduction
In the early years field, there is a global drive to provide reliable and timely information for policy and
practice, in order that “evidence-informed” decisions can be made for the benefit of young children
and families (OECD 2012; The World Bank 2011; What Works 2014). To this end, it is commonplace
for published papers in early childhood research to include some form of literature review, sometimes
known as a “narrative review” in its more traditional form, where authors use a selection of literature
to develop an argument around what they regard as salient evidence to address a particular research
guestion or hypothesis. The established scholarship of literature reviews published on a wide range of
subjects related to early childhood care and education have contributed to advances in knowledge
(Hobbs and Stovall 2015; Hedefalk, Almqgvist and Ostman 2015; Ang, Stephen, and Brooker 2016).
However, while literature reviews or desk-based research are routinely published and valuable in
their own rights, there appears to be comparatively less critical debate about the application of
systematic reviews as a methodological tool in the field. A seminal anthology cites systematic reviews
as a rigorous methodology in early childhood research while acknowledging the need for
‘methodological diversification’ (521) and to ‘preclude discussions about how to more wisely and
durably position the emerging field of international early childhood research’ (Farrell, Kagan, and
Tisdall 2016:532).

To address this gap and spur on debate, this paper draws on the methodology and outcomes of a
project on a systematic review of early childhood and peacebuilding in the Asia Pacific region,
conducted using a review protocol with an online specialist software, the Evidence for Policy and
Practice Information (EPPI)-Reviewer 4 tool. The discussion considers how using a systematic review
approach has the potential to inform conceptual and methodological developments; and ways in
which a methodology that was developed in the health sciences could be adapted for use in the cross-
disciplinary fields of early childhood and international development. The paper argues for the
importance of maintaining a transparent auditable trail of the methodological process by addressing
guestions of how the selected literature is reviewed, assessment of the quality of the material
included, and potential bias. The discussion contends that the review of evidence using an ordered



and systematic protocol has the potential to provide a robust synthesis of knowledge. While
recognising its limitations, the review process can also be a useful tool for analysing and evaluating
studies. This is particularly relevant in a field such as early childhood that is largely dominated by
gualitative and descriptive research, where researchers increasingly adopt qualitative datasets to
advance theory, policy, and practice (Saracho 2016). The paper examines what is understood by the
term ‘systematic review’ and its relevance for how evidence is evaluated and applied. In doing so, it
urges researchers to engage in further critical debates about the use of systematic reviews to advance
the scientific rigour and application of research in the early years field. This is all the more pertinent in
a sector that is fuelled by increasing demands for more and better evidence to inform policy, practice
and theory.

The origins of systematic reviews
Systematic reviews is essentially a desk-based methodology which employs a standardised, structured
protocol and a conceptual framework to review the relevant literature in a methodical and rigorous
manner (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2012; Khan, Ter Riet, Glanville, Sowden and Kleijnen 2001). It is
based on the premise that the best evidence for social change is derived not from single studies or a
particular selection of literature, but from scientific analyses and syntheses of multiple studies on the same
topic. The methodology was developed first and foremost in response to growing demands by policy
makers and practitioners to have access to the most contemporary research evidence for the purpose
of decision-making (Harden & Thomas 2005). Reviews are commonly known to offer aggregate
summaries of available body of research on “what works”, when and why to address any given
question or social phenomena (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2012).

Pioneered in health care, the origins of systematic reviews lie in the life and health sciences, where
the secondary analysis of large bodies of knowledge is commonplace to inform clinical practice and
health related areas. The first international network of systematic reviewers, the Cochrane
Collaboration, comprised a group of researchers with a shared vision ‘[t]o improve health by promoting
the production, understanding and use of high quality research evidence by patients, healthcare
professionals and those who organize and fund our healthcare services’ (Cochrane Collaboration, 2016).
The collaboration continues to-date as an independent global network of researchers, academics and
other professionals with a shared aim to raise awareness of the importance of evidence-based decision-
making in health care. The review process itself is defined by a series of structured stages that involves
the formulation of the research question(s) and methodology, development of a review protocol and
search strategy, application of inclusion and exclusion criteria, development of a conceptual
framework, appraisal of the quality and relevance of the material, and synthesis of the findings (Oliver
and Sutcliffe 2012). Systematic review techniques can be applied to a broad range of evidence using
both statistical and narrative approaches including meta-analyses and qualitative research, while
drawing on a variety of study types such as effectiveness studies and impact evaluations. As the next
section shows, it is also a methodology increasingly used to inform “evidence-based” policy
development and advocacy.

Systematic reviews for “evidence-based” early childhood advocacy
The last decade has witnessed a growing trend in the employment of systematic reviews to enhance
evidence-based policy development and advocacy (Snilstveit B., Oliver S. & Vojtkova 2012; Lohr 2004).
The impetus for “evidence” is widely recognised by researchers in a range of fields including
education and the early years, to explore solutions to improve the quality of childcare and education
of young children (Saracho 2016; Pring and Thomas 2004; Green, Taylor, Buckley and Hean 2016;
Cutspec 2004; Pawson 2002). Systematic reviews in early childhood research has been associated
with the “gold standard” randomised contolled trial (RCT) methodology in the thorough way it
enables data to be scrutinised and compared (Penn 2015). In the United Kingdom, this emphasis on
evidence-based research has contributed to a strong “what works” agenda in the development of



policy and practice. A series of “What Works Centres’ was created in 2010 in the areas of education
and early intervention with a focus on collating and applying the “best evidence” to improve public
services (Cabinet Office 2014). A key purpose of the Centres is to support policy decision-making
regarding the care and education of young children. Led by the Early Intervention Foundation (EIF), a
key focus is the cost-benefit analyses of early intervention programmes, to address questions of how
best to improve developmental outcomes for preschool children.

Arguably, researchers have raised conceptual and methodological concerns about the “what works”
agenda as to the type of evidence that constitutes quality and “valid knowledge” (Vandenbroeck,
Roets and Roose 2012; Biesta 2007; Pampaka, Williams and Homer 2016; Moss 2015); for example,
there are contentions around the dominance of RCTs used to inform ‘evidence-based’ educational
practice (Biesta 2007), and the application of an evidence-based discourse to intervention studies
across different contexts, time, place, or scale (Penn 2015; Pawson 2006). Researchers investigating
the impact of early interventions argue that while evidence on what works can be helpful in
identifying the most beneficial strategy to improving provisions, evidence ‘is only one factor that
needs to be considered alongside others ..." (Little and Sodha 2012: 13) Moss (2015) strongly urges
the need to question ‘indeed contest, the positivistic ideal’ (89) in the making of evidence-based
policy and practice particularly. This is especially pertinent in the field of education where objects of
study are situated in a social phenomenon requiring contextualisation and interpretation, and where
the positionality and perspective of the researcher and the researched highlight ‘the inescapable
subjectivity of the social research endeavour’ (98). Yet others contend that while ‘an unresolved
debate’ (Pampaka, Williams and Homer 2016:232) persists, the rhetoric of “evidence-informed policy
and practice” remains ubiquitous. In early childhood research, there is increasing emphasis on the use
of “best evidence” for the purpose of advocacy, to address global challenges related to social
inequality that impact aversely on the lives of young children and families. Supranational international
organisations such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO),
The World Bank, and the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) have
contributed to concerted calls for ‘evidence-based national policy-making’ (UNESCO 2015: pxv) in
advocating for better policies, governance and services to improve young children’s lives. The OECD
(2012) for instance, raises the importance of ‘evidence-based policy making’ (291) and The World
Bank (2011) calls for ‘evidence-informed policy making’ (The World Bank 2011: 6) to build a ‘high-
quality knowledge base on education reform’ (6).

Notably, the work of the International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie), funded by the UK’s
Department for International Development, the Australian aid agency AusAID and other international
donors, has led the way in building a repository of systematic reviews, impact evaluations and
evidence-gaps to inform future research and policy development in developing countries. A series of
reviews has been published on a range of related topics including the benefits of early childhood
interventions (Nores and Barnett 2010), the impact of daycare programmes on child health, nutrition
and development in developing countries (Leroy, Gadsden & Guijarro 2012), and childhood
vaccinations in developing countries (Shea, Andersson, and Henry 2009). It is evident that in the
cross-disciplinary field of early childhood and international development, systematic review
approaches that identify and evaluate bodies of empirical knowledge including experimental and
guasi-experimental studies on the effects of early interventions are increasingly being funded to
inform policy development particularly in the developing world (Snilstveit, Oliver & Vojtkova 2012). As
the following study shows, the process of undertaking a systematic review has the potential to offer a
valuable yet challenging avenue for advancing a developing area of interdisciplinary research.

The Study: A brief overview



The study is a systematic review conducted over a year on the cross-disciplinary feld of early years and
international development, on the topic of ‘early childhood and peacebuilding’. The aim was to identify
the conceptual underpinnings and knowledge-gaps to inform a future research agenda for the Asia
Pacific region. Three overarching research questions framed the project 1) what do we know or do not
know about the role of early childhood in peacebuilding? 2) What are the different conceptualisations
of early childhood and peace building? and 3) how does the literature inform a future research agenda
for the advocacy of early childhood and peacebuilding in the region? The impetus of the research was
to explore the conceptual and empirical evidence on the associations between early children and
peacebuilding, and the role of early childhood programmes that contribute to the rebuilding of social
cohesion in post-conflict societies. Given the cross-disciplinary nature of the topic, the study brought
together a vast body of literature from disciplines such as sociology, cultural psychology, philosophy,
education, theology, child health, and political science. In doing so, the review served to establish the
key paradigms that underpinned central concepts such as ‘early childhood’, ‘peacebuilding’, ‘fragility’
and the multiple ways in which these are conceived in existing literature and theoretical discourses.

Methodology

The research entailed a protocol-driven methodology which involved the systematic searching and
screening of published literature, undertaken alongside an iterative process of data searching,
evaluation and analysis. The inquiry was also informed by a conceptual framework and consultations
with professionals and practitioners from international non-government organisations. Two research
software applications was used - Zotero/ProQuest and the EPPI-Reviewer 4. Both software were used
simultaneously during the review process to cross-check the multiple data sources and search
categories. Zotero or Proquest is used to aid the database searches, and the EPPI-Reviewer 4 was used
as the primary software for managing and screening the data. A systematic search of online databases
was conducted using a standardised protocol to capture literature from targeted secondary databases.
The review entailed a staged process that involved the formulation of the review questions,
development of a review protocol, formulation of inclusion and exclusion criteria, database searches,
data extraction, analysis and synthesis of the findings.

A systematic search was carried out using the following online databases: the British Education Index
(BEI), ERIC (Education and Resources in Education Index) and the International Bibliography of the
Social Sciences (IBSS). A series of search terms or descriptors combined by OR and AND were used -
Peace building; Peace AND Early childhood d; Peace building AND Children; Peace, Early childhood
And Family; Peace, Early childhood AND Community; Conflict Resolution and Early childhood; Peace
building AND East Asia; Peace AND [country]. A pre-set review protocol was also developed as a
selection criteria for inclusion and exclusion. All items were screened firstly by their title and abstract,
and then secondly, by their full article report. The inclusion criteria included those items published in
the English language, from 1990 onwards, and included literature which covered the age group 0-12
years, and items relating to a range of education levels - early childhood education (0-7 years),
preschool education (0-4), nursery school education (2-5) and infant school education (5-7).
Conference abstracts, papers and ‘grey literature’ (unpublished or informally published studies) were
included in the search. The search encompassed the starting date of 1990 onwards. The rationale for
the time frame was two-fold. Firstly, the introduction of the United Nations Convention of the Rights
of the Child (1989) was a watershed moment for the early childhood and international development
sector; thus it was considered likely that literature published from this period onwards was reflective
of current policy and/or research developments and therefore relevant to the study. Secondly, the
time period was informed by increased interest in the advocacy and scaling up of early childhood and
peacebuilding initiatives as highlighted by an initial scoping review. The inclusion criteria included
published literature which related to early childhood and peacebuilding comprising theoretical papers
as well as empirical research.



Data analysis and results
From the review, a list of 122 citations (Appendix 1) was identified. A thematic approach was used to
analyse the final list of included literature, with the items coded under three emerging themes:
conceptual, intervention and advocacy. The data analysis was undertaken in an ongoing, iterative
cyclical process, informed by the conceptual framework, research questions, and emerging literature.
During the data analysis, the review identified multiple conceptualisations of early childhood and
peace building, and these were assessed and synthesized in relation to the review questions and
conceptual framework. Three broad categories were used to guide the final data analysis: topic
relevance of the literature and how it relates to the research questions, methodological quality of the
items especially in regards to research papers, and the type of literature and its function. The data
analysis generally adopted a narrative approach by summarizing the key themes and results, and
examined the weight of evidence against each theme. The analysis was conducted with the overall
aim of synthesising the extant literature around early childhood and peacebuilding. As part of the
data analysis and synthesis, a standard coding tool (Appendix 2) was applied in the EPPI- Reviewer 4
to screen and code the data. Examples of inductive codes included ‘programme implementation’,
‘curriculum and pedagogy’, ‘children’s socialisation” and ‘children’s voices and participation’. From
these codes, the overarching themes were formulated. This structured, stepped-process of analysis
was undertaken in an iterative process, closely guided by the research questions and conceptual
framework.

The results of the review were encapsulated in a review flow diagram (figure 1). A total of 1,126 items
were retrieved and imported to the EPPI-Reviewer database, after the removal of duplicates (152
items were identified as ‘exact match 100%’), a final list of 974 items were included for qualitative
analysis. All 974 items were screened and irrelevant studies removed, from which 196 items were
eventually included based on their title and abstracts. A total of 122 items were coded on their full
report and reviewed.

Figure 1 Review Flow Diagram
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Conceptual framework

Informed by the analysis and findings, the study was underpinned by a conceptual or theoretical
framework depicted in the diagram below (figure 2). The model aimed to visually summarise the
findings of the review by encapsulating the complex and extensive literature that have informed
conceptualisations of early childhood and peacebuilding. It is based on an ecological paradigm which
depicts the powerful influence of different factors and environments which affect children’s overall
development and well-being (Bronfenbrenner 1979;1995). The framework builds on the research
evidence which showed the intrinsic relationships between children, families, communities and the
wider society in which they live (Sagi-Schwartz A. 2012 ‘Children of War and Peace: A Human
Development Perspective’; Yale University & ACEV Partnership (2012) ‘Ecology of Peace: Formative
Childhoods and Peace Building. A Brief Note.” New Haven, CT and Istanbul, Turkey: Yale-ACEV
Partnership).

The model combines concepts spanning academic boundaries which take into account the contextual
influences of children’s lives in conflict situations. At the center of the model depicts ‘the child” amidst
its wider environment and positioned within a series of inter-relating and overlapping systems that
affect their life experiences. The layer in closest proximity to the child is the family, community and civil
society; and the outer layers describe the macro system, the larger cultural, political, historical, and
socio-economic conditions that influence the holistic environment in which the child is embedded. In
conflict situations, as evidenced by the literature (Ujvari 2005; Schnabel and Tabyshalieva 2013; Sagi-
Schwartz 2012), this is often characterised by deeply ingrained inequalities. When facing adversity, the
child therefore stands in the crosscurrents of fractured cultural, political and socio-economic conditions
which interact and evolve over time to negatively impact on children’s lives and experiences. The
theoretical model also shows ‘sustainable peace’ and ‘fragility’ as analogous concepts, where the
arrows at the bottom-end of the diagram point towards a state of fragility which highlight the adverse



conditions that children experience in conflict-affected states; in contrast to the arrows at the top-end
of the diagram which indicate a movement towards an aspirational ideal - that of sustainable peace.
Taken as a whole, the conceptual model illustrates the concept of ‘early childhood and peacebuilding’
that emerged from the literature reviewed from across and beyond academic disciplines, defined as
those social, historical, cultural, political and economic conditions that either enable or hinder the
transition from a state of fragility and adversity to the realisation of peace.

Figure 2 Conceptual Framework
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Methodological reflections
The study presented here shows the methodological process by which a selection of published
literature was systematically searched, retrieved and synthesised using a systematic review
methodology. The study’s aim was to undertake a gap-analysis of existing literature with a view to
discovering new areas of inquiry and to inform a research agenda for early childhood and
peacebuilding in the Asia Pacific region. To this end, the deployment of a standardised protocol-
driven methodology was effective in drawing connections with the existing literature which would
otherwise remain obscure and offered the research team an avenue to explore a vast cross-
disciplinary field that covered a diverse range of subjects including children, peacebuilding, conflict
research, and international development. The electronic software EPPI-Reviewer 4 was instrumental
in managing the volume of research that was retrieved across the disciplinary areas. Yet, despite the
attention to rigour, there were methodological challenges and dilemmas, which to some extent
remained unresolved; not least when adapting the approach to cross-disciplinary fields with
contrasting paradigms and research approaches, as well as epistemological, ontological and
methodological differences. In an area as context-sensitive as early childhood, the study evoked
methodological reflections as well as predicaments in three key areas: 1. the heterogenity of the
literature and selection criteria; 2. conceptual ambiguities; 3. risk of bias.

1. Heterogenity of the literature and selection criteria
Firstly, a key methodological difficulty encountered at the outset of the study was the heterogeneity
of the literature sample and the screening or selection criteria, that is, the process of determining
how and which published material should be included in the review. Rather ambitiously, the project
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combined the literature from two substantive distinct topics: early childhood and peacebuilding.
Given the cross-disciplinary nature of the study, there was great variability across the literature in
theoretical and empirical approaches. The database search captured a diverse set of literature from a
range of publication types and documents including books, conference papers, anthologies, journal
articles, encyclopaedias, monographs and reference works. Inevitably, given the diversity and
variability of the evidence, assessing the relevancy and quality of evidence raised dilemmas, even
when a standardised protocol was employed. Some of the studies that were of highly context-specific
such as critical discussions of children and peacebuilding in Timor-Leste (Ujvari 2005) and theological
research on the Baha'i curriculum for peace education (Gervais 2004) made the selection of literature
even more complex as to what constituted “evidence”. When reviewing the multidisciplinary
literature, a few studies also presented challenges with regards to the evaluation of the research
approach and methodology, and underpinning theoretical paradigm, largely because the quality of
what is considered acceptable as ‘empirical research’ varies by discipline. In a cross-disciplinary area
such as early childhood and peacebuilding, attempts to apply methodological judgements across
academic fields such as theology and geography posed predicaments about what essentially counts as
knowledge in the field. As a result, a handful of items, while interesting and valuable in their own
rights, had to be omitted because of their methodological limitations and lack of conceptual clarity.
The complexities and challenges when pooling and synthesising discipline-specific knowledge are well
recognised by researchers even as they espouse the advantages of cross-disciplinary or
transdisciplinary research approaches (King, Tucker, Desserud and Shillington 2009). In the context of
the study, due to the heterogenity of the field, it was difficult to track down the “grey literature” such
as government reports and less widely known research publications as they were either unpublished
or published in a native language other than English. This presented a technical limitation which
meant that only literature published in the English language was reviewed. As such, it is possible that
potentially relevant studies may not have been included and valuable information may be missed.

2. Conceptual ambiguities

Secondly, a challenge in the study was the remarkable variations in the underpinning concepts used,
and the conceptual ambiguities around terms such as early childhood, fragility and sustainable peace.
In any systematic review and indeed desk-based research, the conceptual underpinnings of the given
topic area are critical to the inquiry. Depicted in the conceptual model (figure 2), the findings revealed
three thematic categories in the conceptualisation of ‘early childhood and peacebuilding’ - ‘conceptual’
as part of a wider social justice agenda, ‘intervention’ as means of conflict mediation and other
reconciliation intervention strategies, and ‘advocacy’ in terms of the promotion of children’s rights in
peacebuilding. However, these were highly contextualised and used in widely varying combinations.
Central to the review were the concepts ‘fragility’ and ‘peace’. Arguably, these concepts are essentially
socially, culturally and politically constructed, and as such problematic to define as their meanings are
subject to varying usage over time and place. For example, the OECD provided an operational definition
of the term ‘“fragility’ as a state of weakened capacity, characterised by a country’s inability to carry out
basic governance functions with severe challenges in maintaining socially cohesive relations within
society (OECD 2013). Yet, the notion of ‘fragility’ is also a deeply political concept as researchers in the
field have noted its multiple dimensions that is understood in different ways in various political, socio-
economic, and cultural discourses. The literature retrieved showed there was limited consensus on
what constitutes ‘fragility’, as all states were considered “fragile” in some respects, and the definition
shifted as countries move in and out of fragility. Conversely, the notion of ‘peace’ is a complex and
emotive subject, and arguably elusive to define. The literature showed multiple conceptualisations of
‘peace’ and ‘peacebuilding’ (Merav 2001; Klein, Goerrtz and Diehl 2008), and the shifting conceptual
links with understandings of childhood and children’s role in society. The literature also revealed
competing debates around the notion of ‘peace’ and ‘peacebuilding’, as constructed by policy makers
and scholars (Smith and Carson, 1998; Gervais 2004).



The diverse vocabulary used across the different fields of literature, where often synonyms were used
to mean different things in a range of contexts contributed to the complexity of the review process.
Additionally, descriptors that were used inconsistently in the expansive literature to denote the
conceptual links between early childhood and peacebuilding such as ‘conflict-resolution” and
‘childhood resilience’ turned out to be more ambiguous than envisaged and was especially
challenging when evaluating the relevancy and quality of the literature. The challenge was
compounded by the wide range of literature which emerged across different fields and disciplines,
reflecting the complexity of the subject area. Frequently used terms such as childhoods, fragility and
sustainable peace are value-laden and “travelling” concepts that traverse geopolitical and social
contexts, and informed by different fields of researchers with particular world views, philosophies,
and theories. Methodologically, this meant that there were implications for the review process as
adjustments needed to be made if the wording was changed during the database search or search
terms were used in a slightly different way. Hence, although a standardised systematic review
protocol was used and consistency maintained in the descriptors included in the database search,
conceptual ambiguity remained an ongoing challenge. As a result, the research questions had to be
teased out and examined, in part due to the screening process, but mainly to try to provide conclusive
answers, even if the answer does no more than to highlight the difficulties in formulating the
conceptual difficulties or in relying on particular kinds of evidence. Stewart, Coles and Pullin (2005)
aptly describe the researcher’s predicament of interpreting complex epistemology while seeking to
present a set of coherent findings from very disparate studies as a perennial challenge in any
systematic review, ‘A balance needs to be struck between a reductionist approach that simplifies the
guestion but may limit both the quantity of information available and the applicability of its
conclusions, and a holistic approach in which the question contains so much complexity that no
studies have attempted to address it’ (277). Inevitably, the overlaps and diversity of terminology used
in the study meant the search would not be exhaustive or definitive. Understanding the complexities
and indeed conceptual ambiguities of the study therefore presented methodological challenges but
was nevertheless pertinent when documenting the relevant research ‘evidence’ and drawing out the
essential elements of the data to create a coherent conceptual framework and narrative. Systematic
reviews have traditionally been applied in fields of research where positivist and experimental
approaches are dominant. In this case, when applied to a cross-disciplinary study in a comparatively
young field of inquiry where descriptive and non-quantifiable studies tend to dominate, there
appeared to be less consensus on key conceptualisations and paradigms, giving rise to methodological
challenges.

3. Risk of bias
Thirdly, the study raised methodological reflections in regards to the issue of risk of bias. As a
methodology often associated with scientific rigour, the main aim of any systematic review is to
minimise the risk of bias and error associated with single studies and non-systematic reviews,
especially when examining a large body of evidence. However, given the extent of heterogeneity of
the data sources and conceptual ambiguities, it became apparent during the review that despite the
attention to scrutiny and rigor, the review process nonetheless entailed an exercise of judgement
when gauging the quality of the evidence and how it might address the research questions. To
establish a degree of objectivity, a transparent methodological ‘audit trail” was systematically
documented as described in the data analysis. Nonetheless, the dilemmas encountered during the
review process inevitably posed limitations in that the findings were by no means absolute. The
research showed there was no single, universal understanding or theory of “early childhood” and
“peacebuilding” as these were essentially value-laden concepts. The study was also conducted within
a limited timescale and scope, running the risk that some relevant information has not been captured
by the search. As such, it does not purport to offer an exhaustive review of all available literature but
rather to map some of the key relevant concepts and literature, in order to understand the
knowledge gaps to inform a research agenda for the region.



The methodological considerations discussed in this paper are pertinent. On one hand, proponents of
the approach have argued convincingly of its role as a powerful tool for producing reliable and
comprehensive syntheses of the most relevant evidence-base and effectiveness of a given
phenomena (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2012; Harden and Thomas 2005; Stewart, Van Rooyen, & de
Wet, 2012). Reviews are often regarded as the cornerstone of evidence-based policy making, as a
more methodical and therefore ‘scientific’ approach compared to the practice of literature reviewing
in its more traditional form (Anderson and Shemilt 2010). Stewart (2014) argues that ‘systematic
reviews of research evidence have the potential to ‘change the world’ by providing accurate
comprehensive summaries of knowledge for decision-makers.” (581). It is also perceived as an
effective medium for enabling knowledge to be accumulated in a manageable way (Harden and
Thomas 2005). On the other hand, researchers have also documented the challenges that arise from
systematic reviews particularly in its application to cross-disciplinary research and alternative
methodologies (Oliver, Garner, Heywood, Jull, Dickson, Bangpan, Ang, and Fourman 2017). Systematic
reviews for instance, are largely perceived to be intervention-based through the synthesis of
statistical impact evaluation studies that offer attributable, causal estimates (Tanner, Jeffery,
Candland, Tara Lynn, Odden, and Swan 2015); and Dunne (2011) contends that the place of literature
reviews in qualitative methodologies can be ‘a polemical and divisive issue’ (111) given the tensions
that arise from the influence of existing, competing frameworks, hypotheses or other theoretical
ideas upon the data. Other authors highlighted the difficulties encountered by social scientists and
multidisciplinary research teams which include ‘inconsistent definitions of social phenomena, differing
use of key concepts across research fields and practical problems relating to database compatibility
and computer processing power’ (Curran, Burchardt, Knapp, McDaid and Li 2007: 289). There are no
easy solutions to tackling these challenges but raising these debates is pertinent when considering the
implications of systematic reviews and its application.

Conclusion
This paper has offered some methodological reflections on a systematic review of early childhood and
peacebuilding to inform a future research agenda for the Asia Pacific region. While recognising its
challenges, the study showed that the principles of systematic reviews has potential for contributing
to cross-disciplinary research in the field of early childhood and international development.
Governments and supranational organisations internationally are placing greater attention on
evidence-informed practice and policy development to improve the lives of young children. In order
to meet the growing demands for more “evidence”, it is important that early childhood researchers
understand the complexities of employing systematic review approaches to address difficult social,
global challenges. It is also essential that they carefully consider the most appropriate methods to
use, including its strengths and limitations, to be able to identify, appraise, and synthesise the most
relevant evidence to enhance the growing knowledge-base of early childhood.
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Appendix 2 Coding tool

CODES

SCREEN ON TITLE AND ABSTRACT

Exclude on target EC age group (exclude items that do not pertain to children 0-8 years)
Exclude on country (exclude items that are not based on East Asia and the Asia Pacific region)
Exclude on date 1990 (exclude all items before 1990)

Exclude on topic (the item is on an entirely unrelated topic)

Include based on title and abstract

SCREEN ON FULL ARTICLE REPORT

Exclude on target EC age group (exclude items that do not pertain to children 0-8 years)
Exclude on topic (the item is on an entirely unrelated topic)

Include based on full article report

Exclude on country

CONCEPTUAL

Peace Theories and Paradigms

INTERVENTION

Progamme Implementation (Literature relating to peace building at a programme level e.g. early intervention
initiatives, toolkits, recommended practices etc.)

Curriculum and Pedagogy (Literature relating to peacebuilding and early years classroom practices, teaching and
learning; teacher training; children’s learning)

Children's Socialisation (Items relating to children’s socialisation and peer conflict-resolution issues as a way of
promoting peace and peaceful relatinoships.Also relating to children’s socialisation within the family, community
and society.)

ADVOCACY

Children’s voices and participation (Literature focusing on children’s voices and participation as a form of advocacy
for peace building)

Research (Iltems provide evidence of empirical research on peace building and EC)

NOTES ON CODES

Exclude on target age groups: Young people and conflict; Women in peace politics; Social emotional well-being in
Chilean students; college, Universities and peace corps; Youth intervention and peace; Adolescent; Youth violence

Exclude on topics: Human rights issues; Women in conflict situations; Military and defence in conflict situations;
Adult education and peace values; Abdominal pain and conflict resolution in children; Children mediation in parental
separation; Family mediation; Sibling conflict-resclution; Bullying; Domestic violence and peace; Parental conflict;
Parental-adolescent conflict resolution; Global war and peace; Co-parenting divorcing couples and keeping peace;
Refugee education and peace; Economics and conflict transformation.

Exclude on country: War and peace in Afghanistan and Iraq; Africa and literacy; Rwanda genocide; Poverty
alleviation and peace promotion in sub-saharan Africa.

Conceptual: Conflict resolution; Peace and social justice; Concepts of war and peace;

Curriculum and Pedagogy: Planning for peace in the curriculum; Family-community-school partnerships to promote
peace; Storytelling and community building
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